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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 religion that on the face of it is not very appealing. Christianity—as
         the religion emerged after Constantine—basically tells the story of a rather passionate,
         capricious, and bungling God who makes humans, then doesn’t much care for them, decides
         they should all suffer eternal punishment for their faults (faults which were, after
         all, fashioned by the creator), and this god’s wrath against his own creation can
         only be placated by torturing his own son to death. If there is something attractive
         about that religion, it is far from obvious; yet Christianity gains multitudes of
         adherents. The power of the Emperor Constantine helped, along with subsequent threats
         of remarkably cruel punishment in this world (by the Inquisition) and even worse in
         the afterlife (an eternity in hell). But one charm of the religion is that a god becomes
         man, and dwells among us; and if a god can become man, then perhaps men can become
         gods.
      

      
      
       And humans apparently do become gods. God goes to prepare a place for us—“I go to
         prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again,
         and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also” (John 14:3 KJV)—and
         that place appears to be an abode of gods. St. Peter and subsequent bishops of Rome
         hold the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven, and that surely is a godly privilege. Mortals
         become immortal saints and can perform miracles (only by demonstrating such godly
         miraculous powers can one qualify as a saint). Orthodoxy insists that the saints only
         hear prayers (which seems rather miraculous in itself), and that they then have special
         influence with God to persuade God to grant petitions (and it is actually God who
         performs the miraculous intervention): “As was taught by St. Augustine . . . Catholics,
         while giving to God alone adoration strictly so-called, honor the saints because of
         the Divine supernatural gifts which have earned them eternal life, and through which
         they reign with God in the heavenly fatherland as His chosen friends and faithful
         servants” (Knight 1913). But the distinction, if there is one, is largely lost on
         the faithful. “Chosen friends” sounds a lot like equals (we don’t regard our friends
         as subordinates); a king may have friends who are not kings, but they belong to the
         same class of nobles: they are not a lower form of being. Humans become saints, and
         can and do perform miracles, or at the very least have the right connections to have
         miracles performed. Given their “Divine supernatural gifts” they might well be capable
         of at least modest miracles, and even their relics have special miraculous powers.
         That surely qualifies for the status of minor deity. And the Virgin Mary, mother of
         God, is a full god with miraculous powers, who—in Mary’s manifestation as the Virgin
         of Guadalupe—appears in many places, heals the sick, makes roses bloom in the dead
         of winter, and causes beautiful paintings to appear on blank surfaces.
      

      
      
       Elaine Pagels notes that some Gnostics (of early Christianity) “went so far as to
         claim that humanity created God—and so, from its own inner potential, discovered for
         itself the revelation of truth. . . . The gnostic Valentinus taught that humanity
         itself manifests the divine life and divine revelation” (1979, 122), and in support
         of this claim she quotes the following passage from the Gnostic Gospel of Philip:
      

      
      
      
         God created humanity; [but now human beings] create God. That is the way it is in
            the world—human beings make gods, and worship their creation. It would be more appropriate
            for the gods to worship human beings!
         

      

      
      
      In one version of contemporary Christianity—the Church of Latter Day Saints, the Mormons—the
         desire for apotheosis is not only acknowledged but affirmed, as evidenced in this
         passage from Elder Henry B. Eyring of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles (quoting Spencer
         Kimball):
      

      
      
      
         Our conviction is that God, our Heavenly Father, wants us to live the life that He
            does. We learn both the spiritual things and the secular things “so we may one day
            create worlds [and] people and govern them.” (Eyring 2018)
         

      

      
      
      Joseph Fielding Smith affirmed the same belief:

      
      
      
         If the faithful, who keep the commandments of the Father, are his sons, then they
            are heirs of the kingdom and shall receive of the fulness of the Father’s glory, even
            until they become like the Father. . . . And if they receive his fulness and his glory,
            and if “all things are theirs, whether life or death, or things present, or things
            to come, all are theirs,” how can they receive these blessings and not become gods?
            They cannot. (Smith 1999, Volume 2, 39)
         

      

      
      
      
      During the Renaissance, many people—including the highest ranks in the Catholic Church—were
         fascinated by Hermetic doctrines (teachings they believed to have originated in ancient
         Egypt) that promised to confer the powers of the gods to their initiates: the power
         to turn stone into living flesh, the power over life and death. In 1486, Pico della
         Mirandola maintained that God grants exclusively to humans (not even to angels) the
         remarkable power to make themselves gods by their own free choice. Pico describes
         the process, as if God is speaking to godlike humans:
      

      
      
      
         The nature of all other beings is limited and constrained within the bounds of laws
            prescribed by Us [God]. Thou, constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own
            free will, in whose hand We have placed thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits
            of thy nature. We have set thee at the world’s center that thou mayest from thence
            more easily observe whatever is in the world. We have made thee neither of heaven
            nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, so that with freedom of choice and with
            honor, as though the maker and molder of thyself, thou mayest fashion thyself in whatever
            shape thou shalt prefer. Thou shalt have the power to degenerate into the lower forms
            of life, which are brutish. Thou shalt have the power, out of thy soul’s judgment,
            to be reborn into the higher forms, which are divine. (1948, 224–225)
         

      

      
      
      Pico was a leader in “Christian cabala”: the use of magical powerful forces to exert
         godly control. This was a dangerous business: you could be killed by the Church for
         dealing with dark spirits and could also—as Dr. Faustus learned too late—be dragged
         down into hell by those same forces. But Pico believed—and taught, though only to
         a few—that by our spiritual efforts we could literally become God or be merged into
         God’s being.
      

      
      
       Though many in the Catholic Church were fascinated by such hermetic and cabalistic
         possibilities, they also recognized the danger: if such powers became widely available
         then the control of the Church authorities over “mortals” would end, and the Church
         cherished that control and condemned those who threatened it through magical powers.
         From another direction the Protestant Reformation fiercely rejected any efforts or
         claims of mortals to godly status. Reformation leaders such as Calvin and Luther emphasized
         the majesty of God and the lowly abject nature of the human artifacts God makes for
         his own inscrutable purposes. Their doctrine echoed the teachings of St. Paul:
      

      
      
      
         Therefore hath he mercy on whom he will have mercy, and whom he will he hardeneth.
            Thou wilt say then unto me, Why doth he yet find fault? For who hath resisted his
            will? Nay, but, O man, who art thou that repliest against God? Shall the thing formed
            say to him that formed it, Why hast thou made me thus? Hath not the potter power over
            the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honour, and another unto dishonour?
            (Romans 9:18–21, KJV)
         

      

      
      
      That plunged humans down from their near-godly heights to the level of kitchen crockery:
         certainly not gods, not godlike, not even a special and favored creation; merely artifacts
         to be used and abused at the whim of the potter.
      

      
      
      
       Humans were not long content to be lowly pots: especially not pots fashioned for
         the sole purpose of being damned to the eternal torture of hell. John Calvin might
         find the idea appealing, but most of the faithful preferred to be godlike rather than
         potlike. Orthodoxy might demand humble acquiescence to almighty God’s majestic will,
         but the desire to be a god pushed in the opposite direction. Rather than passive powerless
         artifacts, the faithful embraced a charming heretical alternative: the Pelagian heresy,
         ruthlessly suppressed but never destroyed. It was promoted by Jacob Arminius at the
         beginning of the 17th Century, and the Arminian doctrine—basically that salvation
         comes through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, but that each individual makes a radically
         free first cause choice to accept or reject salvation—now is widely held by Baptists, Methodists, Catholics,
         and even Lutherans and Calvinists. Official church doctrine may reject, resist, or
         qualify Arminian free will, but most of the faithful embrace it. Instead of passive
         pots, humans have the special causa sui godlike choice of salvation or damnation.
      

      
      
      
       Humans having reclaimed godlike status, God becomes our friend—who walks with us,
         talks with us, and treats us as friends—rather than a distant Potter beyond our understanding
         Who crafts us as lowly objects to be used for His cruel purposes. As the classic old
         hymn advises, you should “place your hand in the nail-scarred hand,” for Jesus—who
         is God—is “your dearest friend.” “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” became a popular
         Protestant hymn, recorded by Bing Crosby, Rosemary Clooney, Aretha Franklin, and Ike
         and Tina Turner. Our friends, of course, are roughly our equals; friendship with a
         deity, Jesus, elevates us to deity status: minor deities, perhaps, compared with a
         member of the Trinity, but still deities. The desire to be a god is manifested even
         more clearly in one of the most popular Protestant hymns. “In the Garden” we walk
         with God as an equal or almost a lover. The lines of the chorus sound like something
         from a beach holiday romance novel:
      

      
      
      
         And he walks with me, and he talks with me,

         
         And he tells me I am his own.

         
         And the joy we share as we tarry there, 

         
         None other has ever known.

      

      
      
      This is a depiction of mortals walking and talking with God as equals, as friends,
         as loving companions—as fellow deities. Recorded by everyone from Roy Rogers to Elvis
         Presley to Willie Nelson, and one of the most popular hymns sung in Christian churches,
         perhaps one secret of its enormous popularity is that it fulfills a deep—nonconscious,
         unacknowledged, and consciously denied as blasphemous—desire to “walk and talk and share” with God as an equal; or
         if not quite equal, still a companionable deity. This idea of God (particularly in
         the person of Jesus) as a friend (and fellow deity, rather than a distant power we abjectly worship) is a popular
         theme. The severely orthodox may shudder at this presumption of friendship with God,
         and no doubt John Calvin would spin in his grave; but the powerful desire to share
         deity status with friendly gods is difficult to defeat. 
      

      
      
       Following the path marked by Pico, this new model gave all humans miraculous ab initio godlike powers. According to most contemporary Christians—and especially among those
         in the “born again” tradition—each of us makes a special choice to accept or reject salvation; and by choosing salvation, we become born again and
         by that choice we are transformed into new beings. That choice is an exercise of miracle-working
         power: we make the choice totally independent of any prior causal forces or factors
         or circumstances, and nothing determines the choice except our special causa sui power. Roderick Chisholm (in another context) describes quite clearly the miraculous
         nature of such libertarian choice:
      

      
      
      
         If we are responsible, and if what I have been trying to say is true, then we have
            a prerogative which some would attribute only to God: each of us, when we really act,
            is a prime mover unmoved. In doing what we do, we cause certain events to happen,
            and nothing and no one, except we ourselves, causes us to cause those events to happen.
            (1982, 32)
         

      

      
      
      Evangelical “born again” Christians—who are transformed, born anew by their godlike
         causa sui choice to become “new persons in Christ”—glory in their miraculous first cause powers
         of self-creation. Evangelicals provide a dramatic example of apotheosis aspiration,
         but AA is not confined to born again Christians. Philosophers may not sing about walking
         in a dewy garden with their good friend God, but even atheistic philosophers who denounce
         belief in God are beguiled by the charms of AA.
      

      
      
      Philosophical Apotheosis Aspiration

      
      It is not surprising that some of the most obvious philosophical manifestations of
         apotheosis aspiration are found among Christian philosophers. Richard Swinburne writes:
      

      
      
      
         The greatest human well-being is to be found in friendship with good and interesting
            people in the pursuit of worthy aims. God is a better friend with more interesting
            aspects of himself to reveal than human friends (an infinitely better friend with
            infinitely more aspects) and he has worthwhile tasks which men can share with him
            in bringing themselves and others to reconciliation with each other and God, and to
            growth in the contemplation of God and the Universe which he made, and to beautifying
            that Universe. (1989, 124)
         

      

      
      
      God is not only our friend, but we work together with God and share tasks with God—including
         beautifying the Universe. As friends and allies and helpmates with God, we affirm
         our status as fellow deities.
      

      
      
      Timothy O’Connor pursues a different path to the same goal: “I will try to suggest
         how human and divine freedom can share a common metaphysical core consistent with
         differences that reflect the gulf between unconditioned Creator and His frail children
         of dust” (2005, 208). The godly ambitions of the “frail children of dust” are obvious
         in O’Connor’s own conception of human freedom, in which the “common metaphysical core”
         shared with God is being a first cause: “The buck does indeed ultimately stop with
         us when it comes to initiating our actions,” even though “numerous factors influence
         our activity” (2005, 224). We may be hedged around with conditions and influences,
         but we nonetheless have the godly first cause power which O’Connor characterizes as
         “ontologically basic”:
      

      
      
      
         Free agents determine which tendency will come to fruition on a particular occasion.
            . . . [The free determination] is ontologically basic. Free agents deploy a basic,
            goal-directed ability to form intentions to act. They themselves cause their own action
            triggering choices, or intentions to act. (O’Connor 2005, 215–216)
         

      

      
      
      As O’Connor describes this special power:

      
      
      
         The agent actively forms the intention, and this is . . . the initiating core of what he freely does, and
            its content guides the completion of the action. . . . The agent himself directly
            produced the intention. . . . An agent’s causing an intention cannot itself be caused
            to occur by any independent causal factor. (2005, 218)
         

      

      
      
      The agent has a history, and acts in a particular setting, but when the agent “forms the intention” to act for a specific purpose, then the agent’s formative act is a
         godlike first cause that is powered ultimately and exclusively by the agent’s causa sui intention-forming will. According to O’Connor:
      

      
      
      
         Perfect freedom is indeed a prerogative of God alone. Human freedom, by contrast,
            is always limited, fragile, and variable over time and across agents. (2005, 208)
         

      

      
      
      But frail human creatures still possess a first cause power of intention-formation.
         Humans may not be the alpha god, the god almighty of perfect freedom, but human agents
         are at least minor deities having godly first cause powers, sharing a “common metaphysical
         core” with God.  
      

      
      
       The AA evidence is almost as obvious among philosophers who claim to reject gods
         and miracles. Sartre (1989) ascribes to humans the same godly powers that Chisholm
         and Pico and O’Connor celebrate: humans alone have the special self-creating powers
         of “being-for-itself,” while all other animals are merely “being-in-itself.” Sartre
         even embraces the view of John Calvin: godly freedom requires that there be no objective
         values to which the deity must adhere. Sartre’s free will becomes as arbitrary and
         capricious as the behavior of Calvin’s god, and for the same reason. Like Calvin’s
         god, Sartre’s human deities are also “condemned to be free”: they make “free choices”
         independent of any values, history, or direction. The desire for this wanton “freedom”
         is clearly not a desire for any meaningful or attractive power of free will, but instead
         the product of an obsessive desire to be a god.
      

      
      
      
       Aristotle set down two fundamental principles that have shaped philosophical thought
         to the present day. The first principle is human uniqueness: humans alone are godlike,
         and radically different from all other animals. The second principle concerns what
         makes humans so radically different: the unique godlike power of deliberative reason.
      

      
      
      
         If reason is divine, then, in comparison with man, the life according to it is divine
            in comparison with human life. But we must not follow those who advise us, being men,
            to think of human things, and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, so far as
            we can, make ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve to live in accordance with
            the best thing in us; for even if it be small in bulk, much more does it in power
            and worth surpass everything. This would seem, too, to be each man himself, since
            it is the authoritative and better part of him. (Aristotle 1925, Book X, 7)
         

      

      
      
      Through following our godlike power of reason, we should make ourselves immortal;
         and because we are making ourselves immortal in accordance with our divine reason,
         the implication is that we ourselves become immortal deities. This theme of a power
         of rationality that sets us apart and affords us godly powers is echoed in contemporary
         philosophers, such as Christine Korsgaard: “When you deliberate, when you determine
         your own causality, it is as if there is something over and above all your incentives,
         something which is you, and which chooses which incentive to act on” (2009a, 72). Such powers are not those
         of an exceptionally clever primate, but of a deity. They reflect a deep desire to
         be something more than a human animal, something “over and above all your incentives,”
         something that transcends your conditioning and circumstances and history and shaped
         character.
      

      
      
       Randolph Clarke provides a clear account of the basic value that many find in a libertarian
         free will that transcends any pattern of past causes and refutes determinism:
      

      
      
      
         We value free action because, in acting freely, an agent makes a difference, by an
            exercise of active control, to how things go. Because an agent is an ultimate source
            of her free actions, such an action may be attributable to the agent, in such a way
            that she may be morally responsible for what she has done and for some of the consequences
            thereof. This difference-making, attributability, and responsibility are important
            constituents in the dignity that we think a free agent has in virtue of having free
            will. (2003, 102)
         

      

      
      
      Clarke describes a key element found at the core of apotheosis affirmation: the desire
         to be “an ultimate source,” a first cause, a causa sui. 
      

      
      
      
      The Solomon Affliction

      
      One way of gauging the strength of that “ultimate source” desire is by examining the
         sad plight of a man—reputed to be the wisest man—who felt a powerful desire for first cause godly status and an originality with no prior causes, but who believed it to be a desire that could never be satisfied.
         The result, according to Solomon (or the writer purporting to be Solomon), is “vanity
         of vanities; all is vanity” (Eccl. 1:1 KJV) because there is nothing genuinely new
         and original:
      

      
      
      
         All the rivers run into the sea; yet the sea is not full; unto the place from whence
            the rivers come, thither they return again. . . . The thing that has been, it is that
            which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done; and there is no
            new thing under the sun. Is there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new?
            It hath been already of old time, which was before us. (Eccl. 1:7, 9–10 KJV)
         

      

      
      
      For Solomon, nothing could be original because God had already set everything in motion:

      
      
      
         I know that, whatsoever God doeth, it shall be forever: nothing can be put to it,
            nor any thing taken from it: and God doeth it, that men should fear before him. That
            which hath been is now; and that which is to be hath already been. (Eccl. 3:14–15
            KJV)
         

      

      
      
      God is the ultimate cause, the originator of all that follows, and “nothing can be
         put to it.” That leaves no room for anything new and original, God alone is the first
         cause, and Solomon finds no meaning or satisfaction in any of his work: “Therefore
         I hated life; because the work that is wrought under the sun is grievous unto me;
         for all is vanity and vexation of spirit” (Eccl. 2:17 KJV).
      

      
      
       Solomon despairs of being a genuine first cause, and it robs his work and his life
         of meaning: the resultant suffering might be called the Solomon Affliction. The profound
         desire to be an ultimate first cause—to have the powers of a god—is keenly felt by
         many. William Barrett finds determinism repugnant, because it destroys “freshness,
         novelty, genuine creation” (1958, 47). He recoils in disgust from determinism “due
         to its dreary prospect of a stale and routine world from which surprise and genuine
         novelty may ultimately be banished” (1958, 48). It will be no comfort to Barrett if
         we point out that the remarkable complexity and vastness of our cosmos make it unlikely
         that we will ever run out of surprises and novelty. For Barrett, determinism precludes
         “genuine novelty” as certainly as God’s original causation guarantees that “there
         is no new thing under the sun.” Friedrich Nietzsche had a similar reaction: “Away
         from God and Gods did this will allure me; what would there be to create if there
         were—Gods!” (Nietzsche 1957, Chapter 24).
      

      
      
       In discussing free will, William James briskly rejects concern with moral responsibility
         and just deserts: “Instinct and utility between them can safely be trusted to carry
         on the social business of punishment and praise. If a man does good acts we shall
         praise him, if he does bad acts we shall punish him—anyhow, and quite apart from theories
         as to whether the acts result from what was previous in him or are novelties in a
         strict sense” (1907, 60). Instead, for James: “Free-will pragmatically means novelties in the world, the right to expect that in its deepest elements as well as in its surface phenomena,
         the future may not identically repeat and imitate the past” (1907, 60). Free will
         means that it is not true that “all is vanity, and there is nothing new under the
         Sun”; it means that we can be first causes producing something genuinely and totally
         original, that we have godly ab initio powers: “Our acts, our turning-places, where we seem to ourselves to make ourselves
         and grow. . . . Why may they not be the actual turning-places and growing-places which
         they seem to be, of the world—why not the workshop of being, where we catch fact in
         the making, so that nowhere may the world grow in any other kind of way than this?”
         (1907, 138). James makes explicit what we tend to hide from ourselves: moral responsibility
         is sometimes our cover for claiming special powers of free will. The real motive may be the desire for godly
         ab initio powers. This remarkable power to “make ourselves” is not only grounds for moral responsibility;
         it is also confirmation of our causa sui godly powers.
      

      
      
      
       That James himself harbors the divinity desire becomes clear in the final chapter
         of Pragmatism, where he champions the idea of humans as fellow workers and warriors with the gods
         in struggling to create a better world. James imagines “the world’s author” making
         us this special offer:
      

      
      
      
         I am going to make a world not certain to be saved, a world the perfection of which
            shall be conditional merely, the condition being that each several agent does its
            own “level best.” I offer you the chance of taking part in such a world. Its safety,
            you see, is unwarranted. It is a real adventure, with real danger, yet it may win
            through. It is a social scheme of co-operative work genuinely to be done. Will you
            join the procession? Will you trust yourself and trust the other agents enough to
            face the risk? (1907, 139)
         

      

      
      
      We stand alongside god, a deity in need of our best efforts, struggling together to
         construct a successful world. Pico and Chisholm and Sartre favor a godlike power of
         self-making; William James desires a godly power of cosmos construction.
      

      
      
      
       When someone is driven by the AA desire for originality and creativity, then in vain
         does one point out that even if we can trace all the causes the result is still genuinely
         new and original. The Solomon Affliction is a deeper misery. Even if no god has foreseen
         my accomplishments, still they are not my own first cause product, and that is the
         deep desire. You can say that Newton “stood on the shoulders of giants” and still
         made remarkable original discoveries; but if the contributing causes did not come
         entirely from Newton the discovery may be wonderful but it does not ultimately come from Newton, and Newton fails to qualify as a first cause: he is merely the
         channel through which the inexorable discoveries flow. The debate goes nowhere, because
         the two sides are talking past one another: one side offers dramatic examples of originality
         produced by elaborate and impressive causal sequences, while the other insists on
         first cause godlike originality.
      

      
      
      
       Saul Smilansky believes that genuine libertarian first cause free will—the only adequate
         version of free will—is impossible: he calls it a “fairy-tale” (2000, 246) and regards
         it as “essentially incoherent” (2000, 68). But he famously insists that we must preserve
         the illusion of libertarian free will, because in the absence of that illusion life is devoid
         of dignity, pride in accomplishment, and sense of individual worth. Without libertarian
         free will “what one considers to be one’s own accomplishments, the source of one’s
         pride, sense of value, and appreciation by others, begin to seem not deeply one’s
         own achievement, but rather merely something which came into being through one as
         a result of factors ultimately beyond one’s control” (2000, 166). Without first cause
         libertarian free will:
      

      
      
      
         There is no deep level where, till the end, the person is the ultimate focus of responsibility.
            “The buck stops” with the forces originally moulding the person into what she is,
            which is to say that on the deepest level no one is ultimately responsible, ultimately
            deserving, or ultimately worthy. (2000, 193)
         

      

      
      
      Our profound longing for libertarian free will is a longing for ultimate responsibility, for the first cause power that enables us to make ourselves rather than being molded by external forces. It is a longing for a godlike power,
         and—by Smilansky’s lights—so essential to our psychological and ethical well-being
         that we must preserve its illusion in order to avoid a sense of despair, helplessness,
         and worthlessness.
      

      
      
       Smilansky expresses—less poetically, but even more forcefully—the depth of despair
         that he and Solomon experience in the absence of first cause libertarian powers:
      

      
      
      
         The very absence of free will . . . is shattering to those who realize it and have
            ethical and personal depth. The grounding for matters such as self-respect, deep ethical
            appreciation, justifying social practices on the basis of desert, true internal acceptance
            of responsibility and remorse, and even our view of our loved ones is diluted. . . . Once we begin to realize the absence of libertarian free will our picture
            of human reality, of what is going on and of what is possible, becomes disheartening.
            (2000, 190)
         

      

      
      
      Without libertarian first cause free will there is nothing genuinely new and original. All is vanity and vexation
         of spirit.
      

      
      
      
       Robert Kane devised a remarkable account of libertarian free will: an account that
         abjures appeal to miracles and mysteries while still making room for humans to be
         special first causes—causes that cannot be traced to any prior determined causal factors—when we make ourselves through choices that are our ultimate responsibility. Those special choices occur “when we are torn between competing visions
         of what we should do or become” (2007, 26) and we actually will to do both of two conflicting acts. In those circumstances we have what Kane calls plural voluntary control: we have the power to voluntarily carry out either of the conflicting willed alternatives. Willing both of those incompatible acts “stirs
         up chaos and amplifies indeterminism at the neuronal and synaptic levels” (2007, 40).
         This amplified indeterminism results in choosing one of the alternatives—both of which were voluntarily willed by the agent—so that whichever way the indeterminacy
         falls that act was willed by the agent. The indeterminacy eliminates any deeper causal
         inquiry into the agent’s choice, and so the willed choice becomes a first cause.
      

      
      
      
       Though Kane insists that his model preserves moral responsibility, it does yield
         some problematic results. Imagine two absolutely identical men in two identical parallel
         worlds; both are walking along the edge of a steep cliff with their older brother,
         who as the oldest male heir will inherit the entire family fortune and the family
         title when their elderly father dies. Each of the identical men sees that a section
         of the cliff has been weakened by recent heavy rains, and when someone steps on that
         section it will collapse; both realize that their brother is walking toward that fatal
         section. Many people are present, and if the brother falls to his death it will be
         seen as a terrible accident. Each of the identical men wills to inherit the family
         title and fortune by allowing the brother to perish; and each also wills to do what
         he believes he ought to do and rescue his brother. Chaos ensues in each of the men,
         and the final result is decided by quantum indeterminacy. Both men have identical
         characters and identical wills, but in one case the indeterminate ball lands on rescue,
         and in the identical other world it lands on purposefully allowing the brother’s death.
         Identical men with identical wills, but one man is a moral hero and the other a sneaky
         murderer. By moral responsibility standards, one man justly deserves praise while
         the other justly deserves opprobrium. But how can such a radical difference in just
         deserts apply to two identical men with identical wills? In these very special self-forming
         acts the ultimate result is not fixed by my own willing or choice, but is the result
         of amplified quantum indeterminacy, and that raises questions concerning my control of the outcome. Various versions of this objection have been made to Kane’s model
         (Waller 1988; Galen Strawson 1994, 19; Clarke 2003), and Kane mentions others (Kane
         1996, 171) from conversation and correspondence. Kane has offered answers to this
         objection (both men will their respective acts, and both may be willing to take responsibility for the outcome), but the relative strengths of the objection and Kane’s response
         is not the immediate issue. Kane’s model may leave a small gap in control—a gap that
         may threaten moral responsibility—but Kane’s main interest in his innovative account
         of free will is not the traditional question of moral responsibility. Any compromise
         of the power of control is a serious concern, but Kane is willing to pay that price
         because his eye is on a different prize.
      

      
      
      
       For most accounts of responsibility—whether libertarian or compatibilist—the goal
         is to establish grounds for a power of moral responsibility that will support just deserts: praise and reward, certainly, but the primary interest is in proving that those
         we must punish are justly deserving of those painful punitive measures. For Kane, concern with punishment is comparatively
         minor. In the 215 pages of Kane’s The Significance of Free Will he discusses punishment only twice, and both times briefly: once in a paragraph rejecting
         utilitarian justifications for punishment (1996, 83), and in the conclusion (1996,
         214) when he insists that his own libertarian account of free will does not justify “harsh retributive theories of punishment,” and that it is vitally important
         that we recognize “the many ways in which circumstances of birth and upbringing can
         limit free will and responsibility. . . .” Rather than fashioning mundane grounds
         for justly deserved punishment, Kane’s concerns are at a more sublime level.
      

      
      
      
       One way to understand what Kane is seeking is by looking more closely at his account
         of quantum indeterminacy amplified by conditions of chaos: the result when humans
         will both of two contradictory goals. Kane is committed to fashioning a libertarian
         free will that makes no appeal to miracles or mysteries, remaining strictly within
         naturalistic boundaries. His model of indeterminate results satisfies that condition.
         But while Kane’s model invokes no miracles, appealing only to natural phenomena, it
         is still quite implausible. There may be some question whether we can genuinely will
         two fundamentally conflicting ends. We can certainly want them: I want to follow my diet, and I also want a super sized hot fudge sundae. But
         can we actually will both simultaneously? Supposing such contradictory willings are possible, is there
         any reason to think that they would result in a condition of chaos in our brains?
         Our brains are very good at filtering out an enormous range of sensory and cognitive
         inputs in order to reach a workable result. Perhaps conflicting willings are such
         special inputs that they would plunge the brain into a state of chaos, but that seems
         quite doubtful. But even if such brain chaos does result, are there any grounds for
         supposing that the chaos would have the effect of amplifying quantum indeterminacy?
      

      
      
      
       There is a readily available and more plausible account of behavioral variation that
         would seem to meet Kane’s needs without indulging in quantum mechanics and chaos theory.
      

      
      
      
      J. Lee Kavanau, who devoted much of his career to the study of learning processes
         in feral white-footed mice, noted the frustration that can result from their stubborn
         variability: “Investigators sometimes are puzzled by the fact that once an animal
         has learned a discrimination well, it nonetheless still makes some ‘incorrect’ responses”
         (1967, 1628). But after reflecting on this phenomenon, Kavanau reached an important
         insight:
      

      
      
      
         Actually, these responses are incorrect only from the point of view of the investigator’s
            rigidly prescribed program, not from that of the animal. The basis for these responses
            is that the animal has a certain degree of variability built into many of its behavior
            patterns. This variability is adaptive to conditions in the wild, where there are
            many relationships that are not strictly prescribed. . . . The habit of deviating
            fairly frequently from stereotyped “correct” responses, together with a high level
            of spontaneous activity, underlie the remarkable facility with which white-footed
            mice can be taught to cope with complex contingencies. (1967, 1628)
         

      

      
      
      This might seem to offer a natural and well-established source of variability that
         would meet the needs of Kane’s theory; but Kane cannot make use of such exploratory
         variation. It is not a uniquely human capacity, but an adaptive trait that we find
         in many foraging species, and Kane demands a uniquely human process:
      

      
      
      
         Only when creatures attain the kind of inner complexity capable of giving rise to
            conflicts in their wills, or motivational systems, between incommensurable values
            does the capacity for self-formation characteristic of free will arise. So we are
            talking about a special kind of complex dynamical system that is information-responsive
            in highly complex ways, not seen in non-rational animals. (2007, 40–41)
         

      

      
      
      Leaving aside the question of whether other species—that are “non-rational”—also have
         this capacity for “conflicts in their wills,” Kane cannot adopt natural behavioral
         variation in other animals as the source of indeterminacy because it might be possible
         to trace prior causes for the variation (for example, variation increases as reinforcement
         decreases, and individuals of the same species differ in levels of “sensation-seeking”).
         What Kane wants is something he believes to be an almost universal human longing,
         found from childhood on:
      

      
      
      
         When the child learning to walk says, “Unhand me, I want to do this on my own,” I
            believe she is expressing a primordial desire that inevitably arises in creatures
            who attain a certain level of intelligence and self consciousness: the desire to be
            “somebody” whose contribution to the world is her own. That is to say, creatures of
            higher consciousness such as we are have an unquenchable thirst for individuality
            and personhood. . . . I believe the thirst goes with the territory of self-reflectiveness
            and is connected to the higher aspirations in human beings toward a worth for their
            existence that transcends transitory satisfactions. (1996, 100–101)
         

      

      
      
      The key question for Kane is this:

      
      
      
         Are our acts or deeds, our accomplishments and we ourselves, objectively worthy of
            recognition, respect, love, or praise . . . ? It is this concern for the objective
            desert of our deeds and characters that leads naturally to a concern about whether
            those deeds and characters have their ultimate sources in us rather than in someone
            or something else. . . . The answer to this question does not have to do merely with
            subjective happiness, but with the objective worth of our selves and our lives. (1996,
            98)
         

      

      
      
      That objective worth requires that we be the ultimate sources of our acts, our deeds, our characters, our selves. We must be first causes with no possibility of explanation in terms of prior causes. Why did Susan—who willed
         to follow her desire but also willed the conflicting act of fulfilling her obligation—choose
         and perform the self-forming virtuous act? An element of indeterminacy operated at a crucial point, and therefore it is
         impossible to trace a system of determined causal factors that produced the ultimate
         result. Susan’s willing (she willed both outcomes) is the limit of causal explanation: it is the first cause, with no determined causal pattern behind it.
      

      
      
      
       King Solomon, Saul Smilansky, and Robert Kane share two important traits: they are
         very wise and they want to be first causes. Solomon regards that as impossible, and it plunges him into despair: all is vanity,
         and vexation of spirit. Smilansky agrees it is impossible, and to protect against
         despair he counsels that we promote and preserve the illusion of being first causes. Kane does not give up so easily and devotes remarkable efforts
         and ingenuity to fashioning an account that allows humans to be first causes. Solomon,
         Smilansky, and Kane deal with the desire to be a first cause in very different ways;
         but all are dealing with “a primordial desire that inevitably arises in creatures
         who attain a certain level of intelligence and self consciousness”: the desire to
         be a first cause, the aspiration for apotheosis. That it is a primordial desire is
         indicated by the powerful myths that express it; whether it “inevitably arises in
         creatures who attain a certain level of intelligence and self consciousness” is a
         more difficult question, but it certainly seems to be widespread among philosophers
         (though perhaps philosophers are not a representative sample). The brilliant and insightful
         work of Smilansky and Kane reveals some key features of the deep aspiration for apotheosis.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 2

      Promiscuous Teleology and Apotheosis Aspiration

      
         
         
      

      
      Where did apotheosis aspiration come from? And how was it sustained? It is not a desire
         that has obvious survival value, and it is hardly plausible to suppose that a mutant
         gene produced an individual genetically inclined toward AA. The most likely scenario
         is that it developed as the by-product of another process that had substantial survival
         value. The best candidate for that process is the powerful—and long-time valuable—tendency
         toward teleological understanding and explanation: explanation in terms of purposes, whether the purposeful actors are humans, predators, weather events, or planets.
         But that requires another step: a step beyond often useful teleological explanations
         to a problematic teleological promiscuity. Teleological explanation is useful in social contexts, and also useful in the absence
         of other forms of explanation. But strong reliance on teleological explanation led
         to its exaggeration and entrenchment in the form of what psychologists study as promiscuous teleology. From promiscuous teleology developed explanations relying on purposeful deities;
         and from purposeful deities emerged a desire for divine teleological powers. The basic
         steps in understanding that process are first an appreciation of the benefits of teleological
         understanding for social animals; and second, an understanding of how promiscuous teleology emerged from the widespread use of teleological explanation.
      

      
      
       Teleological thinking is deep in our individual history as well as the history of
         our species, and is not restricted to humans. Teleological thinking has great survival
         value for social animals that live in close social groups, whether the animals are
         humans, chimpanzees, or baboons. It is vitally important that we understand the purposes
         of our fellows: is this a threat or a friendly greeting, was that a purposeful attack
         or an accident? When the burly fellow clad in the jersey of an opposing team beckons
         me to approach him, is his purpose to congratulate my favorite team’s outstanding
         performance or to take out his wrath on a rival fan? Our baboon and chimpanzee cousins
         likewise require understanding of the purposes of other members of their group: Does
         this powerful male wish to admire and caress my infant, or kill it? (Cheney and Seyfarth
         2007). When this young challenger to my alpha status picks up a large stone, does
         he intend it for cracking nuts or in making an aggressive display to challenge my
         authority? Does this powerful individual intend a friendly session of grooming, or
         is this a ploy to draw me within range of her attack? If I refuse a gesture of reconciliation
         from a powerful individual who genuinely wants to end our quarrel, I will later be
         a target for attack; but if I approach a stronger individual who is actually seeking
         to attack me, I may suffer serious harm. Some of the most beneficial as well as dangerous
         forces in our environments are purposeful actors, and being alert to their purposes
         is an essential survival skill.
      

      
      
       Understanding our own behavior as well as the behavior of others in terms of purposes
         is a valuable natural tendency. With teleological explanations we find patterns and
         have a strong sense of control, both of which are beneficial. Furthermore, unlike
         mechanical explanations, teleological explanations are readily available. Jonathan
         Haidt describes System 2 deliberation as a “rider” who acts as public relations officer
         for the System 1 “elephant” of nonconscious mental processes:
      

      
      
      
         The rider acts as the spokesperson for the elephant, even though it doesn’t necessarily
            know what the elephant is really thinking. The rider is skilled at fabricating post
            hoc explanations for whatever the elephant has just done, and it is good at finding
            reasons to justify what the elephant wants to do next. Once human beings developed
            language and began to use it to gossip about each other, it became extremely valuable
            for elephants to carry on their backs a full-time public relations firm. (2012, 46)
         

      

      
      
      We not only act purposefully, but our System 2 deliberation is very skillful at giving
         accounts of our behavior in terms of socially acceptable purposes.
      

      
      
       We offer purposive explanations for our own behavior—sometimes accurate and (even
         when we believe them to be accurate) often not. Both human children and other animals
         act purposefully and also become adept at behavior that purposefully misleads others
         concerning their real purposes. Forbidden access to an area containing glasswork that
         is fragile but fascinating, the child “accidentally” enters the area while following
         the dog. The lower ranking chimpanzee finds a banana treat while searching through
         a wooded area, and—knowing the treat would be taken by a stronger community member—hides
         the treat under a bush, and then continues to “search” diligently for that treat.
         When an older but still powerful female chimpanzee can no longer catch a younger more
         agile offender, she feigns a benign purpose of mutual grooming until the victim is
         close enough to seize and punish. When visitors tour the Yerkes National Primate Research
         Center a chimpanzee rushes to fill her mouth with water, then walks nonchalantly to
         the edge of the cage nearest the visitors and at close range drenches the deceived
         guests (an exercise of purposeful deception that other chimpanzees in the colony find
         hilarious). Teleological thinking has a deep and sophisticated history.
      

      
      
       Teleological thinking is not confined to public relations officers, children, and
         chimpanzees. For Plato, all the changes that we observe in the phenomenal world are
         ultimately caused by the desire or goal of the phenomena to reproduce or emulate the
         ideal Forms that transcend our material world. Aristotle systematizes this teleological model:
         final causes are teleological, and they are the ultimate causes. The Unmoved Mover is the ultimate cause, and intermediate causes are teleological:
         the purposeful desires of all entities to achieve their proper place in the larger
         scheme, with the desire for the Unmoved Mover being the mainspring. The Unmoved Mover
         moves everything not by a mechanical push or pull, but by being the ultimate object
         of desire. Each well-functioning element—whether stone, spark, or planet—seeks its
         proper place in relation to the whole and ultimately through attraction to the Unmoved
         Mover. For Aristotle, everything is made for a purpose, and the nature of each is determined by the purpose it is fitted to serve. This
         was a remarkably successful account for almost two millennia: it facilitated the systematic
         organization of our ideas and observations concerning physics, astronomy, biology,
         psychology, cosmology, and—when incorporated into Christianity—theology. It provided
         a unified and consistent explanation for why stones fall to Earth, sparks fly upward,
         and the fixed stars remain in their stationary orbit.
      

      
      
       As Edward J. Larson notes, the best geologists of the late 18th and early 19th Centuries
         gave varying accounts of how geological features were formed—some thought by flood,
         others by glaciers or volcanos or earthquakes—but: “For all these naturalists, from
         the devoutest Christians to the rankest materialists, geologic history had a beginning,
         a direction, and a probable end” (2004, 47). The belief that phenomena, large and
         small, move in some meaningful and purposeful direction is a powerful belief whether
         one is the “devoutest Christian” or “rankest materialist.” When explaining the emergence
         of new species, teleological explanations seemed much more plausible than any mindless
         mechanical process. In an 1845 letter to Adam Sedgwick, Louis Agassiz insisted that
         a divine Creator must have fashioned successive species according to a purposeful
         plan:
      

      
      
      
         This serial connection of all successive creatures is not material; taken singly these
            groups of species show no relation through intermediate forms genetically derived
            one from the other. The connection between them becomes evident only when they are
            considered as a whole emanating from a creative power. (Quoted in Larson 2004, 43)
         

      

      
      
      
      The details of that creative process might be disputed, but its purposeful nature
         was widely assumed.
      

      
      
       Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, and ultimately Newton made teleological explanations
         of physics and astronomy obsolete (though not before a terrible battle with the Church
         and its Aristotelian allies). But in geology, and especially biology, teleological
         explanations seem natural and obvious and congenial to us, while mechanical explanations
         do not. Teleological explanations are deep in our bones, comfortable and natural,
         and valuable to ourselves and other primates living in complex social situations.
         It is not surprising that teleological explanations are deeply entrenched in our thinking
         and exert a powerful influence. It is easy and appealing to see the whole of history
         and of evolution as purposefully aimed at the goal of producing us, whether the goal
         is our species or our government or our epoch. Whatever is, is obviously good, because
         we are what is. Am I a product of material nature, an accident that resulted from
         fortuitous environmental circumstances? Or am I the pinnacle of God’s purposeful creation?
         It is hardly surprising that many favor the latter.
      

      
      
      Promiscuous Teleology

      
      “Promiscuous teleology” is the name researchers have given to the widespread tendency
         to adopt and prefer purposive explanations (in preference to mechanical explanations,
         even when mechanical explanations are more appropriate). Why do we have hands? In
         order to grasp things (rather than an explanation in terms of the causal process of
         natural selection). Why does the moon orbit the Earth? In order to provide light during
         the nighttime. Why do rains come in the spring? To provide water for our newly planted
         crops. Why did the hurricane move farther offshore? To regain its strength. Why did
         this earthquake happen? To punish us for our sins. Teleological explanations—explanations
         in terms of purposes—are common, comfortable, and valuable, and we “discover” purposeful patterns everywhere
         (Csibra and Gergely 1998; Csibra et al. 1999). As Daniel Kahneman notes: “The mind—especially
         System 1—appears to have a special aptitude for the construction and interpretation
         of stories about active agents, who have personalities, habits, and abilities” (2011,
         29).
      

      
      
       A pronounced tendency toward teleological promiscuity has been found in every culture
         where it has been tested (Kelemen 2003; Kelemen and DiYanni 2005; Casler and Kelemen
         2008; Mills and Frowley 2015; Schachner et al. 2017). It is not surprising that teleological
         explanations are widespread and appealing; but it is striking how early they start,
         how pervasive they are, and how stubbornly they survive. Children at an early age
         favor teleological explanations and demonstrate skill at inventing them (Kelemen 2004a).
         The propensity for teleologically promiscuous explanations persists into adulthood
         (it is suppressed—but not eliminated—among adults, and especially among more highly
         educated adults). Solid systemic evidence for Darwinian evolution notwithstanding,
         many still prefer accounts in terms of God’s purposes (Kelemen 2012). Promiscuous
         teleology is a somewhat useful heuristic that has outlived its usefulness and now
         impedes better and more effective understanding and control. When we have access to
         scientific causal explanations, promiscuous teleology causes more problems than it
         solves; but in the past, teleological explanations were often the best we could do,
         and we lived better with bad explanations and a false sense of control than with a
         sense of disorder and helplessness.
      

      
      
       The tenacity of teleological explanations is striking, though somewhat discouraging.
         Research with university undergraduates (Kelemen and Rosset 2009) showed that when
         given reflective reasoning tasks, the students choose (where appropriate) physical-causal
         over teleological alternatives; however, under time pressure they tend toward flawed
         teleological explanations for both living and nonliving natural phenomena. Even among
         highly competent physical scientists, teleological explanations emerge as the quick
         fallback answers when under time pressure (Kelemen, Rottman, and Seston 2013). Our
         evolutionary ancestors thought teleologically, as do our primate cousins; so do our
         children, and so do we. As Scott Atran describes the powerful attraction of teleological
         thinking: “Agent-based interpretations of complex events . . . appear to represent
         a default strategy of the human mind, that is, an evolved strategy that is universal,
         innate, easily triggered by the appropriate input, and difficult to inhibit” (Atran
         2002, 49). Even when we know that we are dealing with a subject in which teleological
         explanation is inappropriate, teleological explanation remains a strong and steady
         temptation to which even the best educated sometimes succumb.
      

      
      
       Darwin is better than creationism, Newton better than Aristotle, epidemiologists
         better than God’s anger; but before the scientific explanations were available, teleological
         explanations had to suffice, and they became deeply entrenched. Teleological explanations
         in terms of purposeful deities were a natural extension, and that opened a back door
         to supposing our own powers to be godlike. Once you have made a god in your image,
         making yourself in the image of god should not be too difficult.
      

      
      
       Promiscuous teleology paves the way to belief in gods. As Deborah Kelemen suggests:

      
      
      
      
         Perhaps human beings are not simply inclined to respond to fragmentary information
            by sensing a lurking agent where, potentially, none exists. Perhaps the default tendency
            is richer than this and, from early childhood, people are cognitively disposed to
            broadly interpret many unexplained aspects of their experience in terms of the intentions
            and designs of some underdetermined and intangible agent (Kelemen 2004a). Such a bias
            would obviously provide the natural substrate for forms of religious cognition that
            are . . . a universal feature of all human cultures and, to a significant extent,
            intrinsic to all individual minds. (2004b, 740)
         

      

      
      
      
      When we interpret the world in terms of purposes, it is not surprising that we seek
         a purposeful actor as the source. The Fates purposefully plot my demise, the Sun benevolently
         warms me, a violent storm threatens me, my eyes are well-designed to guide me. As
         the system becomes larger and more complex in its structure—the moon, the planets,
         and the fixed stars operate in majestic clockwork order—there must be a purposeful
         power directing and maintaining that cosmic order. Newton’s gravitational force is
         a better explanation, but God’s purposes are more comfortable and easier to understand.
      

      
      
      Belief in a Just World

      
      Believing that there is an order to the cosmos facilitates a sense of understanding.
         It provides a framework that organizes experience, results in better predictions,
         and enhances our sense of control. Promiscuous teleology—especially when there are
         few physical explanations to limit it—motivates purposeful explanations; and when
         phenomena are otherwise inexplicable, attributing the cause to an “intangible agent”
         is an easy and obvious step. Once we believe the world is well-ordered—with the help
         of a purposeful deity—then we gain an even greater sense of order and control when
         we attribute to our purposeful world an additional layer of order: the world is not
         only well-ordered, but justly ordered. The sense of control is beneficial, and researchers on belief in a just
         world acknowledge that belief in a just world enriches that sense of control:
      

      
      
      
      
         The belief that the world is just enables the individual to confront his physical
            and social environments as though they were stable and orderly. Without such a belief
            it would be difficult for the individual to commit himself to the pursuit of long
            range goals or even to the socially regulated behaviour of day to day life. (Lerner
            and Miller 1978, 1030–1031)
         

      

      
      
      
      When we believe that the cosmos is well-ordered then extending that belief to a sense
         of justly ordered is an attractive step.
      

      
      
       Not all divine agents become just: the Greek gods delighted in devious tricks but
         had little interest in justice; the Mesopotamian gods drank to excess and forgot about
         justice; and the jealous Hebraic god was obsessed with being the sole object of worship,
         but showed little interest in justice. When Jehovah demanded that King Saul lead the
         armies of Israel against the Amalekites, Saul was ordered to “utterly destroy all
         that they have, and spare them not; but slay both man and woman, infant and suckling,
         ox and sheep, camel and ass” (1 Samuel 15:3 KJV). Job was a “perfect and an upright
         man, one that feareth God, and escheweth evil” (Job 1:8 KJV) who—on a silly contest
         between Satan and God—lost his possessions, his children were killed, and he was covered
         with bleeding boils “from the sole of his foot unto his crown” (Job 2:7 KJV). When
         Job dared to question this cruel treatment, God’s answer appealed to power rather
         than justice: “Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth? Hast thou
         an arm like God? Or canst thou thunder with a voice like him?” (Job 38:4, 40:9 KJV).
      

      
      
       Such exceptions notwithstanding, once we have powerful purposeful gods there is strong
         motivation to make those gods—and the world they explain—just. The great Renaissance philosopher, Lorenzo Valla, found the question of God’s justice
         profoundly troubling. Omnipotent God hardens some and shows mercy to others, and there
         is nothing whatsoever that either the damned or the recipients of grace can do about
         it. How can that be just? Valla’s answer is not very convincing:
      

      
      
      
      
         Indeed the most worthy reason can be adduced as to why He hardens this one and shows
            mercy to that, namely that He is most wise and good. For it is impious to believe
            otherwise than that, being absolutely good, He does rightly. (1948, 176–177)
         

      

      
      
      
      God’s apparently arbitrary treatment—of those who receive grace and enter Heaven and
         those who are hardened and spend eternity in hell—must be just, because God is absolutely good. Appearance and reason to the contrary, we
         must believe that God and the world God created are just.
      

      
      
       There are three forces that lock in this conception of God as the just director of a just world. First, as already noted, belief that the world is just enhances our valuable
         sense of control. Second, as Descartes argued, deceit is a sign of weakness; and once
         God becomes omnipotent and the only god, it seems obvious that such a god should have all the perfections: “I recognize
         it to be impossible that He should ever deceive me; for in all fraud and deception
         some imperfection is to be found. . . . The desire to deceive without doubt testifies
         to malice or feebleness, and accordingly cannot be found in God” (1911, 172).
      

      
      
       There is a third source of the belief that our powerful god is also a just god: the
         priestly class has a special motive for insisting that God’s judgments and commandments
         are always just. And if the king rules by divine right, we must not think that the
         appointment might be flawed by the imperfect justice of God. Doubting the justice
         of God threatens the legitimacy of the priests, who punish such heresy severely; and
         threatens the legitimacy of the king, and that amounts to treason. Above all, doubting
         the justice of God provokes divine disfavor, and that is a fearsome prospect indeed.
         In Edward Fitzgerald’s rather loose translation of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyam, the
         poet condemns the unfairness of punishing humans for their predestined sins: “Thou
         wilt not with Predestined Evil round Enmesh, and then impute my Fall to Sin!” And
         he does not shrink from calling God unjust: “Nay, but, for terror of his wrathful
         Face, I swear I will not call Injustice Grace.” But most, having heard gruesome priestly
         reports of the cruel terror of God’s wrath, nervously reject any doubts concerning
         the just nature of God. To paraphrase John Harington: Why are gods just? Because if
         they are gods, none dare call them unjust.
      

      
      
       Teleological explanations in terms of a just world are a special type of teleological explanation—especially harmful, as well as especially
         stubborn. Our purposeful world includes the purposive preservation (or restoration)
         of moral order. God is not mocked: whatsoever a man soweth, that also shall he reap,
         because God purposefully keeps a just order. Why does a just man flourish? Because
         the world rewards him, perhaps through an impersonal process, but still a purposeful
         one: there is a design to the process that keeps moral score. Why does this person suffer? Because Karma—an
         impersonal force—directs the world in accordance with just purposes and preserves
         a just order. As sparks fly upward and stones fall to Earth, there is a just cosmic
         order.
      

      
      
       When God becomes a just god, teleological promiscuity reaches new heights. Not only
         can we explain phenomena by appeal to divine purposes, but with a just god events that seemed inexplicable now make sense. Any minimally competent god can
         send a flood; but only a just god can send the flood as punishment for our wrongdoing,
         which makes the teleological explanation much richer. Not only do we get more extreme
         teleological explanations, we also get an enhanced sense of control: practice virtue
         to avoid disaster and live well.
      

      
      
       Adrian Furnham gives this description of belief in a just world (BJW): “The BJW asserts
         that, quite justly, good things happen to good people and bad things to bad people
         despite the fact that this is patently not the case” (2003, 795). When we think carefully
         it is obvious to both folk and philosophers that our world is not just. Evidence of terrible injustice is all around us: children dying of disease
         and drought, the suffering of innocents trapped in war zones or passing harsh desperate
         lives in refugee camps, the enrichment and high status of those who exploit, cheat,
         and even enslave multitudes of unfortunates. Unscrupulous power too often and too
         obviously overwhelms weak virtue to allow for comfortable conscious belief in a just
         world. But belief in a just world does not typically operate on the conscious level
         where it is easily subjected to refutation; rather, it exerts its powerful influence
         at the deep nonconscious level, where it ensnares even the most astute and scientifically
         informed members of the philosophical tribe. The pervasive philosophical influence
         of belief in a just world was clearly recognized by Bernard Williams: “Plato, Aristotle,
         Kant, Hegel are all on the same side, all believing in one way or another that the
         universe or history or the structure of human reason can, when properly understood,
         yield a pattern that makes sense of human life and human aspirations” (1993, 163).
      

      
      
       Nietzsche (in Thus Spoke Zarathustra) tells the story of a “madman” who is ridiculed by atheists, and who realizes that
         the atheists have not understood that God is dead. That is, they do not recognize
         that the basic beliefs that had been propped up by belief in God are now without support.
         They do not recognize that denying God requires radical changes, that “we shall have
         to light lanterns in daytime” because we have lost our sense of direction from the
         old system. One of those threatened elements is belief in a just world, that survives
         by slipping deep into our nonconscious thought.
      

      
      
       Daniel Dennett and George Sher are both well-informed concerning contemporary scientific
         research, and both are committed naturalists who scorn belief in any supernatural
         guarantee of a just world. Both are also well aware of the force exerted by nonconscious
         beliefs, but that does not immunize them from nonconscious belief in a just world.
         Dennett offers this argument for the legitimacy of holding people morally responsible:
      

      
      
      
      
         Suppose—what certainly seems to be true—that people are born with noticeably different
            cognitive endowments and propensities to develop character traits. . . . Is this “hideously
            unfair” . . . or is this bound to lead to something hideously unfair? Not necessarily.
         

         
         
         Imagine a footrace in which the starting line was staggered: those with birthdays
            in January start a yard ahead of those born in February, and eleven yards ahead of
            those born in December. Surely no one can help being born in one month rather than
            another. Isn’t this markedly unfair? Yes, if the race is a hundred yard dash. No,
            if it’s a marathon. In a marathon such a relatively small initial advantage would
            count for nothing, since one can reliably expect other fortuitous breaks to have even
            greater effects. . . . Is it fair enough not to be worth worrying about? Of course.
            After all, luck averages out in the long run. (1984, 95)
         

      

      
      
      
      Dennett obviously knows that it is not the case that “luck averages out in the long run.” In our society, the cumulative
         advantages of being born into affluence (ranging from superior suburban or prep schools
         to legacy admissions at the most prestigious universities), along with the cumulative
         disadvantages of childhood poverty (from lead poisoning to malnutrition to inferior
         schools) are obvious (Wolff and de-Shalit 2007; Raine 2013). The deep nonconscious
         belief in a just world inclines us to think that the world is fairer than it is, and
         particularly that the system in which we live is fair, or at least fair enough. In
         a just world “luck averages out in the long run”; but the cumulative differences between
         those born to affluence and those born to poverty are a harsh reminder that ours is
         not a just world.
      

      
      
       George Sher is fully aware of the subtle psychological processes that shape our beliefs
         and behavior (Sher 2006, 54–55; 2009); but such knowledge does not protect him from
         the powerful influence of nonconscious belief in a just world. Consider Sher’s account
         of the essentially fair distribution of talents and abilities:
      

      
      
      
      
         Even if M is initially stronger or more intelligent than N, this difference will only
            entail that M does not deserve what he has achieved relative to N if the difference
            between them has made it impossible for N to achieve as much as M. However, differences
            in strength, intelligence, and other native gifts are rarely so pronounced as to have
            this effect. The far more common effect of such differences is merely to make it more
            difficult for the less talented person to reach a given level of attainment. He must work harder,
            husband his resources more carefully, plan more shrewdly, and so on. (1987, 31–32)
         

      

      
      
      
      Stories of the less talented achieving victory through superior fortitude or clever
         strategy—the persevering plodding tortoise outraces the swift but lethargic hare—are
         great favorites. Part of their appeal is derived from the deep belief that in our
         just world hard work and diligent effort will be rewarded. But they are no more plausible
         than the enduring belief in a just world. When we think about it carefully, we know
         full well that the lottery of life does not distribute its prizes in an even-handed
         manner. To the contrary, strengths and weaknesses mesh together. The more talented
         runner is positively reinforced by early success and develops a deep enjoyment of
         running; in contrast, the efforts of the slower runner are consistent failures, and
         the capacity to exert such efforts is soon extinguished. Talent and fortitude and
         “court savvy” are not distributed evenly, but instead they accumulate—just as lack
         of talent, lethargy, and inferior racing knowledge also group together. Tall attractive
         persons have a considerable advantage in business and politics and elsewhere; not
         simply because they are tall and attractive, but because those advantages naturally
         attract others. If they enjoy such advantages then they must—in our just world—justly
         deserve them because of their virtue. It’s not fair, of course; but then, the world
         isn’t fair, as we sadly recognize when we rarely bring it to critical consideration,
         and strongly deny when under the influence of our nonconscious belief in a just world.
      

      
      
       Belief in a just world provides a sense of order and control and encourages us to
         make strong efforts. But those benefits carry with them substantial harms (Furnham
         2003; Hafer and Bègue 2005), the worst of which is blaming the victim. It is difficult to maintain belief in a just world when innocents—including innocent
         children—suffer from war, plague, ethnic purges, and starvation. In the face of such
         suffering of innocent victims, how can we preserve the comforting belief in a just
         world? The “innocents” must not have been so innocent: their evil natures and bad
         acts are the cause of their justly deserved suffering. Accident victims were reckless,
         plague victims offended God, the impoverished are lazy, victims of discrimination
         acted arrogantly. Rape victims—extensively studied by researchers on belief in a just
         world—brought their suffering on themselves through their excessive drinking or provocative
         dress or risky behavior. The stronger the belief in a just world, the more likely
         to blame victims for their misfortune (Wagstaff 1983; Furnham and Gunter 1984; Harper
         and Manasse 1992; Dalbert and Yamauchi 1994; Montada 1998). Victims are not only blamed
         by others but also blame themselves (Lerner 1980, 123–125).
      

      
      
       Belief in a just world exerts enormous power for transforming innocent victims into
         guilty actors who get what they deserve. Augustine’s account of suffering children
         offers a repulsive example of the cruel lengths to which people go to defend their
         deep belief in a just world. In his debate with Julian, Augustine argues that the
         suffering of innocent children is actually proof of God’s justice: the children are not innocent, because they are infected by original
         sin. We know that they are sinful because they suffer terrible pain and misfortune,
         and a just God would never allow innocents to undergo such suffering. Julian claimed
         that “At the beginning of life, human nature is adorned with the gift of innocence.”
         Challenging Julian, Augustine writes:
      

      
      
      
      
         You must answer why such great innocence is sometimes born blind; sometimes deaf.
            . . . If nothing deserving punishment passes from parents to infants, who could bear
            to see the image of God, which is, you say, adorned with the gift of innocence, sometimes
            born feeble-minded, since this touches the soul itself? Consider why some infants
            suffer from a demon. . . . (1957, 115–117)
         

      

      
      
      
      Because infants suffer, they must be sinful and thus justly deserve their suffering:
      

      
      
      
         If he contracted no evil from his origin, he would never be born with even bodily
            faults. For God, who is the creator of souls, is also the creator of bodies, and He
            would never undeservedly inflict faults on human nature in its very creation. . .
            . God forbid we say this is done without its being deserved. (1957, 118)
         

      

      
      
      The doctrine of original sin marks the cruel extremes adopted to preserve the implausible
         belief that the world is just.
      

      
      
      Ought Implies Can

      
      The widely accepted but profoundly implausible belief that “ought implies can” is
         a clear manifestation of the widespread philosophical belief in a just world. It is
         a dictum postulated by Kant, who—as a believer in a God-directed just world—had reason
         to consider it a legitimate principle. But it has endured as a philosophical shibboleth
         for centuries, and even contemporary philosophers regard it as a basic and obvious
         truth. When scrutinized it is anything but obvious; to the contrary, its plausibility
         rests on belief in a just world and its wide philosophical acceptance is motivated
         by nonconscious belief in a just world.
      

      
      
       The ancient Greek dramatists thrived on tragic examples of the impossibility of doing
         what one ought to do. Antigone ought to honorably bury her slain brother; but Creon, the ruler of Thebes, has declared
         her brother a traitor whose body must be left on the battlefield to be consumed by
         beasts and vultures, with no holy rites, and Antigone ought to follow the laws of her state. Such painful circumstances are not only possible,
         but all too common. A more contemporary source can be found in Patrick O’Brian’s first
         novel of the brilliant Aubrey-Maturin series, set during the Napoleonic wars. James
         Dillon has a profound sense of honor and struggles valiantly to do the right and honorable
         thing. When he joined the United Irishmen in the struggle for Irish independence,
         he followed a dangerous path that he believed to be right. The Irish Rebellion of
         1798 was brutally defeated and its leaders executed. James fled Ireland, and ultimately
         joined the Royal Navy of Great Britain, rising to the rank of lieutenant. He joined
         in order to fight the forces of Napoleon, whom he regarded as a tyrant dangerous to
         liberty. Lieutenant Dillon took his obligations and duties as a naval officer very
         seriously, and sincerely believed in the importance of following orders faithfully.
         At one point, he finds himself on a British war ship searching for a ship carrying
         two of the leaders of the Irish uprising: a search that, if successful, would result
         in the two being captured and hanged. Lieutenant Dillon’s orders—orders he regards
         as legitimate and that he is morally obligated to follow—require him to apprehend
         the two leaders; but he also believes that he has a powerful moral obligation not
         to participate in the capture and execution of two men he regards as innocent. As
         O’Brian writes, “He had known that there was no way out, that whatever course he took
         would be dishonourable; but he had never imagined that dishonour could be so painful.”
         Dillon is in a cruel dilemma in which he cannot do what he ought to do (since he faces two oughts in fundamental conflict). The Greek dramatists would
         not be surprised by Dillon’s painful quandary, and neither would Bernard Williams.
         It only seems strange if one believes that the world’s just order makes such conflicts
         impossible: that whatever one ought to do one can do. It is clear that there are abundant cases when one cannot do what one ought to do. Why has this been so difficult for philosophers to see? Because when one looks
         through the lens of nonconscious belief in a just world, one sees through a glass
         darkly.
      

      
      
       As Bernard Williams notes, Kant’s purely rationalistic moral philosophy is designed
         to offer an “equal capacity” justification of moral responsibility and a just world:
      

      
      
      
         The capacity for moral agency is supposedly present to any rational agent whatsoever,
            to anyone for whom the question can even present itself. The successful moral life,
            removed from considerations of birth, lucky upbringing, or indeed of the incomprehensible
            Grace of a non-Pelagian God, is presented as a career open not merely to the talents,
            but to a talent which all rational beings necessarily possess in the same degree.
            Such a conception has an ultimate form of justice at its heart, and that is its allure.
            Kantianism is only superficially repulsive—despite appearances, if offers an inducement,
            solace to a sense of the world’s unfairness. (1981, 21)
         

      

      
      
      
      “Solace to a sense of the world’s unfairness” is exactly what moral responsibility
         and BJW offer; but the price is cruel exacerbation of the world’s unfairness, together
         with a distorted view of human reason. For anyone—anyone not blinded by powerful belief
         in a just world—there is abundant evidence in both personal experience and psychological
         research that much is invisible to our conscious thought. Belief in the power of reason to overcome all disadvantages and obstacles,
         combined with belief that reason is a power “which all rational beings necessarily
         possess in the same degree,” is an extreme form of promiscuous teleology; and among
         the nonconscious incentives for such teleological excess is the need to preserve belief in a just world.
      

      
      
       Promiscuous teleology is a powerful force, and it becomes even stronger when combined
         with belief in a just world: that much is clear. Promiscuous teleology may motivate
         belief in gods, and just gods: that is plausible. But that it leads to the desire
         to be a god: that is more difficult to accept. The task of the following chapter is to
         describe that next step—from promiscuous teleology to apotheosis aspiration—and show
         how common it is for both philosophers and the folk. Rather than a giant leap to apotheosis
         aspiration, it is simply the next step on a well-worn path.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 3

      The Self-Made Man

      
         
         
      

      
      Teleological explanations are convenient and convincing. As promiscuous teleology
         researchers emphasize, the difficulty is not in contriving but in resisting such explanations.
         Jonathan Haidt notes that a major function of our System 2 deliberation is serving
         as a full-time public relations officer, ready and able to fashion purposeful explanations
         that cast our actions in the most favorable light: explanations that are valuable
         to our social standing as well as our self-image. Such explanations often convince
         others of our good and socially beneficial intentions, and they almost invariably
         convince ourselves. These convenient teleological explanations have special characteristics
         that facilitate and support our godly aspirations. Those special features can best
         be studied in the narrative accounts that charm folk and philosophers alike.
      

      
      
      Narrative Self-Making

      
      “People are narrative animals” (Mateas and Sengers 2003, 1). Narrative accounts are
         powerful and often deeply insightful, and one of the many benefits of feminist philosophy
         has been greater appreciation of the value of philosophical narratives and wider acceptance
         of such narratives in philosophical inquiry. Another example of how narratives can
         enrich our understanding is found in Ronald Dworkin’s narrative account of why the
         conditions at the end of our lives matter to us: why it may be of great importance
         for patients to die at a time of their own choosing, when they feel that their lives
         have reached a good stopping point, rather than dying tethered to an array of machines
         and sedated into a lengthy period of pain-free unconscious physical functioning:
      

      
      
      
         There is no doubt that most people treat the manner of their deaths as of special,
            symbolic importance: they want their deaths, if possible, to express and in that way
            vividly to confirm the values they believe most important to their lives. . . . None
            of us wants to end our lives out of character. (Dworkin 1993, 211, 213)
         

      

      
      
      Narrative benefits notwithstanding, some characteristics of narratives—when combined
         with the power of promiscuous teleology—are fertile ground for the seeds of apotheosis
         aspiration. John Martin Fischer has been a prominent champion for the importance of
         narratives in understanding human behavior and justifying claims of moral responsibility,
         and his narrative account of human identity is of particular interest when examining
         apotheosis aspiration. Fischer is aware that his creative model of free will owes
         some of its appeal to the desire to be a god, or at least godlike:
      

      
      
      
      
         Roderick Chisholm thought of the agent as a kind of Godlike first cause. Perhaps we
            are indeed the images of God, but not in virtue of having the power to create ex nihilo
            or to transcend the network of natural causation or even to make a certain kind of
            difference to the world. Perhaps it is simply in virtue of our power of artistic self-expression
            that we are creative in a way that renders us images of God, even if pale images.
            (2009, 175)
         

      

      
      
      On closer examination of Fischer’s narrative creativity, those pale images of God
         become vivid.
      

      
      
      
       It is somewhat surprising to find elements of apotheosis affirmation in Fischer’s
         narrative account of free will. After all, Fischer champions a compatibilist free
         will that reduces free action down to the very minimum—perhaps even below the minimum.
         The key elements of Fischer’s subtle account are guidance control and moderate reasons-responsiveness. Under guidance control, I am driving a car even if—given
         all the factors operating on me—I could not drive in any direction other than the
         one I am now following. At the conclusion of The Metaphysics of Free Will Fischer celebrates guidance control in this spirited passage:
      

      
      
      
      
         . . . even if there is just one available path into the future—I may be held accountable
            for how I walk down this path. I can be blamed for taking the path of cruelty, negligence, or cowardice. And I
            can be praised for walking with sensitivity, attentiveness, and courage. Even if I
            somehow discovered there is but one path into the future, I would still care deeply
            how I walk down this path. I would aspire to walk with grace and dignity. I would
            want to have a sense of humor. Most of all, I would want to do it my way. (1994, 216)
         

      

      
      
      When Fischer “does it my way,” he positively identifies with his path and his manner
         of traversing it. It becomes purely “self-expression”: I am doing it “my way” not
         because I could possibly proceed in any other direction or even style (Fischer 2006,
         28) but only because I approve it.
      

      
      
      
       Fischer’s account of free action (in the form of self-expression, and strictly limited
         to minimalist guidance control) seems a modest account indeed. But when Fischer places
         his free will account into a narrative setting it becomes more potent, and the first
         cause possibilities more obvious. Minimalist guidance control becomes creative self-expression, as we creatively write our own narratives as integrated acts of
         artistic self-expression:
      

      
      
      
      
         . . . the value of acting freely, or acting in such a way as to be morally responsible,
            is the value of self-expression. When I act freely, I “make a statement,” and the
            value of my free action is the value of writing a sentence in the book of my life
            (my narrative), rather than the value of “making a difference” (of a certain sort)
            to the world. . . . [T]he value of free action is the value, whatever that is, of
            artistic self-expression. (2009, 145)
         

      

      
      
      It is not surprising that when Fischer’s minimalist guidance control account is placed
         in a narrative context it swiftly expands into an ambitious account of creative artistic
         self-expression: Narratives are a congenial environment for godlike self-making.
      

      
      
      
      Promiscuous Teleology and
 the Fundamental Attribution Error
      

      
      Narrative accounts are powered by two deep human tendencies: promiscuous teleology
         and “the fundamental attribution error.” There is a strong tendency to attribute our choices and behavior to our own decisions and deep character traits, with little
         or no influence from our immediate situations: a tendency so strong and widespread
         that psychologists have named it the “fundamental attribution error” (Ross 1977).
         Psychologists have demonstrated the powerful—and typically unrecognized—influence
         of even trivial situational factors on our choices and behavior. In an experiment
         by Isen and Levin (1972), the experimenters arranged for some people to find a dime
         in the change compartment of a pay phone, while others did not. As the subjects emerged
         from the phone booth, an anonymous experimenter walked by and “accidentally” dropped
         a set of papers. Of those who found a dime, 14 of 16 stopped to help; only one of
         the 25 subjects who did not find a dime stopped to help. A more recent experiment (Rigdon et al. 2009) using
         “the dictator game” found that an extremely weak social cue—three dots in a “watching-eyes”
         configuration, rather than in a control group neutral configuration—increased giving
         behavior among game participants. Few people would imagine that finding a dime would
         have a significant impact on behavior, and very likely none of the people who increased
         giving would consider the placement of three dots to be a causal factor. Yet even
         trivial situational factors—factors we hardly notice and would sincerely deny influenced
         our behavior—have a large impact on our actual choices. 
      

      
      
      
       Situational factors can and do cause people to behave in ways that go directly against
         their own consciously affirmed values. Most people would honestly insist that they
         despise inflicting torture or imposing harsh coercive conditions on innocent people;
         yet in the situations in which they were placed by Stanley Milgram and Philip Zimbardo,
         many were willing to do precisely that. In his famous obedience study, Stanley Milgram
         (1963) placed experimental subjects in a situation in which they were to perform the
         role of “teacher” in a learning experiment. The “learner” was actually a member of
         the experimental team, though the experimental subjects believed that the “learner”
         was another experimental subject and that their roles had been determined randomly.
         The “teacher” was instructed to deliver a painful shock whenever the learner gave
         a wrong answer. The switches the teachers were flipping to (supposedly) administer
         increasingly severe shocks had labels such as “extreme intensity shock” and “Danger:
         Severe Shock,” and finally a bright red “XXX.” After a few shocks the “learner” began
         to scream in pain, complain of a heart condition, and demand to be released. When
         a teacher seemed reluctant to continue, the authority in charge of the experiment
         would simply say that the experiment should continue. Under those conditions, 65 percent
         of the “teachers” continued flipping switches and administering shocks all the way
         beyond the “Danger: Severe Shock” warning. In Zimbardo’s “Stanford Prison Experiment”
         (Haney et al. 1973) Stanford students were divided into two groups, “prisoners” and
         “guards,” and the guards were instructed to maintain strict order and discipline.
         The experiment ended early, because the student guards had become brutal, demeaning,
         and sadistic. Few students would suppose that a situation in which they were assigned
         a role as guard could make them behave as sadistic tyrants, and perhaps even fewer
         people suppose they would administer potentially lethal shocks just because an authority
         instructed them to do so. But people have little understanding of the power of situations
         and circumstances to influence their behavior, and most have an exaggerated belief
         in the resilient strength of their own characters and independent choice-making capacities;
         in addition, most people believe their motives and choice-making processes are completely
         transparent to their own introspection.
      

      
      
      
       Promiscuous teleology is the perfect companion for the fundamental attribution error.
         Though we know little of our own motives—and because we know little of the actual
         causes—we are eager and able to fill the gap with teleological explanations of our
         behavior. When working with a patient, José Delgado found that electrical stimulation
         at a specific point in the brain caused the patient to turn his head from side to
         side. As Delgado reported, “The interesting fact was that the patient considered the
         evoked activity spontaneous and always offered a reasonable explanation for it” (1969,
         115–116), such as “I am looking for my slippers.” Having attributed the key causal
         factors to ourselves, we easily provide a nice teleological explanation for what we
         purposefully accomplished. After finding a dime, a subject explained why he stopped
         to help a person who dropped papers: because “he looked like he needed help, and I
         like helping people.” The cause comes from my own character and is my own transparent
         choice; finding a dime in a phone booth had nothing to do with it. 
      

      
      
      
       There is no problem contriving a good narrative story that I sincerely believe and
         strongly approve. Constructing a narrative account of my behavior is too easy; the difficult task is avoiding teleological “explanations” that block the hard work of understanding the real causes.
         My narrative will emphasize the critical importance of my virtuous character. It will
         not note the critical importance of finding a dime, since I am blissfully unaware
         of that causal influence. As noted earlier, Jonathan Haidt describes our conscious
         explanations for our behavior as the “rider” who believes it has complete knowledge
         of the nonconscious motives of the “elephant” who is actually making the decisions:
      

      
      
      
      
         The rider acts as the spokesman for the elephant, even though it doesn’t know what
            the elephant is really thinking. The rider is skilled at fabricating post hoc explanations
            for whatever the elephant has just done, and it is good at finding reasons to justify
            what the elephant wants to do next. (2012, 46)
         

      

      
      
      The great skill of the rider is providing positive teleological explanations that
         impress the social group and please the rider.
      

      
      
      
       Our teleological narratives are not bounded by truth (we rarely know our own motives)
         and certainly not by causes (we are the purposeful heroes, and the deeper causes are
         irrelevant to the story). When writing our own narratives it is easy—almost inevitable—to
         view ourselves as self-made men, operating from first causes. The purposes of which
         we are aware tell the whole story. Deeper causes disappear from the narrative, and
         purposeful creative actors star as the first causes of their self-made lives. Our
         ignorance of the actual causal factors provides the perfect setting for self-making
         to flourish. There is a saying attributed to many different sources, to the effect
         that everyone is the hero of his own life story; in narratives driven by promiscuous
         teleology, people become the self-made deities of their own narratives.
      

      
      
      
       Fischer claims that in acting freely:

      
      
      
      
         one is expressing oneself in the sense of writing a sentence in the narrative of one’s
            life. If the story of one’s past, and one’s behavior, resonates appropriately, then
            one is acting freely and is morally responsible for the behavior in question. Again,
            it all depends on whether the storytelling is adept. (2009, 157)
         

      

      
      
      The storytelling will almost certainly be adept: we are skilled at teleological explanations.
         It is even more likely to be false. As the self-made stars of our own narratives—narratives
         skillfully edited by our resident public relations rider—we eagerly approve our narrative
         accounts of our lives and cherish them as accounts of our own creative self-making.
         Promiscuous teleology makes our cognitive behavior seem clear and transparent, and
         in our narrative accounts we have clear purposes that lead us along a reasonably straight
         and meaningful path toward a guiding goal. Such narratives are charming fictions that
         bear little resemblance to the actual sequence. The narrative causal sequence is clear,
         but many of the most important operative causes are unknown and form no part of the
         narrative fiction. That I approve that fictional self does not make my real self morally responsible.
      

      
      
      
       Narratives can be pleasant, self-affirming, and sometimes even therapeutic; but when
         they substitute for serious psychological inquiry they impede our understanding, and
         when taken literally they contribute to a destructive system of self-making complacency
         and “just deserts.” Given their support for belief in godlike self-making and ultimate
         moral responsibility, the appeal of narratives is not surprising.
      

      
      
      
      Causa Sui

      
      Narratives may be the optimum setting for making deeper causes invisible and allowing
         “self-caused” powers to flourish, but the temptation to believe ourselves to be first causes—with no relevant causal history to consider—is powerful, and it operates in many
         contexts. In our conscious teleological accounts of our choices and behavior there
         is a strong sense of being a first cause: a sense facilitated by our ignorance of
         the deeper causes that are operating, often nonconsciously. We become self-caused
         heroes of our own teleological tales.
      

      
      
      
       At the core of apotheosis aspiration is the desire to be causa sui; that is, to be self-caused and self-made. In order to be self-caused you must also
         be a first cause. If you are not a first cause then your claim to be causa sui breaks down: we soon trace the causes to differences in raw materials, tools, skills,
         education, situations, and fortitude—none of which was self-made—and your special
         self-made status crashes. I’m causa sui, but I started with tremendous advantages and support and training and resources
         and tools—that rings hollow. It may be possible to separate first cause from causa sui, but separately or combined they are a powerful force in supporting aspirations of
         apotheosis.
      

      
      
      
      Unfortunately for causa sui aspirations, the problems—even the incoherence—of causa sui are painfully clear, and Nietzsche made them plain:
      

      
      
      
      
         The causa sui is the best self-contradiction that has been conceived so far, it is a sort of rape
            and perversion of logic; but the extravagant pride of man has managed to entangle
            itself profoundly and frightfully with just this nonsense. . . . The desire to bear
            the entire and ultimate responsibility for one’s actions . . . involves nothing less
            than to be precisely this causa sui and . . . to pull oneself up into existence by the hair, out of the swamps of nothingness.
            (Nietzsche 1966, section 21)
         

      

      
      
      Causa sui may be a perversion of logic, and self-contradictory; but it has powerful appeal,
         and is supported by the deep nonconscious desire for apotheosis. Logic is rarely a
         match for such forces. The great Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky expressed—in
         the character of “The Underground Man”—the profound desire to be causa sui rather than the product of a determined universe: “What he [humanity] wants to preserve
         is precisely his noxious fancies and vulgar trivialities, if only to assure himself
         that men are still men . . . and not piano keys simply responding to the laws of nature”
         (1961, 114). And if that is a “perversion of logic,” then so much the worse for logic:
         “But even if man was nothing but a piano key, even if this could be demonstrated to
         him mathematically—even then, he would not come to his senses, but would pull some
         trick . . .” (1961, 114).
      

      
      
      
       As noted in the first chapter, in 1486 Count Giovanni Pico della Mirandola described
         a miraculous self-making power God bestowed on his special human creation: “Thou,
         constrained by no limits, in accordance with thine own free will, . . . as though
         the maker and molder of thyself, . . . shalt have the power, out of thy soul’s judgment,
         to be reborn into the higher forms, which are divine” (1948, 225). Pico—strongly attracted
         to magic and mysteries and miracles—cherished the idea of self-making out of nothingness,
         with no limits or directions. Jean-Paul Sartre (1989) insisted that somehow you exist
         and then you (in a way that defies explanation) must create your own essence and nature as a self-created
         “being-for-itself,” and explicitly recognized that such creation is a godlike power.
         “To be human means to reach toward being God; or, if you prefer, the human being fundamentally
         is the desire to be God” (1958, 566). For Sartre that means seeking to be a first
         cause and self-made, and thus something which “escapes contingency by being its own
         foundation, the Ens causa sui, which religions call God” (1958, 615).
      

      
      
      
       It is not only Renaissance mystics and existentialists who cherish the idea of causa sui powers enabling us to create ourselves “out of the swamps of nothingness”; causa sui powers also have charms for contemporary philosophers devoted to scientific explanations.
         Daniel Dennett would scoff at the notion that one could “pull oneself up into existence
         by the hair, out of the swamps of nothingness,” yet Dennett is drawn to the idea of
         self-making as grounds for moral responsibility:
      

      
      
      
      
         I take responsibility for any thing I make and then inflict upon the general public;
            if my soup causes food poisoning, or my automobile causes air pollution, or my robot
            runs amok and kills someone, I, the manufacturer, am to blame. And although I may
            manage to get my suppliers and subcontractors to share the liability somewhat, I am
            held responsible for releasing the product to the public with whatever flaws it has.
            Common wisdom has it that much the same rationale grounds personal responsibility;
            I have created and unleashed an agent who is myself; if its acts produce harm, the
            manufacturer is held responsible. I think this common wisdom is indeed wisdom. . .
            . (1984, 85)
         

         
      

      
      
      Robert Kane abjures mysteries and miracles in his powerful account of libertarian
         free will, but he relies heavily on self-making. For Kane, self-making occurs through
         special self-forming actions in which we will both of two appealing but incompatible alternatives. Such self-forming
         actions may be rare, but they have special significance: they set the path we take
         and mold the character we develop. Kane will have nothing to do with the notion that
         our self-forming powers “pull oneself up into existence by the hair, out of the swamps
         of nothingness.” That leaves Kane with a challenging problem that critics soon seized
         upon: how do the self-forming acts originate, how does the process of self-formation
         get off the ground (Mele 2006, 51–53; Clarke 2002, 372, and 2003, 88)? Self-forming
         acts occur when we strongly will both of two conflicting acts, both of which are our own and come from our own character
         and values and desires; but what is the source of those conflicted willings? Ultimately that source cannot be the result of self-forming
         actions (unless it is pulled up “out of the swamps of nothingness”). Kane struggles
         with the problem, suggesting that the very earliest character elements might result
         from determined forces in accordance with a compatibilist perspective (our choices are determined, but when we approve them they are our own
         free choices), while libertarian self-forming acts produce the finished product. John
         Lemos, an advocate of Kane’s libertarian model, finds this compatibilist first step
         problematic: “As Mele notes, the problem here is that if the dual efforts/willings
         in SFAs [self-forming acts] are free by meeting good compatibilist criteria, then
         it is no longer clear why we need to meet any libertarian criteria at all to be free”
         (Lemos 2015, 140). 
      

      
      
      
       Instead of compatibilist origins for self-making, Lemos turns to a philosophical
         favorite: the power of will. In his example, a small child must choose between her
         desire for a forbidden cookie and her belief that she ought not disobey her parents.
         Her choice in this early case “is grounded solely in the effort she makes in the face
         of the temptation to do otherwise—an effort which is rightly said to be hers as she
         meets compatibilist criteria of free action in exerting that effort” (2015, 144).
         Placing the power of effortful will at the source of self-forming acts is a tempting
         solution. Willing seems to be a power that is always freely available to everyone.
         According to Kant, we always have the power to will to follow the moral law; and for
         C. A. Campbell, it is the power to will or not will the effort to overcome temptation that is the special creative power
         that all of us clearly recognize when we introspect, and that power is the basis of
         our free will: the special power of the will is “something for which a man is responsible without qualification, something that
         is not affected by heredity and environment but depends solely upon the self itself”
         (Campbell 1957, 169). And when we introspect it seems obvious—as Campbell insists—that
         whatever other powers we may have or lack, we certainly have the power to will. That is why we become deeply frustrated with a student who “won’t even try” to solve
         a logic problem: the student may or may not have the ability to solve the problem,
         and perhaps the student does not have great fortitude, but there is no question that
         the student—like all of us—has the capacity to will an initial effort. If the student “won’t even try” then the student bears the full
         moral responsibility for failure.
      

      
      
      
       But like much that is introspectively obvious, this understanding of will power is
         profoundly wrong. “Will power” and self-control and fortitude are products of environmental
         and genetic (biosocial) forces (Mischel and Ebbeson 1970; Raine 2013, 142–147, 269,
         310). Will power is shaped very early in children, and shaped in ways they do not
         control. Early childhood lead exposure has a profound effect on capacity for self-control,
         and small children do not freely choose to suffer lead poisoning. Martin Seligman
         (1975) placed dogs in restraining harnesses and subjected them to repeated episodes
         of painful inescapable shocks. The result was severe “learned helplessness”: when
         placed in “shuttle boxes” in which they could easily jump over a barrier to escape
         painful shocks, the dogs cowered and “didn’t even try” to escape. The woman who “won’t
         even try” to escape her serial abuser seems to have “only herself to blame” for failing
         to exert efforts to escape. When we look beyond the shallow immediate observation
         to the deeper causes, we find too many horrific situations where—whether dogs or humans—we
         cannot try. We see the one failure, but not the larger sequence. We see the failure to try,
         but not the deadening and depressing series of failures that have eroded away the
         capacity to try. 
      

      
      
      
       Kantians rely on reason as their special self-making tool, and Christine Korsgaard
         offers a rigorous and impressive model of the rationalist method for self-creation
         of ourselves as agents who “construct or reconstruct our own nature” (2009b, 33):
      

      
      
      
      
         In the human mind, the development of a certain form of self-consciousness—consciousness
            of the potential grounds of our beliefs and actions— . . . shatters the world into
            a mass of perceptions or experiences, and the self into a mass of desires and fears
            and impulses, and in doing so, it creates both the opportunity and the necessity for
            reconstruction. We are faced with the task of unifying the mass of perception into
            a conception of the world that enables us to find our way around and act effectively,
            and of unifying the mass of desires, fears, and responses into a self that can stand
            behind its movements as their author and so claim them as its actions. It is by imposing
            rational principles upon the self that we unify ourselves into agents, and it is by
            imposing rational order on our perceptions that we form a unified conception of the
            world. (2008, 38)
         

      

      
      
      Through this transparent process of rational self-construction we somehow transcend
         the “mass of desires, fears, and responses” and rationally unify ourselves into agents
         who are the sole authors of their choices. The finished self-made rational product
         bears little resemblance to the raw materials it rationally transforms; and this charming
         account of our godlike process of transparent rational self-creation bears little
         resemblance to the messy biosocial factors that shape our self-deceived characters
         and limited abilities.
      

      
      
      
       Adina Roskies (2012) proposes an account of self-making (she calls it self-authorship)
         that operates without miracles in our natural universe, protects against fears of
         fatalism and hopelessness, and promotes the possibility of optimistic improvement.
         That is a significant achievement. But she proposes her account as grounds for ultimate
         moral responsibility, and the self-making she celebrates cannot carry such weight.
      

      
      
      
       Roskies insists that:

      
      
      
      
         It is not necessary to create oneself out of whole cloth. Continual shaping of the
            given over time establishes sufficient control of the agent to suffice as a grounding
            kind of self-causation. (2012, 338)
         

      

      
      
      It is true that even though we do not pull ourselves up by the hair “out of the swamps
         of nothingness,” even though we do not create ourselves “out of whole cloth,” we can
         sometimes engage effectively in self-improvement projects and the “continual shaping”
         of ourselves. But whatever else this “grounding” form of self-causation might accomplish,
         it cannot provide grounds for the ultimate moral responsibility that Roskies strives
         to establish.
      

      
      
      
       Roskies offers a valuable account of how we can deliberately and effectively change
         and improve our characters and our behavior. One who recognizes a need for greater
         fortitude and stronger self-control often can make efforts—perhaps successful efforts—to
         strengthen her self-control (possibly enlisting the help of a behavioral therapist).
         But that she is able to recognize that need, has the confidence (and a sufficient
         degree of fortitude) to engage in working to change that capacity, and has knowledge
         of the most promising resources for character improvement (rather than seeking out
         an astrologer or sending money to a television evangelist): these are factors that
         must already be present to make the self-improvement effective. And there are other
         factors, easily overlooked but of great importance. Not only do individuals start
         from a tender age with distinctively different levels of self-control, but they also
         differ significantly in other important characteristics. The person high in need for
         cognition—the “chronic cognizer” in contrast with the “cognitive miser” (Cacioppo
         and Petty 1982; Cacioppo et al. 1996)—is much more likely to deliberate at length
         concerning personal deficiencies and how to correct them. Perhaps the “cognitive miser”
         could take effective steps to improve her cognitive willingness and fortitude, but
         recognizing the need for such steps is more likely if one starts as a chronic cognizer
         (for whom such steps are not needed). Consider a person shaped at an early age with
         a weak sense of cognitive self-efficacy (Bandura 1977 and 1997): one whose early development
         has resulted in lack of confidence in his ability to successfully engage in careful
         cognition that will produce beneficial results. That person would benefit from a program
         of self-development designed to strengthen his cognitive self-confidence; but his
         starting deficiency is inimical to the needed changes. Philosophers—typically chronic
         cognizers with absurdly high levels of cognitive self-confidence—tend to overlook
         these critical differences in starting capacities; but scrutinizing such starting
         differences in raw material to be “shaped over time” reveals fatal problems for any
         version of self-making as grounds for ultimate responsibility. We do engage in “continual
         shaping of the given over time,” but that shaping occurs with radically different
         raw materials in distinctly different workshops with dramatically different tools
         and skill levels and degrees of fortitude.
      

      
      
      
       Not everyone suffers a developmental history that produces cognitive miserliness,
         much less severe learned helplessness. But everyone has a developmental history they
         did not choose or control. So long as that deeper history is left in the dark, the charming
         story of self-making survives. When that history is exposed to careful scrutiny, the
         self-making fantasy loses all plausibility.
      

      
      
      
      Frankfurt’s Self-Making Model

      
      An attraction to self-making can be found where one least expects it. Harry Frankfurt
         developed a powerful and philosophically popular approach to free will that decisively
         rejected one of the main sources of miracle-working in traditional libertarian accounts
         of free will: the mysterious and creative and—by Roderick Chisholm’s (1982) lights—miraculous
         power of making ab initio choices (with no causal antecedents) among open alternative paths. Frankfurt banished
         the problem by decisively rejecting the need for open alternatives: “The principle
         of alternate possibilities is false. A person may well be morally responsible for
         what he has done even though he could not have done otherwise” (1969, 832). And yet,
         even there, remarkable first cause choice seems to be involved.
      

      
      
      
       Frankfurt’s dramatic counterintuitive case is his famous “willing addict.” The standard
         variety unwilling addict who despises his powerful desire for drugs and longs to be free of
         his addictive desire is a common example of someone whose own alien desire deprives
         him of freedom, and Frankfurt concurs that the unwilling addict lacks freedom. But
         Frankfurt’s willing addict reflectively affirms and embraces his addiction, and Frankfurt pronounces
         such an addict free, even an exemplar of freedom: he has freedom of will because he
         has the will (to be drug addicted) that he approves, and freedom of action because
         he can follow his desire to take drugs, and so the willing addict has all that one
         could wish for in the way of free will, and “there is nothing in the way of freedom
         that he lacks” (Frankfurt 1971, 17). By Frankfurt’s account:
      

      
      
      
         I am inclined to understand his situation as involving the overdetermination of his
            first-order desire to take the drug. This desire is his effective desire because he
            is physiologically addicted. But it is his effective desire also because he wants
            it to be. His will is outside his control, but, by his second-order desire that his
            desire for the drug should be effective, he has made this will his own. Given that
            it is therefore not only because of his addiction that his desire for the drug is
            effective, he may be morally responsible for taking the drug. (Frankfurt 1971, 19–20)
         

      

      
      
      For Frankfurt, the crucial step to freedom—an ultimate freedom that supports full
         moral responsibility—is the reflective approval of and identification with one’s character:
      

      
      
      
      
         To the extent that a person identifies himself with the springs of his actions, he
            takes responsibility for those actions and acquires moral responsibility for them;
            moreover, the question of how the actions and his identifications with their springs
            is caused is irrelevant to the questions of whether he performs the actions freely
            or is morally responsible for performing them. (1975, 122)
         

      

      
      
      What if—at a still higher level of reflection—the willing addict reflectively disapproves of being a willing addict, and “identifies himself” with rejecting his acquiescence in addiction? Frankfurt puts a swift end to questions concerning
         higher and higher levels of identification: reflective identification is a powerful
         and decisive force that “‘resounds’ throughout the potentially endless array of higher
         orders” (1971, 16). But the decisive identification not only blocks inquiry into higher
         orders; it also blocks deeper inquiry into the causes of that decisive willed identification: “the question of how the actions and his
         identifications with their springs is caused is irrelevant to the questions of whether
         he performs the actions freely or is morally responsible for performing them.” This
         remarkable decisive identification is the first and last cause: higher inquiries are
         blocked, and lower causal inquiries are dismissed because there are no prior relevant causes for this decisive identification.
      

      
      
      
       It is small wonder that Frankfurt’s model has won philosophical acclaim: it provides
         a justification for moral responsibility, a powerful desideratum for almost all philosophers;
         it employs both higher-order uniquely human rationality and the special power of will; and finally, it purports to accomplish this with no appeal
         to the mysteries and miracles that corrupt libertarian accounts of choices among alternatives.
         But on closer examination, Frankfurt’s model involves—in the form of a “decisive identification”—a
         willed first cause beyond the reach of deeper empirical examination. The appeal of
         first causes that support our godly status is powerful, so perhaps it is not surprising
         that Frankfurt’s version enjoys philosophical popularity. But there is another reason
         why the freedom and moral responsibility of Frankfurt’s willing addict has been so
         eagerly embraced.
      

      
      
      
       Why is it easy to accept the “resounding commitment” and not inquire further in the
         case of Frankfurt’s willing addict? Because we want to hold the willing addict responsible,
         we want to blame him. It’s bad enough being an addict who is struggling against addiction;
         but a willing addict reaches new depths of ignominy. We don’t want to know why he became a willing addict, we just want to condemn. Shaun Nichols and Joshua Knobe
         (2007) conducted an important experiment demonstrating the power of the desire to
         blame and punish: a power that can overwhelm concerns about the legitimacy of moral
         responsibility and preclude deeper inquiry into causes. The experimental subjects
         were presented with an account of a universe (Universe A) governed entirely by deterministic
         laws. Subjects were then divided into two groups. The first was asked an abstract
         question concerning moral responsibility and determinism: “In Universe A, is it possible
         for a person to be fully morally responsible for their actions?” Fewer than 5 percent
         of the subjects believed persons could be fully morally responsible in that deterministic
         universe. The second group were given an account of a man who kills his wife and three
         children in order to be with his very attractive secretary; in that case, 72 percent
         of the subjects concluded that the murderer—in the same deterministic Universe A—could
         be fully morally responsible for his actions. In dealing with a concrete case that
         arouses strong emotions—a callous murderer, a dedicated drug addict—those emotions
         block careful deliberation and deeper inquiry (Sherman, Beike, and Ryalls 1999; Hafer
         and Bègue 2005, 137). The plausibility of Frankfurt’s model rests on making reflective
         willing a first and ultimate cause, thus blocking the deeper inquiry that reveals
         its problems. When we encounter a case in which the causes are painfully clear and
         unavoidable, we may reach a very different judgment concerning the power of “willing”
         to make one morally responsible.
      

      
      
      
       Instead of a willing addict whom we are eager to condemn, consider an analogous case
         in which sympathy is a more likely response than blame. Imagine a strong and fiercely
         independent young warrior who is captured by slavers. For months he is heavily shackled
         in the hold of a slave ship, then taken in chains to a cotton plantation. Proud and
         unbroken, he struggles against his captors and seeks to escape. The inevitable result
         is horrific torture with whips and branding irons. Still he refuses to submit. He
         is a profoundly unwilling slave, and—as Frankfurt would concur—unfree and not morally responsible for his enslaved condition. Fearing the cruelty of
         the overseers, other slaves isolate and shun him, while every effort at resistance
         brings heavier shackles and harsher punishment. Finally his proud spirit is broken
         and every hope of resistance and escape destroyed. At last this brutalized man accepts
         his “fate,” and—like many long-time captives—begins to identify with his cruel captors.
         He remains a rational being, capable of higher-level reflection on his own desires;
         and at this extreme juncture he embraces slavery, reflectively approves of his status
         as a slave, and reflectively desires to serve his master. He may reflectively conclude
         that enslavement is God’s will for his life, that enslavement is the purpose for which
         God created him, perhaps that enslavement is the just punishment for his arrogance.
         He is now—on Frankfurt’s model—a willing slave who enjoys free will and is morally responsible for his own slavery.
      

      
      
      
      When we consider the willing slave whose cruelly broken spirit has resulted in reflective
         embrace of slavery, we are unlikely to accept Frankfurt’s glib assurance that “the
         question of how the actions and his identifications with their springs is caused is
         irrelevant to the questions of whether he performs the actions freely or is morally
         responsible for performing them.” It is only when the causal history is carefully
         avoided that we can imagine that the willing slave now enjoys freedom. Simone de Beauvoir’s
         assessment is more accurate: the willing slave exemplifies “the most consummate and
         inacceptable form of oppression” (1948, 141). The unwilling addict is not free; but
         the willing addict and the “happy slave,” who have lost even the hope of better alternatives,
         are the nadir rather than the apex of freedom. Only by treating “decisive identification”
         as a first cause that cannot be probed more deeply can we imagine it to be adequate
         grounds for moral responsibility.
      

      
      
      
       Pico, Sartre, Dennett, Kane, Roskies, and Frankfurt: all are drawn by the charms
         of self-making. They also insist—except for Pico—that this self-making has nothing
         to do with godly powers; but if the desire for such powers operates nonconsciously
         there is reason to doubt their sincere testimony. Many philosophers succumb to the
         lure of godlike self-making, while for many of the folk it is a profound and cherished
         belief that prompts visceral anger when challenged.
      

      
      
      
      Common Commitment to Self-Making

      
      During his 2012 presidential campaign, Barack Obama made some offhand and obvious
         comments that touched a delicate nerve in many people:
      

      
      
      
      
         If you were successful, somebody along the line gave you some help. There was a great
            teacher somewhere in your life. Somebody helped to create this unbelievable American
            system that we have that allowed you to thrive. Somebody invested in roads and bridges.
            If you’ve got a business—you didn’t build that. Somebody else made that happen.
         

      

      
      
      It seemed a mild and decent suggestion: be thankful for the supportive families, dedicated
         teachers, the history of scientific and technical research, the essential infrastructure,
         the protection from disease and theft and attack that made your success possible.
         In heated response, signs popped up insisting “I built it,” anti-Obama campaign rallies
         were held with that theme, and people vigorously protested that as tough self-made
         men they had achieved their success entirely on their own with no help from anyone.
         Even the mildest suggestion that the “self-made man” should consider and appreciate
         the many supportive factors enabling his success provoked angry rejection. Perhaps
         that should not surprise us: if one takes great pride in one’s self-made success,
         deeper scrutiny punctures that pride.
      

      
      
      
       Self-made men do not like to be reminded of their childhoods and their helpless dependence.
         When one considers the years of vulnerability and protection and nurturing, the comfortable
         myth of being self-made is soon reduced to arrogant and shallow absurdity.
      

      
      
      
      Perhaps that is why it is usually—though not invariably—self-made men. If one has lived through pregnancy and given birth, one knows damned well that the
         infant did not make itself. And if one has a more significant part in child care—as
         women often do—that truth is made even clearer. One benefit of fathers taking a more
         active role in child care could be a reduction of the “self-made man” obsession. Perhaps
         as women gain greater control, they will transform the dominant perspective and we
         will be more willing to embrace the idea that what we accomplish is a cooperative
         effort of family, friends, community and society. But perhaps not. The self-making
         myth runs deep, and women are not immune to its charms.
      

      
      
      
       No doubt part of the self-made-man attraction is the comfortable belief that my wealth
         and success are my just deserts and nobody else has any claim on them. That is part
         of the attraction, but not all.
      

      
      
      
      An important element of the “self-made man” myth can be found in the conditions our
         society sets for genuine personhood, for being counted as part of our human community.
         For social animals, the fear of exclusion from the “pack” is a powerful emotion. C.
         S. Lewis expressed quite clearly the view that moral responsibility is the condition
         for acceptance in the human community:
      

      
      
      
         To be punished, however severely, because we have deserved it, because we “ought to
            have known better,” is to be treated as a human person made in God’s image. (1971,
            246)
         

      

      
      
      Herbert Morris champions the same position:

      
      
      
      
         The primary reason for preferring the system of punishment as against the system of
            therapy might have been expressed in terms of one system treating one as a person
            and the other not. . . . And when we “look upon” a person as less than a person or
            not a person, we consider the person as incapable of rational choice. (1968, 490)
         

      

      
      
      Michael Moore echoes those views, claiming that when we deny that individuals are
         morally responsible and justly deserving of punishment, that is:
      

      
      
      
      
         a refusal to admit that the rest of humanity shares with us that which makes us most
            distinctively human, our capacity to will and reason—and thus to be and do evil. Far
            from evincing fellow-feeling and the allowing of others to participate in our moral
            life, it excludes them as less than persons. (1997, 149)
         

         
      

      
      
      That account of those we excuse from punishment is similar to C. S. Lewis’ characterization
         of those we exempt from moral responsibility, describing them as “those who have not
         yet reached the age of reason or those who never will; to be classed with infants,
         imbeciles, and domestic animals” (1971, 246). 
      

      
      
      
       Along similar lines, Strawson’s “objective attitude” of clinical detachment (in which
         we regard someone “as a subject for . . . treatment; as something . . . to be managed
         or handled or cured or trained” but not held morally responsible) is adopted when we excuse someone because “He’s only a
         child,” “He’s a hopeless schizophrenic,” “His mind has been systematically perverted.”
         As Strawson summarizes:
      

      
      
      
      
         Seeing someone, then, as warped or deranged or compulsive in behaviour or peculiarly
            unfortunate in his formative circumstances—seeing someone so tends, at least to some
            extent, to set him apart from normal participant reactive attitudes on the part of
            one who sees him, tends to promote, at least in the civilized, objective attitudes.
            (1982, 66)
         

      

      
      
      It is better to be “punished, however severely,” than to suffer exile from the human
         community. Better to suffer justly deserved punishment as self-made persons than to
         be set apart “from normal participant reactive attitudes” and regarded as nonhuman
         objects separated from human society. Since “a human person made in God’s image” is
         one who has the godly power of self-making by his own reflectively approved choice,
         and that is the only way to count as a member of the human community, even the most
         unfortunate cling to the notion of their own special self-making choices. When severe
         punishment is inevitable, better to suffer it as a member of the human community than
         as a nonhuman exile.
      

      
      
      
       The condition for moral responsibility is being self-made, a first cause. Of course
         few people—other than philosophers—reflect on the nature of first causes; and many
         philosophers of a compatibilist persuasion would dispute that claim (even if, like
         Frankfurt, they seem to follow it, or they adopt at least some elements of it by renouncing
         any relevance of deeper causes); but for most people, moral responsibility is associated
         with choices that have no causal antecedents, special choices independent of all other
         causal factors, creative choices wholly initiated by either will or reason or both.
         The desire to be a self-caused god—a very pleasing self-picture—is reinforced by the
         deep desire and need to be part of the human social and protective community: the
         condition for membership in that special club is the special godlike self-choosing
         and self-making capacity that qualifies one for moral responsibility.
      

      
      
      
       Finding grounds for moral responsibility is a powerful motive, and self-making is
         a strong candidate for that function. In some cases we may be unable to avoid inflicting
         punishment, and in any case the desire to “strike back” in the form of punishment
         is a powerful desire; but given our deep (nonconscious) belief in a just world, it
         is essential that punishment be justly deserved, and moral responsibility supplies that essential requirement. Because self-making
         supports claims of moral responsibility, and moral responsibility is a central element
         of this larger belief system, it might seem that belief in self-making is motivated
         by the need to support moral responsibility. From Pico to Chisholm to Kane, from Dennett
         to Frankfurt to Roskies, self-making has often been cited as grounds for moral responsibility.
         But when we look closely at the writings of Pico della Mirandola, Robert Kane, Adina
         Roskies, and John Martin Fischer—as well as the passionate fervor of “self-made men”—it
         is clear that self-making has charms that are independent of its support for moral
         responsibility. “I made it all by myself” is an attractive assertion for two-year-old
         artists, middle-aged small business owners, and writers of our own creative narratives.
         Self-making is a convenient support for moral responsibility, but self-making—by means
         of ab initio powers—is also an independently attractive element of apotheosis aspiration.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 4

      Human Uniqueness, Miraculous
 Will Power, and Rational Godliness
      

      
         
         
      

      
      Pico and Sartre might embrace the notion of creating themselves “out of the swamps
         of nothingness,” but charming as the idea may be, few can take it literally. If we
         are to be “self-made” some other means of self-making must be discovered. It must
         be unique to humans (we do not want to share causa sui status with other animals) and have special self-making powers. Reason and Will are
         the favorite candidates.
      

      
      
      Human Uniqueness

      
      Humans are radically unique: humans on one side, animals on the other, and a vast
         chasm between. Calling a human an “animal” is an insult, and especially cruel or demeaning
         treatment of our fellow humans is often justified by first assigning them animal status.
         Humans are a unique species, of course; but every species is unique, and that is not
         sufficient. Humans must be uniquely unique, set apart in some special way from all
         other species. Philosophers generally accept the Darwinian account of evolution and
         acknowledge that we are more closely related to chimpanzees than chimpanzees are to
         other primates. Still, there must be some marked difference between humans and all
         other species; and if that difference is not genetic, we must find it elsewhere. One
         element in this uniqueness obsession—surviving all evolutionary threats—is a sense
         that humans are special because we are more like deities than natural beings. That
         is a controversial claim, but it explains a good deal of the special concern with
         preserving human uniqueness. What is it that makes us unique, special, godlike, and
         candidates for apotheosis? The first point to note is that whatever those decisive qualities might be, there is no question that we are unique; that is the certain starting point, and we need only look for the quality
         or qualities that make us unique. The Renaissance scholar and mystic Giovanni Pico
         della Mirandola posed the questions of “why man is the most fortunate of creatures
         and consequently worthy of all admiration and what precisely is that rank which is
         his lot in the universal chain of Being—a rank to be envied not only by brutes but
         even by the stars and by minds beyond this world” (1948, 223). Pico claims that God
         grants to humans the uniquely human power of choosing ourselves and making ourselves—divine or bestial—by our own special power of thought and choice. Sartre (1989) draws
         the same distinction: Humans, and only humans, are the special self-creating “being-for-itself,”
         while all other animals are merely “being-in-itself.” That humans are singularly special
         is not in doubt.
      

      
      
       Though contemporary philosophers are not likely to place humans at the pinnacle of
         God’s creation, commitment to the special unique nature of humans still flourishes.
         George Sher acknowledges that his account of moral responsibility is quite complex,
         but insists that such complexity is required by the distinctive nature of humans:
      

      
      
      
      
         What unifies the account’s different elements is precisely that they do mirror the complexity of the beings to whom the concept of responsibility applies.
            Because those beings—that is, we ourselves—are at once inhabitants of the natural
            world and possessed of features that set them apart from it, we may naturally expect
            them to fall under concepts that reflect this complexity. Moreover, because the features
            that set us apart from (at least most of) the natural world include both our occupying
            a perspective from which we deliberate and our acting on the basis of reasons, it
            is only to be expected that some of these mixed concepts will apply to us in our capacity
            as agents. (Sher 2009, 154)
         

         
      

      
      
      John Martin Fischer, in discussing his compatibilist view and why he would not alter his basic position if he became convinced that determinism is true, writes:
      

      
      
      
      
         I feel confident that this would not, nor should it, change my view of myself and
            others as (sometimes) free and robustly morally responsible agents—deeply different
            from other animals. (2007, 44)
         

         
      

      
      
      Harry Frankfurt’s account of free will starts from an assumption of human uniqueness:

      
      
      
      
         We do in fact assume . . . that no member of another species is a person. Accordingly,
            there is a presumption that what is essential to persons is a set of characteristics
            that we generally suppose—whether rightly or wrongly—to be uniquely human.
         

         
         It is my view that one essential difference between persons and other creatures is
            to be found in the structure of a person’s will. Human beings are not alone in having
            desires and motives, or in making choices. They share these things with the members
            of certain other species, some of whom even appear to engage in deliberation and to
            make decisions based upon prior thought. It seems to be peculiarly characteristic
            of humans, however, that they are able to form what I shall call “second-order desires”
            or “desires of the second order.” (Frankfurt 1971, 6)
         

         
      

      
      
      Psychologist Roy F. Baumeister has made important contributions to our understanding
         of human behavior. But like Frankfurt, he firmly believes that “free will is a distinctively
         human trait,” and therefore “its explanation must be sought among the developments
         specific to human evolution” (2014, 243). Baumeister focuses on complex human cultures,
         rule-following, and deep deliberation, and his basic motivation is clear:
      

      
      
      
      
         Being able to act in ways that transcend physical causation and natural law would
            undeniably violate some forms of determinism (i.e., those that insist on causation
            by purely physical and natural factors) and thus constitute freedom of an important
            sort. This is also congenial, I think, to lay conceptions of free will as freedom
            from the natural and animal processes of action, so that one can act as a civilized
            human being in the sense of being something more than an animal. The something more
            is the nonnatural but cultural phenomenon of culturally transmitted meaning. (Baumeister
            2014, 253)
         

         
      

      
      
      The same desire to “transcend physical causation and natural law” and be “something
         more than an animal” motivated Aristotle’s commitment to living a godlike life of
         the intellect and drove Kant to a model of ethical acts untainted by animal emotion.
      

      
      
       Cherished belief in special human uniqueness has been repeatedly challenged by scientific
         advances. Copernicus moved us off the center stage of the cosmic drama. Giordano Bruno
         hypothesized and Galileo demonstrated that our Sun is just one of a multitude of stars.
         Darwin’s evolutionary account revealed some very close primate relatives in our family
         tree. B.F. Skinner and other researchers found a close link between learning processes
         in human and nonhuman animals: Human slot machine players steadily press a lever or
         button to obtain rewards on a variable interval schedule of reinforcement, just as
         pigeons do. Joseph Wood Krutch (1967) cherished Hamlet’s special celebration of human
         uniqueness: “How like a god!” In contrast, Krutch complained, the behavioral sciences
         study humankind and conclude: “How like a dog.” 
      

      
      
      
      Uniquely Human Culture

      
      Culture and its transmission have long been considered the exclusive property of the
         human species, and it is not surprising that Baumeister appeals to culture as a basis
         for separating humans from all other species: “The something more is the nonnatural
         but cultural phenomenon of culturally transmitted meaning.” The cherished belief is
         that only humans have cultures. It is not enough that the difference be one of degree; rather,
         it must mark a difference in kind that places humans in a radically different category.
      

      
      
      
       The belief that development and transmission of culture is the exclusive domain of
         humans is no longer plausible. When use of a beneficial tool is discovered in a chimpanzee
         colony it is transmitted to other members of that culture and taught by adults to
         their young. Other chimpanzee cultures existing in similar environments do not have
         use of that valuable tool. A comprehensive study of chimpanzee cultures found 39 specific
         behavioral patterns that were culturally distinct and culturally transmitted (Whiten
         et al. 2001), including ant-fishing (using a probe to extract ants), termite-fishing
         (in two different cultural forms), knuckle-knocks (and in other cultures, branch-slaps)
         to attract attention, a rain dance (a slow display at the start of rain), and use
         of a nut-hammer to break nuts. Some of these cultural practices were found in several
         cultures but never in all (even though the different cultures existed in similar environmental
         conditions), and each distinctive culture contained a variety of cultural practices.
         Distinct chimpanzee cultures are unique and identifiable:
      

      
      
      
      
         Chimpanzees, though, do more than display singular cultural traits: each community
            exhibits an entire set of behaviors that differentiates it from other groups. As a
            result, we can talk about “Gombe culture” or “Tai culture.” Indeed, once we observe
            how a chimpanzee behaves, we can identify where the animal lives. For instance, an
            individual that cracks nuts, leaf-clips during drumming displays, fishes for ants
            with one hand using short sticks, and knuckle-knocks to attract females clearly comes
            from the Tai Forest. A chimp that leaf-grooms and hand-clasps during grooming can
            come from the Kibale Forest or the Mahale Mountains, but if you notice that he also
            ant-fishes, there is no doubt anymore—he comes from Mahale. (Whiten and Boesch 2001,
            63)
         

         
      

      
      
      Along with possession and transmission of culture, the use of tools was another power
         often celebrated for separating humans from our nonhuman relatives. But chimpanzees
         not only make, use, and save a wide variety of tools; the construction and use of
         such tools is a defining mark of distinctive chimpanzee cultures. As Christophe Boesch notes:
      

      
      
         The chimpanzees in the Tai forest not only use tools but use them almost daily for
            a good part of the year. During a typical day . . . [they] use tools to access hard-to-reach
            insects. Even during the nut-cracking season, they use sponges [which they make from
            leaves] to drink water out of holes in tree trunks, prepare wands to dip for ants,
            fashion short, stout sticks to extract grubs from the nests of wood-boring bees, prepare
            different twigs to uncover grubs inserted under the bark in the wood of large dead
            tree trunks or to inspect holes and different cavities in the forest, make small sticks
            to get at bone marrow in their colobus monkey prey, and make long sticks to dip for
            honey in large beehives found in tree hollows. (Boesch 2012, 53)
         

         
      

      
      
      In Loango National Park in Gabon, researchers discovered remarkable tool sets prepared
         and employed by chimpanzees for taking honey from a bee nest protected by hard resin.
         The chimpanzees prepared larger branches to pound open the nest, thinner sticks for
         opening chambers within the nest, and smaller sticks with brushed ends designed to
         extract the honey. All of the sticks were cut at both ends to make them a suitable
         length and the side branches removed (Boesch 2012, 61–62). Perhaps the most impressive
         case of chimpanzee tool-making is a hammer for cracking nuts, which requires selecting
         a limb of the right length and weight from the right kind of tree and then shaping
         it to final form. After each nut-cracking session this valuable tool is carefully
         stored for later use.
      

      
      
      
       Chimpanzees can craft tools for future use, demonstrating that animals other than
         humans can formulate goals and make plans to accomplish those goals at a future time.
         Frans de Waal describes a chimpanzee carefully selecting a large stone, then carrying
         the stone back to the group for use in a well-planned intimidation display:
      

      
      
      
      
         Research has taught us that chimpanzees have memories like the proverbial elephants
            and are capable of planning ahead; observation of their social life suggests that
            they use these capacities all the time. An adult male may spend minutes searching
            for the heaviest stone on his side of the island, far away from the rest of the group,
            weighing the stone in his hand each time he finds a potentially bigger one. He then
            carries the stone he has selected to the island’s other side, where he begins—with
            all his hair on end—an intimidation display in front of his rival. Since stones serve
            as weapons (chimpanzees throw fairly accurately) we may assume that the male knew
            all along that he was going to challenge the other. This is the impression chimpanzees
            give in almost everything they do: they are thinking beings just as we are. (1989,
            38–39)
         

         
      

      
      
      Chimpanzees not only think and plan, but can also attribute intentions, knowledge,
         and lack of specific knowledge to others, and can distinguish intentional from accidental
         acts. Chimpanzees can understand what others (particularly chimpanzee competitors)
         know and do not know, and they use that knowledge in successfully competing for food
         (Hare, Call, and Tomasello 2001; Hare, Call, and Tomasello 2001; Kaminski, Call, and
         Tomasello 2008). As Andrew Whiten recently noted, chimpanzees are “now experimentally
         confirmed as rather sophisticated in their social cognition concerning what others
         may be able to see and subsequently remember, consistent with the earlier evidence
         based on nonintervening direct observations of wild and captive primates” (Whiten
         2013, 216).
      

      
      
      
       The favorite candidates for human uniqueness—and the powers that seem our best paths
         to apotheosis—are reason and will. But humans do not have a monopoly on making careful plans for the future; likewise,
         will is no longer a mysterious, godlike, and exclusively human power. Place an animal—pigeon,
         rat, or human—on a variable interval reinforcement schedule, and the animal shows
         remarkable powers of will and fortitude, pecking the bar or pushing the lever during
         lengthy periods without reward. Restrain an animal—dog or human—in repeated settings
         in which fervent efforts avail nothing, and the animal develops severe learned helplessness
         and loses the ability to even try. Reason and will are of great importance: the power
         to deliberate carefully and effectively, and the fortitude to sustain effort and resist
         distractions and temptations, are valuable capacities. But in the quest for human
         uniqueness they become grossly distorted and greatly exaggerated powers better suited
         for deities than mortals. Closer attention to the actual nature of those powers soon
         returns them squarely to earth. But reason and will have exalted histories as grounds
         for human uniqueness and godlike status, and even when subjected to harsh scrutiny
         they are not easily removed from their pedestal.
      

      
      
      
      
      The Godlike Nature of Human Reason

      
      As noted in the first chapter, Aristotle proclaimed reason the special divine element
         in humans, and Western philosophers—from Descartes to Kant to Korsgaard—have generally
         concurred:
      

      
      
      
      
         If reason is divine, then, in comparison with man, the life according to it is divine
            in comparison with human life. But we must not follow those who advise us, being men,
            to think of human things, and, being mortal, of mortal things, but must, so far as
            we can, make ourselves immortal, and strain every nerve to live in accordance with
            the best thing in us. (Aristotle 1925, Book X, 7)
         

         
      

      
      
      This picture of remarkable godlike powers of uniquely human deliberative reason has
         enduring charms, even for those contemporary philosophers who know full well the severe
         constraints on human reason and the more modest nature of our rational capacities.
         Daniel Dennett is remarkably insightful concerning the nature and limits of human
         reason, but even Dennett sometimes slips into the idea that we can always reason longer
         and exercise transparent conscious control over the reasoning process:
      

      
      
      
      
         . . . the model I propose points to the multiplicity of decisions that encircle our
            moral decisions and suggests that in many cases our ultimate decision as to which
            way to act is less important phenomenologically as a contributor to our sense of free
            will than the prior decisions affecting our deliberation process itself: the decision,
            for instance, not to consider any further, to terminate deliberation; or the decision
            to ignore certain lines of inquiry. . . . I am faced with an important decision to
            make, and after a certain amount of deliberation I say to myself: “That’s enough.
            I’ve considered this matter enough and now I’m going to act,” in the full knowledge
            that I could have considered further. (1978, 297)
         

         
      

      
      
      But “the full knowledge that I could have considered further” with complete conscious
         control over both the length and the process of deliberation (including what “lines
         of inquiry” to pursue and ignore) is part of our common conception of our rational
         faculties, and that conception is false.
      

      
      
      
       We suppose that switching into careful System 2 deliberation is under our conscious
         control and that we all have the ready capacity to engage in such deliberation, but—as
         Daniel Kahneman has pointed out (2011, 31–38)—there is natural resistance to such
         difficult and energy-consuming deliberation, and the general inclination is to remain
         in comfortable System 1 automatic thought. Whether we make the switch into System
         2 thought is obviously not itself controlled by System 2 deliberation (if it seems
         that System 2 deliberation is always available, that is because one mistakenly supposes
         that we are constantly in System 2 deliberation, when in fact it is comparatively
         rare even for those who spend the most time in that state). Whether System 2 deliberation
         is activated (and how readily it is activated) is a function of factors that we typically
         do not control, including—as situationist psychological research has demonstrated—factors
         that often seem quite trivial. In a famous experiment at Princeton Theological Seminary
         (Darley and Batson 1973), two groups of students were instructed to prepare a short
         talk, which they would give after a few minutes of preparation. One at a time the
         students from both groups were told to go to another building, where they would give
         their talks. One group was asked to hurry, because the building would be closing soon;
         the other group was not asked to hurry. Both groups encountered a person (placed there
         by the experimenters) who appeared to be suffering and in need of assistance. Under
         the influence of an admonition to hurry, only 10 percent of the students focused on
         the plight of the sufferer and offered assistance; in the absence of the “please hurry”
         situational factor 63 percent of the students actively considered the problem and
         stopped to help. In comparison to the needs of someone severely suffering, the request
         to hurry seems a trivial situational influence, but it had a powerful effect on behavior
         and on the needed switch into thoughtful System 2 attention.
      

      
      
      
       You are driving home early so you can leave for a long weekend, and you are driving—without
         careful deliberation, on System 1 automatic pilot—on your daily commuting path past
         an elementary school; it is deserted when you drive by at 5:30, but today it is 3
         and the area has crossing guards and school children and a much lower speed limit.
         Nothing activates your System 2 careful attention until you suddenly see a crossing
         guard, but too late; the guard pushes a child out of the way but is badly injured
         by your car. “If I had thought about the fact that there would be school children
         about, I would have slowed down and driven very cautiously; but I just didn’t think
         about it.” “You should have thought carefully,” the judge replies, invoking the common assumption that careful
         deliberative thought is constantly available. But as Daniel Kahneman emphasizes, rigorous
         System 2 deliberation requires great effort and energy, and we evolved to use it sparingly;
         System 1 is primarily in control and typically—but not always—does a satisfactory
         job; and most “competent” people “apparently find cognitive effort at least mildly
         unpleasant and avoid it as much as possible” (Kahneman 2011, 45). Gods may have the
         power to constantly “think about thinking” (as Aristotle’s god spends eternity) and
         stay constantly in effortful deliberative System 2 rigorous thought; but notwithstanding
         Aristotle’s insistence that we should engage in similar godlike intellectual reasoning,
         and no matter our illusion that it is always available to us, such sustained deliberation
         is not within our powers. Kahneman paints a more accurate but somewhat depressing
         picture of our deliberative cognitive capacities:
      

      
      
      
      
         The way to block errors that originate in System 1 is simple in principle: recognize
            the signs that you are in a cognitive minefield, slow down, and ask for reinforcement
            from System 2. . . . Unfortunately, this sensible procedure is least likely to be
            applied when it is needed most. We would all like to have a warning bell that rings
            loudly whenever we are about to make a serious error, but no such bell is available.
            . . . (2011, 417)
         

         
      

      
      
      Kahneman’s brilliant research revealed the deep flaws in the “rational man” model
         of economics, but his insights apply more broadly to rejection of the “rational man”
         model that we cherish in our picture of the godlike powers of human reason. 
      

      
      
      
       Kahneman’s research refutes the popular belief that everyone can always think longer
         and harder, while other research indicates that there are substantial differences
         among individuals in their capacities for System 2 deliberative thinking, and for
         each individual there are differences in deliberative strengths in varying circumstances.
         One important difference is in “need for cognition” (Cohen, Stotland, and Wolfe 1955):
         “Chronic cognizers” more readily engage in careful deliberation and sustain their
         deliberative efforts for longer periods, while “cognitive misers” are more reluctant
         to think hard and they abandon deliberation more quickly (Cacioppo and Petty 1982).
         Chronic cognizers have greater cognitive fortitude (Osberg 1987), more success at
         solving complex problems (Nair and Ramnarayan 2000), and are more open to new experiences
         (Olson, Camp, and Fuller 1984). That important difference is largely a product of
         their early conditioning histories:
      

      
      
      
      
         Children who learn, through observation and experience, that they can cope with their
            problems through reason and verbal influence rather than through physical force or
            flight should tend to develop higher levels of need for cognition because of the demonstrated
            import of good problem-solving skills in charting a course through the hazards of
            life. (Cacioppo et al. 1996, 246)
         

         
      

      
      
      Another distinguishing factor in ability to engage in and sustain arduous deliberation
         is the sense of cognitive self-efficacy (Bandura 1997): the degree of confidence in one’s ability to successfully solve problems
         and discover better paths by careful deliberation. Like need for cognition, cognitive
         self-efficacy varies widely and is a matter of degree; but it is distinct from need
         for cognition (a chronic cognizer may more readily engage in strenuous cognition,
         and enjoy it, while still lacking confidence that her cognitive efforts will yield
         positive results) though there is certainly a relation. If one has experienced repeated
         failures in vigorous cognitive efforts—for example, a person whose early development
         involved encounters with difficult cognitive challenges that were consistently beyond
         the person’s cognitive abilities—then the result is weakened cognitive self-efficacy:
         perhaps weakened to the point that hard cognitive efforts seem almost certain to be
         futile, and there is little incentive to make such efforts. In addition to a general
         degree of cognitive self-efficacy, there are extensive studies of particular areas.
         One may enjoy robust cognitive self-efficacy when faced with a challenging math problem,
         but weak self-efficacy when dealing with chemistry. The student who is very weak in
         mathematical cognitive self-efficacy—or in solving difficult problems of social relations—is
         much less likely to make the necessary cognitive effort, and even less likely to sustain
         such efforts for a longer period: “considering further” may not be in his or her power.
      

      
      
      
       Rigorous System 2 deliberation is not as readily available as we imagine, but even
         fully engaged System 2 deliberation falls far short of our comfortable illusions.
         Rather than an objective penetrating inquiry in search of truth, it is more often
         a process of rationalization in support of our deep desires and purposes—including,
         quite often, influences of which we are not consciously aware. As jurors we deliberate
         vigorously concerning the claims made by a woman bringing rape charges against a man
         with whom she had dinner and drinks, but our deep nonconscious belief in a just world guides our “objective reasoning” to the conclusion that the
         accuser must not be an innocent victim but instead “led the man on,” because no innocent person could suffer such a wrong. Or we reason carefully to provide a socially acceptable
         grounds for our behavior and convince ourselves—and perhaps others—that our motives
         were pure rather than the selfish motives that actually operated. We imagine ourselves
         to be examining all the reasons on both sides of an issue, when in fact we are giving
         serious consideration to only one alternative; as psychologists Jonathan Haidt and
         Fredrik Bjorklund note: “If you are able to rise to this challenge, if you are able
         to honestly examine the moral arguments in favor of slavery and genocide (along with
         the much stronger arguments against them), then you are likely to be either a psychopath
         or a philosopher. Philosophers are one of the only groups that have been found spontaneously
         to look for reasons on both sides of a question” (Haidt and Bjorklund 2007, 196).
         Rather than impartially examining both sides, our deliberative reasoning typically
         works as an advocate providing a rationalization for a belief already held. Jonathan
         Haidt gives research subjects cases that block all the reasons for the conclusion
         they strongly favor and asks whether they now favor a competing conclusion contrary
         to the conclusion they emotionally support. Most subjects acknowledge that the usual
         reasons they would offer in support of their favored view do not work, but continue
         to insist that their favored view is nonetheless correct and fully justified and that
         there must be sufficient reasons in its favor. As Haidt describes their frustrated efforts:
      

      
      
         These subjects were reasoning. They were working quite hard at reasoning. But it was
            not reasoning in search of truth; it was reasoning in support of their emotional reactions.
            (2012, 25)
         

         
      

      Careful deliberative reasoning can be effective, but the illusion that we have full,
         accurate, and transparent knowledge of our cognitive processes—when combined with
         the exaggeration of our cognitive powers—results in a distorted and sometimes destructive
         picture of the way we think. Robert Crowder, a distinguished psychological researcher
         at Yale, provided a more realistic view of our limited conscious understanding of
         the way our minds work:
      

      
      
         Consciousness of the mind is precisely the same as consciousness of kidney function.
            Both the brain and the kidney are organs that result in bodily processes. . . . For
            both, we can observe the states that result from activity in the system, but we have
            no special access to how either works. (Quoted in Hanson and Yosifon 2003, 34)
         

         
      

      Further evidence of nonconscious cognitive operations can be found in the experiences
         of scientists and mathematicians—such as the brilliant mathematician, Poincaré—whose
         greatest discoveries sometimes occurred when they were not consciously thinking of
         their research at all. On a less exalted level, you have no doubt experienced remembering
         a name after you “stopped” (consciously) trying to remember it, or suddenly thinking
         of the perfect rebuttal long after you ceased consciously thinking about an argument
         you had yesterday. The wheels continued to turn, but you were totally unaware of their
         motion. Rather than conscious deliberation being cognitively dominant, Michael Gazzaniga’s
         description is more accurate: “Our conscious awareness is the mere tip of the iceberg
         of nonconscious processing” (2011, 68).
      

      
       When we are conscious of our deliberation we are commonly not conscious of many of the key factors shaping the deliberative process. The powerful
         influence of seemingly insignificant situational factors—an authority figure instructing
         to continue the experiment (by applying more shocks), a request to hurry across campus,
         finding a dime in a phone booth—has already been noted, along with the nonconscious
         influence of belief in a just world. The strong nonconscious ugly effect of stereotyping
         is well established by extensive research (Kunda and Spencer 2003; Nosek et al. 2007),
         and is something most of us have observed; unfortunately we are much better at observing
         it in others than in our own deliberations, where it usually remains well hidden.
         Confirmation bias—the powerful tendency to see what we expect and want to see and
         to find the results that we favor—is a problem that all good researchers recognize
         and endeavor to eliminate (for example, using double-blind experimental methods);
         but it also exerts a powerful nonconscious influence on all our thought, and we seldom
         have double-blind protections against it. Another factor is the influence of framing (Tversky and Kahneman 1981; Kahneman 2011, 363–374): customers at gas stations balk
         if they are required to pay a “credit surcharge” when buying gasoline with a credit
         card, but they are quite willing to forgo a “cash discount” in order to use their
         credit cards. “Anchoring” also has a profound effect on our thinking: hearing a number
         causes an anchoring effect on our estimates. In one experiment (Jacowitz and Kahneman 1995) subjects
         were asked two questions: “Is the height of the tallest redwood more or less than
         1,200 feet? What is your best guess about the height of the tallest redwood?” The
         mean of the guesses for this group was 844 feet. A second group was asked the same
         question, except that the “anchor” was 180 feet rather than 1,200; the mean of their
         answers was 282 feet. The redwood experiment is an amusing example of a “trivial”
         anchoring factor producing substantial cognitive effect. An anchoring experiment (Englich,
         Mussweiler, and Strack 2006) described by Kahneman is more disturbing:
      

      
      
      
      
         German judges with an average of more than fifteen years of experience on the bench
            first read a description of a woman who had been caught shoplifting, then rolled a
            pair of dice that were loaded so every roll resulted in either a 3 or a 9. As soon
            as the dice came to a stop, the judges were asked whether they would sentence the
            woman to a term in prison greater or lesser, in months, than the number showing on
            the dice. Finally, the judges were instructed to specify the exact prison sentence
            they would give to the shoplifter. On average, those who had rolled a 9 said they
            would sentence her to 8 months; those who rolled a 3 said they would sentence her
            to 5 months. (Kahneman 2011, 125–126)
         

         
      

      
      
      Contemporary psychologists have provided rich and fascinating demonstrations of our
         blindness to our own motives and the deeper causes of our behavior, but psychologists
         have only confirmed what we all know to be a sad truth: we are often ignorant of our
         real motives, and self-deception is a powerful and subtle force in our beliefs about
         our own acts and choices. T. S. Eliot speaks of “the shame of motives late revealed”
         when what you convinced yourself were acts of virtue are now, too late, recognized
         as “things ill done and done to others’ harm.” If the examination of one’s past reveals
         no vile motives disguised as virtuous, then probably one is morbidly self-deceptive,
         perhaps pathologically narcissistic. Rather than even-handed unbiased rigorous deliberation
         in search of objective truth, the description by the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah is closer
         to the mark: “The heart is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who
         can know it?” (Jeremiah 17:9 KJV).
      

      
       We have great skill and long practice at providing intentional accounts of our behavior:
         accounts that convince others as well as ourselves. The capacity to provide such accounts—whether
         accurate or not—is vital to our social lives. As Daniel Wegner notes:
      

      
      
         People who can’t answer the question What are you doing? are generally considered
            asleep, drugged, or crazy. Knowing what it is doing is a highly valued characteristic
            in an agent, and the aspiration to be an ideal agent must drive people to claim such
            knowledge a great deal of the time. It may, in fact, push them to claim they did things
            intentionally when this is provably false. (Wegner 2002, 149)
         

         
      

      People who make such claims—including all of us, at various times—are not claiming
         something we know to be false, but instead making a false claim that is fervently
         believed to be true. This powerful push for full transparency of our own motives and
         thoughts leads us to distorted beliefs concerning our own intentions:
      

      
      
         The processes that operate during the confabulation of intention are fallible, then,
            just like most human judgment. When people learn that they might have known or ought
            to have known of a consequence of their action, they go about revising their attitudes
            and intentions as though they actually did know this beforehand. The process of intention
            revision, in short, is a process of fabrication that depends on an image of ourselves as responsible agents who choose our actions with foreknowledge and in
            accordance with our conscious intentions. Although such an agent may not actually
            animate our intention and action, an idealized image of this agent certainly serves
            as a guide for our invented intention. When we look back at our behavior and believe
            that the circumstances surrounding it are compatible with seeing ourselves acting
            as agents, we construct—in view of what we have done—the intention that such an agent
            must have had. Then we assume that we must have had that intention all along. (Wegner
            2002, 180)
         

         
      

      The idealized image of ourselves as rational actors possessing full knowledge of our
         own intentions not only results in mistakes concerning our cognitive processes; as
         Wegner notes, it is also a driving force behind our desire to be gods:
      

      
      
         What is an ideal agent like? The simple answer is that it is God. After all, God can
            do anything, and most religious people are ready to claim that God does things in
            the best way. So the traditional Judeo-Christian view of God, who is omniscient, omnipotent,
            and benevolent, captures the image of an ideal agent very well. . . . No wonder people
            pray. Getting an agent like this on your side certainly seems worth the effort. Meanwhile,
            though, even if we can’t always get God to talk back, we can aspire to be God-like.
            We can hope to be ideal agents and compare ourselves to this standard. (Wegner 2002,
            148)
         

         
      

      We don’t have to be omnipotent God, maker of heaven and Earth. But we do aspire to
         be self-made and operate by perfectly transparent motives and perform as first causes:
         we aspire to be godlike “ideal agents.”
      

      
      Benjamin Libet (Libet et al. 1983) carried out a famous and fascinating research project,
         with results indicating that when “making a conscious decision” the actual decision process occurred in the brain prior to the time when we became consciously aware that we had made the decision. Libet’s
         research is interesting, though hardly conclusive, and it has been the target of vigorous,
         even passionate, criticism. But accurate or not, Libet’s results should not shock
         anyone who rejects mind/body dualism. The interesting question is why Libet’s research
         stirred such strong feelings among philosophers and even psychologists, very few of
         whom believe that the mind is somehow independent of the operations of the brain.
         Libet’s research is disturbing because it provides a dramatic example of decision
         making that is not transparent to conscious thought. But that is a strange reaction. If Libet is right,
         his research only emphasizes and perhaps expands what we already know (but hate to
         acknowledge): many of our decisions are rationalizations; we are profoundly influenced
         by factors—situations, stereotypes, heuristics, anchors, confirmation bias, belief
         in a just world, desire to pass the pain along—of which we are not consciously aware;
         our “rational” decision making is far from being transparent to us, and the notion
         that we somehow rise above all that and make super informed transparent decisions
         is obviously false. Why do we resist acknowledging what we certainly know to be true:
         that our decisions are often and profoundly influenced by factors of which we are
         not consciously aware? For the same reason that we do not like to be reminded that
         we are not “self-made men”: it shakes our deep belief in our godlike—almost godly—abilities.
      

      
      Pascal Boyer points out that: “anthropologists know that the only feature of humans that is always projected onto supernatural beings is the mind” (2001, 144). And a very special mind
         it is: “In interaction with supernatural agents, people presume that these agents
         have full access to strategic information” (Boyer 2001, 156). Gods may not always be omniscient,
         but they are presumed to have all relevant knowledge. And included in that range of relevant knowledge is perfect transparent
         understanding of their own thoughts, beliefs, and motives. The Apostle Paul voiced
         the desire for perfect transparent knowledge in a famous passage: “For now we see
         through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: now I know in part, but then shall
         I know even as also I am known” (1 Corinthians 13:12, KJV). Or as the great old gospel
         song assures us, “we’ll understand it all by and by.” According to Aristotle, it is
         in reflective deliberation that we are godlike, and so it seems to us. Consider again
         Christine Korsgaard’s inspiring description of our rational deliberation: “When you
         deliberate, when you determine your own causality, it is as if there is something
         over and above all your incentives, something which is you, and which chooses which incentive to act on” (Korsgaard 2009a, 72). But you rarely
         if ever are aware of “all your incentives,” and what seems a godly power of transcendent
         reasoning is solidly earthbound. Libet aside, we typically make decisions—even deliberative
         decisions—based on knowledge that is not very accurate and certainly not complete,
         and without conscious understanding of our decision-making processes and the factors
         that influence it.
      

      
      You are working hard on a mathematical theorem, or a philosophical argument, or a
         model of a chemical structure, or the ending of your novel; “sleep on it” is excellent
         advice, for while you are asleep the wheels keep turning and churning and rearranging.
         You still found the solution, but you are not aware of how you did it. The “eureka” moment is important, and very satisfying; and remains so,
         though often you don’t know consciously how you arrived at it. Gods would know how
         it happened, since their minds are wonderfully transparent to them. Nietzsche said
         that a man’s belly is proof that he is not a god. Perhaps a better proof—and for many,
         a profoundly disturbing proof that threatens a deep desire—is the often opaque human
         mind. 
      

      
      
      
      Philosophers and Godlike Reason

      
      Charles Taylor pushed the model of rigorous transparent deliberation to an even higher—and
         more improbable—level, insisting on a universal capacity for profound and unfettered
         self-evaluation:
      

      
      
         Because this self-resolution [deep self-evaluation] is something we do, when we do
            it, we can be called responsible for ourselves; and because it is within limits always
            up to us to do it, even when we don’t—indeed, the nature of our deepest evaluations
            constantly raises the question of whether we have them right—we can be called responsible
            in another sense for ourselves whether we undertake this radical evaluation or not.
            (1976, 299)
         

         
      

      The constantly available capacity for transparent “self-resolution” that objectively
         knows the truth about ourselves is a remarkable capacity indeed, but a capacity that
         has little in common with human cognitive powers.
      

      
       Nancey Murphy and Warren S. Brown (2007) insist they are offering a natural model
         of human agency, based on the remarkable human power to readily employ objective reason
         along with deep evaluation processes and feed-back mechanisms. This special rational
         capacity empowers humans with the freedom to choose our own paths, shape our own characters,
         and guide our own destiny. This is their account of one who enjoys this special power
         of rationally directed agency:
      

      
      
      
      
         The one who is able to evaluate that which moves her to act, . . . on the basis of
            reason, . . . especially moral reasons . . . ; who is furthermore not unduly influenced
            by the judgment of others, . . . nor prevented from acting according to that evaluation
            by weakness of will or overpowering emotions . . . is indeed an agent, the primary,
            top-down cause (agent causation) of her own actions. Our suggestion, then, is that
            free will be understood as being the primary cause of one’s own actions; this is a
            holistic capacity of mature, self-reflective human organisms acting within suitable
            social contexts. (2007, 305)
         

         
      

      
      
      This special power of free will that is “a holistic capacity of mature, self-reflective
         human organisms acting within suitable social contexts” is very flattering but sadly
         false. Even in the special—and quite rare—circumstances required by Murphy and Brown
         (freedom from influence by others, no weakness of will, isolated from strong emotions)
         our rational self-reflective deliberation is rarely “the primary cause of one’s own
         actions.” We are plagued by self-deception and deeply influenced by nonconscious beliefs,
         and though we imagine ourselves to be engaging in purely rational unbiased deliberation
         the process is usually a rationalization for a conclusion shaped by influences of
         which we are blissfully unaware. Even if we ignore factors like need for cognition
         and cognitive self-efficacy, the capacity for “top-down” causation of our actions
         by our pure intellectual inquiry is not the sublime power they represent it to be,
         and not the godlike power to which we aspire.
      

      
       Another element of the Murphy/Brown model is the power of “self-transcendence”: the
         capacity to re-evaluate one’s values and goals in light of reflection on one’s earlier
         acts and their effects, and on the imagined future of such acts. “There is no limit,
         other than lack of imagination, to the ability of the agent to transcend earlier conceptions”
         (2007, 258). But both “lack of imagination” and robust imagination have limits imposed
         by lack of cognitive fortitude (cognitive misers cannot suddenly decide to be chronic
         cognizers), or by lack of the necessary self-confidence to challenge comfortable beliefs
         and explore unknown and unsettling alternatives. It is in fact very difficult—and
         very uncommon—for people to genuinely consider alternatives to their values and goals.
      

      
       The implausibility of this model is not made more plausible, but only more obscure,
         by positing “countless iterations” of higher order rational causal loops:
      

      
      
      
      
         The important point is that it is not a linear process, since the feedback from the
            environment and from the person’s own higher-order evaluative processes is constantly restructuring the structuring causes themselves. We have to imagine
            countless iterations of such causal loops, the consequence of which is that the structural
            causes are to a greater and greater extent the consequences of prior actions and evaluations of the organism. . . . The really interesting cases appear in conscious organisms,
            and especially in humans, whose imaginations and symbolic abilities allow them to
            imagine future scenarios, evaluate them, and shape their behavior accordingly. Language
            allows us to build up elaborate models of possible futures, which, along with finely
            modulated and flexible descriptions of motives, provide “final causes” for behavior.
            (2007, 290–291)
         

         
      

      
      
      We do shape ourselves, in important ways; but the shaping never transcends the causal
         history that shaped our starting points as well as the resources we bring to our own
         subsequent shaping. “Countless iterations of such causal loops, the consequence of
         which is that the structural causes are to a greater and greater extent the consequences
         of prior actions and evaluations of the organism” do not change the fact that those prior actions and evaluations were
         shaped by capacities and causes and advantages and disadvantages—differences in starting
         resources and abilities—that resulted in very different “prior actions and evaluations,”
         and that in turn shaped differing subsequent actions and evaluations. The “final causes”
         of Murphy and Brown are actually first causes, in which the power of reason transcends all biological and social forces.
      

      
       Adina Roskies favors an account of deep self-evaluation of our reasons and motives
         and values that is similar to Charles Taylor’s, and she embellishes it with “loops
         of agential control” (not unlike the “countless iterations” of rational causation
         posited by Murphy and Brown):
      

      
      
      
      
         Certainly, our reasons may be elements of us that are in some sense given. But they
            are not unchangeable. The agent, in appreciating the content of a reason, can intervene
            in the way in which that reason operates in his deliberation, in loops of agential
            control. If he or she did not, and by not doing so the agent accepted and endorsed
            that reason and its role in his deliberation, then . . . that is the appropriate place
            to stop. Agents control themselves via conscious access to mental content. We therefore
            have a convenient way of locating the source of the control: at the agentive, aware
            level. (2012, 334–335)
         

         
      

      
      
      Why does Roskies propose something as implausible as “Agents control themselves via
         conscious access to mental content” when she is no doubt familiar with the vast psychological
         research invalidating that “common sense” belief? The answer may lie in her fondness
         for “the folk metaphysics of agency” (2012, 335), which she insists is an important
         guide. Her model does fit well with folk beliefs concerning human agency and rationality.
         But that model represents deliberative reason as easily initiated, always available,
         and wonderfully transparent. The folk metaphysics of agency has the same plausibility
         as the folk metaphysics of creationism.
      

      
      
        Roskies is acutely aware that any plausible account of moral responsibility must
         find a way of halting deeper inquiry into the causes of our character and choices:
         “When we look backwards to attribute responsibility, we are looking for a certain
         kind of explanation, a reason to say, ‘The buck stops here’”(2012, 333). Roskies insists
         that the agent made the choice or performed the act, and no earlier causal factors are relevant.
         That decision or choice is the cause of the act, and no deeper causes matter:
      

      
      
      
      
         There are reasons, pragmatic and otherwise, to limit the backward progression in the
            causal chain when giving an account of events, even when giving a purely causal account.
            Similarly, there are reasons to pick out some causes as the relevant ones when giving
            an account of an agent’s choice or action. (2012, 333)
         

         
      

      
      
      
      But when we are concerned with moral responsibility, the relevant causal factors are significantly richer than Roskies allows. There is a remarkable
         range of factors—differences in need for cognition and cognitive self-efficacy that
         influence the individual’s readiness for System 2 deliberation, variations in capacity
         to think well and sustain deliberation, situational factors that influence the likelihood
         and the direction of deliberation, powerful nonconscious factors—such as belief in
         a just world and confirmation bias and framing—that shape our deliberative process.
         It is tempting to suppose that “the buck stops here” with “the folk metaphysics of
         agency”; but a rich body of psychological research shows that the buck doesn’t stop
         anywhere near that shallow perspective.
      

      
       All the contemporary philosophers cited know—when they are not under the immediate
         influence of apotheosis aspiration—that they are offering an exaggerated and distorted
         account of our rational capacities; but the attraction of human uniqueness and godlike
         powers is strong. Our distorted conception of the powers of human reason is perhaps
         the key factor in our godlike self-image. That is especially true for philosophers,
         from Aristotle to the present: we are chronic cognizers with levels of cognitive self-confidence
         ranging between arrogance and megalomania.
      

      
      
      
      Will

      
      Reason, with its supposed powers of unbiased deliberation, unlimited fortitude, constant
         availability, wonderful transparency, and amazing loops of agential control, is ever
         an excellent candidate for affirming our godlike status. But there is another special
         human capacity that also suggests we are more godlike than animal-like: our glorious
         power of will. Descartes offered this inspiring description of the godlike power of
         the human will:
      

      
      
      
      
         I am conscious of a will so extended as to be subject to no limits. And what seems
            to me very remarkable in this regard is that of all the qualities which I possess
            there is no one so perfect and so comprehensive that I do not very clearly recognise
            that it might be yet greater and more perfect. . . . It is free-will alone or liberty
            of choice which I find to be so great in me that I can conceive no other idea to be
            more great; it is indeed the case that it is for the most part this will that causes
            me to know that in some manner I bear the image and similitude of God. (1911, 174–175)
         

         
      

      
      
      Kant insisted we must follow the moral law strictly through will power (and not at
         all through emotions we share with other animals), willing acts that we know by pure reason are commanded by the absolute moral law. Only then does our action have genuine moral
         worth. The two main factors making humans godlike and unique have been reason (Aristotle
         and Kant) and will (Descartes and Kant). We can always think harder, and we can always
         try harder. “I just didn’t think about the danger,” the hapless defendant in a negligent
         homicide pleads. “That’s no excuse,” the judge replies, “you should have thought about it, and certainly you could have.” “I give up; I just can’t understand algebra,” the unhappy student pleads.
         “Well, maybe you can’t understand algebra, and maybe you can, but one thing is certain,”
         his stern teacher admonishes, “you can certainly try to understand it; you can always try.” 
      

      
       The most obvious problem with godlike infinite powers of will is that individuals
         clearly differ significantly in their will power (obviously not everyone is blessed with identical
         unlimited powers of willing); and research indicates that powers of self-control are
         substantially shaped at a very early age (Mischel and Ebbesen 1970; Mischel, Shoda,
         and Peake 1988). The child who repeatedly struggles with impossibly difficult challenges
         fails to develop fortitude and resilience; and the child who is constantly rewarded
         while exerting no effort suffers the same fate. Will power not only varies among individuals,
         but also varies with situations. Variable interval reinforcement patterns shape steadfast
         or even dangerous fortitude; long periods of failure result in extinction of effort,
         as does repeated reward unrelated to effort. At one sad extreme is the problem of
         learned helplessness. Martin Seligman (1975) placed dogs in restraining harnesses
         from which escape was impossible, and then subjected the helpless dogs to repeated
         episodes of severe electrical shock. When shocked in a shuttle box—from which they
         could have escaped with modest effort—they cowered and suffered: severe learned helplessness
         made escape efforts impossible. The long-time battered woman may have no more capacity
         to try than did Seligman’s dogs. Some will find such comparisons between humans and
         dogs repulsive, and fiercely object; given the commitment to special human uniqueness,
         such objections are not surprising.
      

      
       “I can’t help you if you won’t even try.” That is the condemnation reserved for the most frustrating students, for the woman
         who will make no effort to escape her abuser, for the addict who rejects recovery
         programs. Such people “have no one to blame but themselves.” But unfortunates who
         have suffered a long series of inescapable failures and abuses—and are now mired in
         learned helplessness—are the most in need of help. They are of course difficult to
         help and easy to blame, and two factors make them especially inviting targets for
         opprobrium. First, we usually observe only the immediate circumstances, and not the
         long debilitating history that shaped learned helplessness: if I were in the same
         abusive situation that this woman is suffering, I would make a powerful and probably
         successful effort at extricating myself, and so could she. But we have not experienced
         the prior repeated cases in which escape from abuse was impossible and resistance
         was futile. We fail to understand that there are only superficial similarities between
         our situations and the situation of this repeat victim of abuse: there are enormous
         deeply hidden differences in our long-term circumstances. The second reason why we
         are eager to blame the person who “won’t even try” is that the existence of such persons
         is a painful challenge to our cherished belief that “everyone can always try harder.”
         The victim of learned helplessness is a clear and despised counterexample to the myth
         of godlike will power.
      

      
       Extreme learned helplessness is, thankfully, comparatively rare. But it does exist,
         together with fortunate cases of persons with enormous fortitude who press on through
         many daunting difficulties, persons eager to take on tough challenges who enjoy wonderful
         confidence in their abilities to succeed with the hardest problems. Between those
         extremes exists a rich continuum of greater or lesser will power, just as there are
         varying degrees of physical strength. But once we recognize such degrees of will power
         and self-control, and the causal processes that shaped those strengths and weaknesses,
         then the myth of the godlike power of human will is destroyed. Psychological causes
         are vitally important in shaping self-control abilities, but there are other causes
         that are even more obvious and perhaps more damaging to the belief in godlike will
         power. Low levels of childhood lead poisoning cause reduced powers of self-control
         in adolescents and adults; higher levels reduce those powers to a greater degree.
         Reducing children’s exposure to crumbling lead-based paint requires an expensive investment;
         easier to fall back on the cherished false belief that everyone has full and equal
         powers of self-control, and then blame and punish those who do not.
      

      
       There are more subtle factors that significantly influence one’s degree of will-power.
         Those with a strong internal locus-of-control—that is, those who believe that what
         happens in their lives is largely under their own control (rather than controlled
         or fated by external forces)—generally enjoy greater self-control and fortitude than
         do those whose locus-of-control tends toward the external (Rotter 1966; 1975; 1979).
         An even larger problem with belief in wonderful will power is that we are easily misled
         about whether we are actually exercising our own will power. First, there are the
         cases in which we have a strong sense of consciously willing an action when in fact
         we have performed no action at all. In one experiment (Wegner and Wheatley 1999) the
         experimental subject and a member of the experimental team (thought by the subject
         to be another experimental subject) both placed their fingers on a device similar
         to a Ouija board, causing the board to move a cursor to different points on a monitor
         and then choosing where and when to stop the motion. During times when the experimenter
         controlled the cursor the experimental subject still reported intentionally willing
         and controlling the motion. From the opposite direction, in many cases people perform
         what psychologists call “automatisms”: they actually exert their own willed actions—as
         in directing the motion of a Ouija board—but have no sense of willing the behavior
         (Wegner 2002, 108–113). Sad but salient examples of such automatisms are provided
         by sincere “facilitators” who enable severely autistic persons (who were thought incapable
         of verbal communication) to express themselves, often quite eloquently, through “facilitated
         communication.” The facilitator holds a letter board (arranged with all the letters
         of the alphabet) and places the autistic person’s hand on the board; the autistic
         individual then points to letters, swiftly typing out messages (often without even
         looking at the board) which the facilitator reads. The messages are composed entirely
         by the autistic person, and the facilitator only holds the letter board in a steady
         position that allows the autistic writer to type the messages. Or so the facilitators
         are sincerely convinced. But the facilitators, without realizing it, are doing all
         the work: moving the letter board to the appropriate letter while the autistic individual
         is passive. In numerous controlled experiments, when the facilitator and the autistic
         person both see a ball, the message typed is “ball.” But when the facilitator sees
         a dog and the autistic person sees a tree, the typed result is “dog,” never “tree”
         (Smith, Haas, and Belcher 1994; Jacobson, Mulick, and Schwartz 1995; Mostert 2001).
         Yet the facilitators firmly believe that they are entirely passive, merely holding
         the letter board in place, while the autistic person is fully in control of typing
         the message. So strong is this belief that many facilitators never accept the evidence
         when it is demonstrated to them, remaining convinced that the only thing they will
         is to follow the lead of the autistic person.
      

      
      Combining Reason and Will

      
      Reason and Will are favorite candidates for godly human powers. If a philosophical
         system manages to combine those special powers, then apotheosis aspiration makes such a system doubly attractive.
         If the account also provides special support for human uniqueness, it becomes still
         more appealing. Kant combines reason and will in his account of uniquely human ethical
         acts, and Harry Frankfurt joins reasoned reflection with willed affirmation in his
         version of uniquely human free will, so it is not surprising that both models enjoy
         philosophical popularity.
      

      
       Kant fashioned a remarkable account of the godlike nature of human moral action,
         and in its essentials it remains attractive to many people. In Kant’s ethical system
         human uniqueness, godlike reason, and super will power form a powerful mutually supportive
         combination. It starts from pure powers of abstract reason, untainted by emotions
         or concern for consequences and capable of deriving absolute universal categorical
         principles. Because emotions must be excluded from such purely rational processes—emotions
         cannot generate universals and are not exclusively human—the model requires an account
         of the nonemotional power that enables humans to rigorously follow such rationally-derived ethical
         commands. That power is the godlike unlimited power of the human will. We must have
         such will power, since all of us can follow the stern rational dictates of the moral law. This is such a splendid celebration
         of human godlike powers that it moves Kant almost to poetry: “Two things fill the
         mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe, the oftener and more steadily
         we reflect on them: the starry heavens above and the moral law within” (Kant 1873,
         Conclusion). “The moral law within” is known purely through reason and is obeyed by
         means of infinite will power. Such uniquely human godlike powers are indeed awe-inspiring.
      

      
       Kantian ethics not only establishes uniquely human godlike powers, but also places
         the product of those powers—the system of the moral law—in a special secure realm.
         Responding to E. O. Wilson’s recommendation that “the time has come for ethics to
         be removed temporarily from the hands of the philosophers and biologicized” (1975,
         562), Thomas Nagel insisted that ethics can no more be challenged by biological studies
         than physics can, because ethics:
      

      
      
         is the result of a human capacity to subject innate or conditioned pre-reflective
            motivational and behavioral patterns to criticism and revision, and to create new
            forms of conduct. The capacity to do this presumably has some biological foundation.
            . . . But the history of the exercise of this capacity and its continual reapplication
            in criticism and revision of its own products is not part of biology. Biology may
            tell us about the perceptual and motivational starting points, but in its present
            state it has little bearing on the thinking process by which these starting points
            are transcended. (Nagel 1978, 230)
         

         
      

      Through these special human powers of criticism and revision—the “thinking process
         by which these starting points are transcended”—ethics is placed in a realm of sublime
         transcendent truth, a protected system “where neither moth nor rust doth corrupt,
         and where thieves do not break in or steal,” and neither psychologists nor biologists
         can pose disturbing questions.
      

      
       The contemporary combination of human uniqueness, reflective deliberation, and the
         special power of will is championed by Harry Frankfurt. Frankfurt designs his account
         of free will with the purpose of making it uniquely human and marking an “essential
         difference between persons and other creatures.” The key to Frankfurt’s uniquely human
         free will is higher order deliberation that enables us to reflect on our desires and
         motives and either affirm or condemn them. Frankfurt combines that uniquely human
         power of reflective deliberation with the willed affirmation of one’s desires. In his famous case of the willing addict, when the addict wills reflective approval of his addictive desire—with a remarkable willing that “reverberates”
         through all possible reflective levels—then he makes that desire his own and exercises
         uniquely human free will. Small wonder that this account of free will—combining the
         philosophical delights of uniquely human higher-order deliberation with the special
         power of willed affirmation—has become a philosophical favorite. The problems embedded
         in this account of free will are profound: as noted in the previous chapter, it makes
         deeply dispirited acquiescent slaves (and addicts who have fallen into learned helplessness)
         the exemplars of free will. For Frankfurt, the affirmation of drug addiction seems
         a special instance of the godlike authenticity of the individual: this is the willing
         addict’s “true self” that transmutes learned helplessness into freedom. The brilliant
         glow of uniquely human godlike powers of reason and will blinds us to such troubling
         problems. 
      

      
       One of the special charms of the Kantian and Frankfurt models is that they cut off
         deeper inquiry. Why did she will to follow the moral law? It was the miraculous power
         of will, no animal emotions or other causes were involved. Why did the willing addict
         affirm addiction? It is a perfectly authentic choice, from his own transparent consideration
         of his own values, and that’s the end of that inquiry. Why is this so appealing, when
         it is so obviously false? We know reason is not transparent, we know willing addicts
         are not absolute free agents unimpeded by other factors, we know that we do not choose
         independently of emotions. Its appeal is in making us godlike beings who transcend
         all grubby human and animal causal factors. It makes reason a godlike, transparent,
         absolutely independent first cause power, radically different from any form of animal
         behavior.
      

      
       Contemporary Kantians—such as Christine Korsgaard—continue to treat human reason
         as almost miraculous, and she emphasizes how the uniquely human powers of reason contribute
         to other uniquely human powers: “the form of self-consciousness that underlies our
         autonomy may also play a role in the explanation of some of the other distinctively
         human attributes” (2006, 116). She continues:
      

      
      
         If that is right, then the capacity for normative self-government and the deeper level
            of intentional control that goes with it is probably unique to human beings. And it
            is in the proper use of this capacity—the ability to form and act on judgments of
            what we ought to do—that the essence of morality lies, not in altruism or the pursuit
            of the greater good. (2006, 116)
         

         
      

      Celebrating the super uniqueness of human moral capacity, Korsgaard asserts:

      
      
         The difference here is not a mere matter of degree. And it isn’t a small difference,
            that ability to be motivated by an ought. . . . A form of life governed by principles
            and values is a very different thing from a form of life governed by instinct, desire,
            and emotion—even a very intelligent and sociable form of life governed by instinct,
            desire, and emotion. . . . We have ideas about what we ought to do and to be like
            and we are constantly trying to live up to them. Apes do not live in that way. We
            struggle to be honest and courteous and responsible and brave in circumstances where
            it is difficult. Even if apes are sometimes courteous, responsible, and brave, it
            is not because they think they should be. (2006, 117)
         

         
      

      Unfortunately for those who hope that uniquely human deliberation will empower us
         to “determine your own causality” and rise “above all your incentives,” the form of
         life “governed by principles and values” is still motivated by basic “instinct, desire,
         and emotion”: by our deepest “intuitions,” as Haidt (2001, 2012) calls them, which
         are not rationally derived; and by emotions, without which—as Damasio (1994) argues—the
         moral life fails to function. Humans do at times switch into more rigorous System
         2 deliberation concerning what we ought to do; but even then we primarily rationalize
         what our desires are directing us to do. Our System 2 deliberations did not evolve
         to reason dispassionately about ethical principles, but to act as a public relations
         agent offering social justification for our preferred behavior (Haidt 2012, 46). Rather
         than “constantly trying to live up to” what we ought to do, we are constantly trying
         to make it appear—to ourselves and others—that we are following the moral rules. Usually
         when we “follow an ought” we are giving a rationalization, not a rational derivation.
      

      
       We rarely know our own motives, but in Kantian idealized reason our motives are perfectly
         transparent, and we act only because we think we should act in that way: other primates are motivated by emotions, but humans are motivated
         to follow the moral law by pure will power. That is indeed a striking difference between
         humans and other primates; but what is striking is its implausibility, and the lengths
         to which we will go to establish human uniqueness and godly powers.
      

      
       Because we have little awareness of the many powerful factors influencing our decision
         making, we exaggerate the role of our limited deliberative abilities: such rational
         deliberative powers appear to be the only powers operating, so they must be totally
         in charge. Dana Nelkin accepts our status as “rational deliberators” based on the
         (limited) deliberative powers of which we are conscious:
      

      
      
         it is in virtue of being rational deliberators that we have a sense of freedom. In other words, we possess this sense because of
            our capacity to consider and evaluate reasons for acting with a view to making a decision
            and ultimately acting. (2011, 118)
         

         
      

      That conscious capacity to consider and evaluate reasons bears little resemblance to our actual
         deliberative processes, but it is a perfect fit for our semi-divine self-image of
         being transparently rational beings with rationally based freedom. We aspire to be
         godlike dispassionate reasoners, but in practice we primarily function as opportunistic
         public relations officers who have very limited knowledge of our clients’ real motives.
         The “rational man” model is just as destructive in philosophy as in economics, and
         apotheosis aspiration holds it firmly in place. 
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 5

      The System of Apotheosis Aspiration

      
         
         
      

      
      The desire to be a god does not appear on the conscious wish lists of most persons.
         That is not surprising, since it usually remains a deeply submerged nonconscious aspiration.
         But apotheosis aspiration joins with other deep values—some conscious, some not—that
         constitute a system of belief. Many elements of that belief system are powerful, while
         the entire system is substantially stronger than the sum of its parts.
      

      
       The apotheosis aspiration system is made up of many parts: human uniqueness, godlike
         transparent reason, super will power, belief in a just world, self-making, moral responsibility,
         and—the glue that binds the parts into a unified whole—apotheosis aspiration. There
         are deep flaws in each of these elements, but when formed into a system they establish
         a tightly linked defensive front. How are the parts of the AA system bound together?
         As described in the second chapter, promiscuous teleology supplies an orientation
         well-suited to the development of an AA system. But the interlocking parts of the
         AA system go well beyond our excessive fondness for teleological explanations.
      

      
      The Special Status of Humans

      
      A key element in the interlocking AA system is belief in human uniqueness. The first
         chapter of Genesis affirms that God created man “in his own image” and gave humans
         dominion over all other creatures. Aristotle ascribes to humans a divine power of
         intellect that sets humans distinctly apart from the animal world. In Christian belief,
         Jesus (who became flesh and dwelt among us) shows us what God is like: “He that hath
         seen me hath seen the Father” (John 14:9 KJV), and apparently he looks a lot like
         us, placing humans in a special godlike unique category. During the Renaissance, Pico
         della Mirandola sought to understand what makes humans so special and unique, and
         concluded that he had found the answer: “I have come to understand why man is the
         most fortunate of creatures and consequently worthy of all admiration and what precisely
         is that rank which is his lot in the universal chain of Being—a rank to be envied
         not only by brutes but even by the stars and by minds beyond this world.” Contemporary
         philosophers take a similar approach: we know that humans are remarkable and unique,
         and the only question is what establishes that uniqueness. Philosophers support a
         variety of candidates as the grounds for human uniqueness—will, culture, reason, higher-order
         reflectiveness are among the favorites—but the indubitable starting point is uniqueness.
      

      
       The special insistence on human uniqueness seems obviously self-serving, and remarkable
         advances in Darwinian biology have long since destroyed any claim that humans are
         a separate and divinely favored creation. The special claims of human uniqueness—only
         humans have cultures, only humans make plans, only humans use tools, only humans practice
         deceit, only humans are capable of language—have suffered severe and often fatal blows.
         Yet the belief in human uniqueness remains a stubborn article of faith. It is hardly
         surprising that belief in human uniqueness is strong: it is cherished in the Judeo-Christian
         tradition, it flatters human egos, and it offers comfortable justification for the
         cruelty we inflict on other species. When linked solidly into the AA system, belief
         in human uniqueness is difficult to challenge.
      

      
       When we start from the certainty that humans are unique, then any property that establishes
         that special status must also be a property exclusive to humans—whether it be will,
         or reason, or language, or culture, or whatever. That connection binds in both directions.
         Commitment to human uniqueness shapes our views of human reason and will, while our
         allegiance to those special powers of reason and will provides grounds for believing
         ourselves unique. Human godlike intellect—we not only think on a higher intellectual
         level, but we have the special power to always think longer and harder, and our thinking
         process is transparent to us—and our unlimited powers of will are remarkable for both their powers and their implausibililty. Contemporary
         psychologists have posed profound challenges to such powers, but long before such
         powers were subjected to scientific scrutiny their limits must have been obvious.
         Yet intellect and will have retained their super status over the centuries, and extensive
         deflationary psychological studies have not eliminated the exaggerated belief—among
         both philosophers and the folk—in those powers. They are protected by their vital
         roles in a larger belief system that is almost immune to challenge.
      

      
      A Just World and Just Deserts

      
      In addition to belief in human uniqueness, another key element of the AA system is
         belief in a just world (BJW). When dredged up from its deep nonconscious depths and
         subjected to careful scrutiny, few can take seriously the belief in a just world—other
         than Leibniz and Dr. Pangloss and St. Augustine. Belief in a just world is rarely
         scrutinized, staying securely beneath consciousness. But it does occasionally reveal
         itself more openly, as in the cherished philosophical shibboleth that “ought implies
         can.” The ancient Greek dramatists made plain the implausibility of that slogan, and
         Bernard Williams (1993) made its problems clear to contemporary philosophers; yet
         it still seems an obvious truth to its many philosophical believers, and the belief
         in a just world continues to exert its vile influence on the belief systems of most
         people. Researchers acknowledge that belief in a just world (BJW) has its charms:
      

      
      
         Individuals have a need to believe that they live in a world where people generally
            get what they deserve. The belief that the world is just enables the individual to
            confront his physical and social environments as though they were stable and orderly.
            (Lerner and Miller 1978, 1030–1031)
         

         
      

      But such charms hardly seem sufficient to sustain such an implausible belief, even
         when the belief typically lurks below conscious scrutiny. However, when BJW is anchored
         deep among the various elements of the AA system, then through mutual support it is
         armored against doubts.
      

      
       The belief in a just world is comforting, and it may inspire stronger efforts; but
         on the comparatively rare occasions when it is consciously examined, its implausibility
         is obvious. Obvious, unless it is protected by another central belief in the AA system:
         the belief in moral responsibility and just deserts. Once belief in a just world is
         embraced the need for moral responsibility and just deserts becomes critical. Suffering
         and extreme inequity are too obvious to be denied, so they must be justly deserved.
         The belief in just deserts has two strong and complementary props: the desire to strike
         back and the desire to justify positions of special privilege and disproportionate
         wealth.
      

      
      The retributive strike-back desire has wide popular approval, and many philosophers
         have given it their blessing (with varying degrees of enthusiasm). Michael S. Moore
         is on the enthusiastic side:
      

      
      
         Of course Dostoyevsky’s nobleman [who has his dogs kill a small child in front of
            the child’s mother] should suffer for his gratuitous and unjustified perpetration
            of a terrible wrong to both his young serf and that youth’s mother. As even the gentle
            Aloysha murmurs in Dostoyevsky’s novel, in answer to the question of what you do with
            the nobleman: you shoot him. You inflict such punishment even though no other good
            will be achieved thereby, but simply because the nobleman deserves it. The only general
            principle that makes sense of the mass of particular judgments like that of Aloysha
            is the retributive principle that culpable wrongdoers must be punished. This, by my
            lights, is enough to justify retributivism. (1997, 188)
         

         
      

      Robert C. Solomon is if anything a more enthusiastic supporter of retributivism, seeing
         it as “the very foundation” of all that is righteous:
      

      
      
         Sometimes vengeance is wholly called for, even obligatory, and revenge is both legitimate
            and justified. . . . To seek vengeance for a grievous wrong, to revenge oneself against
            evil—that seems to lie at the very foundation of our sense of justice, indeed, of
            our very sense of ourselves, our dignity, and our sense of right and wrong. (2004,
            37)
         

         
      

      Peter French eagerly celebrates the virtue of vengeance:

      
      
         Personal and vicarious moral anger can be and ought to be placated by hostile responsive
            action taken against its cause. Wrongful actions require hostile retribution. That,
            despite its seeming lack of fit with the body of moral principles upheld in our culture,
            is actually one of the primary foundations of morality. It is a foundation that is
            settled in passions, attitudes, emotions, and sentiments, not in reason. (French 2001,
            97)
         

         
      

      Even Daniel Dennett, whose enthusiasm for just deserts is much milder than the fervor
         that burns in Moore, Solomon, and French, gives his blessing to the retributive desire:
      

      
      
         We ought to admit, up front, that one of our strongest unspoken motivations for upholding
            something close to the traditional concept of free will is our desire to see the world’s
            villains “get what they deserve.” And surely they do deserve our condemnation, our criticism, and—when we have a sound system of laws
            in place—punishment. A world without punishment is not a world any of us would want
            to live in. (2008, 258)
         

         
      

      We want to uphold “something close to the traditional concept of free will” because
         free will supports moral responsibility which in turn justifies our deep desire “to
         see the world’s villains ‘get what they deserve.’”
      

      
       Whatever the dubious charms of the strike-back desire, the actual emotional retributive
         underpinning is singularly ugly: the powerful desire to “pass the pain along” (Barash
         2005; Barash and Lipton 2011). “Displaced aggression” (Potegal 1994; Virgin and Sapolsky
         1997)—responding to pain by attacking the most convenient target—is not an aberration
         but the essence of the desire. When the powerful and dangerous alpha male attacks
         or threatens me and causes me to suffer, attacking a weaker target successfully “passes
         the pain along.” When a chimpanzee is attacked by a more powerful individual, he then
         directs an attack at a weaker member of the group (Kawamura 1967). When rats are placed
         in a box with an electrified floor grid and shocked, they immediately attack each
         other; if no other rat is present, a gnawing post serves as a satisfactory substitute.
         But if there is no target on which to “pass the pain along,” the rat suffers increased
         stress and is likely to develop ulcers (Virgin and Sapolsky 1997; Barash 2005). Barash
         and Lipton describe the basic process:
      

      
      
         Animals—and by all accounts, people, too—who lose a social confrontation experience
            what is called “subordination stress.” Their blood pressure and adrenal hormones go
            up, while neurotransmitters that influence the sense of well-being go down. But if
            these same animals have the opportunity to “take it out” on another individual, their
            stress hormones and neurotransmitters return to normal levels. In short, living things
            can reduce their own pain-induced stress by passing that pain to another. . . . “A
            hurts B, B hurts C.” By displacing the aggression, B down-regulates his stress and
            upgrades his neurotransmitters by dumping his pain on someone else, who is then inclined
            to offload his or her burden, giving rise to “C hurts D,” and so on. (2011, 17)
         

         
      

      The basic desire is to pass the pain along through aggression directed at a readily
         available target. Striking back is directed at the source of harm when that source
         is conveniently located and easily attacked. As Michael Potegal notes: “From the perspective
         of a theoretical distinction between provoker and target, redirected aggression is
         not a special case; in most cases aggression just happens to be directed at the object
         that provoked it” (Potegal 1994, 88). “Displaced” or “redirected” aggression is not
         an anomalous substitute for retributive strike-back desire but is instead the fundamental
         motive.
      

      
      
      
       The case of “the Central Park Five” is a painful example. An attractive young woman
         was assaulted, raped, and left for dead while jogging in Central Park. Outraged public
         feelings demanded a target, and the New York police soon supplied five black and Hispanic
         youths ranging from 14 to 16 years old. The Daily News ran an enormous headline—“WOLF PACK’S PREY”—over a front page story with a subheading
         “Female jogger near death after savage attack by roving gang.” Donald Trump paid for
         a full-page advertisement advocating the death penalty for the “crazed misfits” whose
         “civil liberties end when an attack on our safety begins,” and no one was much interested
         in whether the strike-back targets were innocent or guilty. Strangely worded and inconsistent
         “confessions” were coerced from the isolated frightened youths, and all were imprisoned
         for years in either juvenile or adult facilities. Eleven years later another prisoner—Matias
         Reyes, who was imprisoned for multiple counts of rape, and whose methods matched those
         used in the rape of the Central Park jogger—confessed to the crime: acting alone he
         had beaten and raped the victim. DNA evidence confirmed his confession.
      

      
       How did this ugly and inefficient emotional reaction become so deeply entrenched?
         David Barash notes that if my attacker is too strong for a successful counterattack,
         by attacking someone else I serve notice that I am still someone to fear: “Evolution would most likely reward victims who—even if unable to
         retaliate against the actual perpetrator—conspicuously ‘take it out’ on someone else”
         (2005, 4).
      

      
       We want to punish someone, pass the pain along: it feels profoundly right, and moral
         responsibility provides the moral justification (and it is easy to convince ourselves
         that the individual punished—whether the perpetrator or a scapegoat—justly deserves
         such punishment).
      

      
      The second prop for moral responsibility forms a matched team with the first: The
         same moral responsibility beliefs that justify punishment also justify privilege.
         Gary Watson notes that we are generally more concerned with blame than with praise:
      

      
      
         Blaming tends to be a much more serious affair; reputation, liberty, and even life
            can be at stake, and understandably we are more concerned with the conditions of adverse
            treatment than with those of favorable treatment. (1996, 241–242)
         

         
      

      We may not be as concerned with praise as with blame, but we are deeply concerned
         with establishing that our special benefits are justly deserved. And deserving our
         rewards fits perfectly with the just deserts of those who suffer: We justly deserve
         our wealth, and taking it away to ameliorate the justly deserved suffering of the
         improvident poor is a double wrong. Moral responsibility and just deserts provide
         attractive cover and convenient justification of two deep motives—the desire to pass
         the pain along, and selfishness—that desperately need a patina of virtue; and in the
         bargain, moral responsibility provides essential protection for belief in a just world.
         Sometimes we must punish, so punishment must be just (to avoid violating BJW). Moral
         responsibility is the ready solution: we punish those who justly deserve punishment,
         and the punishers carry out the virtuous activity of giving the wicked their just
         deserts.
      

      
      Free Will and Moral Responsibility

      
      Moral responsibility is at the heart of the apotheosis aspiration system, along with
         belief in a just world (a belief that moral responsibility sustains) and human uniqueness.
         Because moral responsibility is systemically central and therefore seems obviously
         true, the essential condition for moral responsibility must be satisfied: that essential
         condition is free will, which also functions as a leading candidate to support the
         claim of human uniqueness. Free will is a cornerstone of the apotheosis aspiration
         citadel.
      

      
       Free will—when pressed into service to bear the burden of moral responsibility—has
         problems. Traditional libertarian accounts of free will made shameless appeals to
         inexplicable miraculous powers. Pico della Mirandola proposed a god-given human power
         of miraculous free will by which we make ourselves by our own godlike choices: “We
         have made thee neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, so that
         with freedom of choice and with honor, as though the maker and molder of thyself,
         thou mayest fashion thyself in whatever shape thou shalt prefer” (1948, 225). C. A.
         Campbell (1957) maintained that humans have a special first cause contra-causal power of choice: a power that cannot be denied even if it conflicts
         with our best scientific understanding. Richard Taylor insisted that his extraordinary
         account of human agency must be true, though: “one can hardly affirm such a theory of agency with complete
         comfort, however, and wholly without embarrassment, for the conception of men and
         their powers which is involved in it is strange indeed, if not positively mysterious”
         (1963, 52). Roderick Chisholm treated human free will as a godlike first cause power
         essential for moral responsibility. According to Chisholm, moral responsibility requires
         that “we have a prerogative which some would attribute only to God: each of us, when
         we really act, is a prime mover unmoved” (1982, 32). For those enamored of miracles,
         traditional libertarian accounts may have provided a comfortable “explanation” for
         moral responsibility; but by appeal to miracles we can “explain” anything, and the
         weakness of such appeals is obvious. Robert Kane’s libertarian theory avoids appeals
         to miracles, relying instead on the amplification of quantum indeterminacy by means
         of chaos; but while a fascinating theory, it is unclear how adding indeterminacy contributes
         anything to the plausibility of moral responsibility.
      

      
       Given the problems with libertarian free will, efforts turned to compatibilist versions
         of free will to provide the essential support for moral responsibility: so long as
         one’s choice is embraced as one’s own authentic choice—it is in keeping with one’s own deep values and preferences—that
         suffices for free will. My choice may well be determined, but so long as it is my own choice I am choosing freely. Compatibilist accounts come in a wide variety of shapes
         and sizes, but common to all is an insistence that deeper inquiry into the causes of those underlying values and preferences is illegitimate and also irrelevant to
         the question of free will and moral responsibility. It was a politician—Ronald Reagan—rather
         than a philosopher who bluntly acknowledged the necessity for blocking deeper inquiry
         if we want to promote moral responsibility and (especially) punitive just deserts:
         “Our forebears were never concerned about why a person misbehaves. We are straying
         away from the principle of holding the individual responsible for his actions” (quoted
         in Beckett 1997, 66). British Prime Minister John Major championed the same principle
         in a speech calling for tougher penalties for juvenile crime: “Society needs to condemn
         a little more and understand a little less” (Holborow 1993). Philosophers supporting
         compatibilist accounts of free will take a similar approach: The capacity to will
         and reason makes all other considerations irrelevant; and histories that have an enormous
         negative impact on powers of self-control and reason must not be considered, lest
         individuals be treated as “less than persons.”
      

      
       Unless will and reason are godly miraculous powers that transcend all causal and
         historical forces there are significant individual differences in powers of will and
         reason; and only by ignoring such differences—or better, forbidding attention to them—can
         we preserve the belief that compatibilist reason and will can support claims of moral
         responsibility. The brave enslaved warrior—discussed in Chapter Three—knowingly and
         willingly embraces his subservience, so he is acting with free will and is morally
         responsible. He does reflectively favor subservience; but only by steadfastly refusing
         to consider his history and the brutal destruction of his strength and courage, refusing
         to view the profound debilitation, can we imagine this to be a plausible instance
         of free will. The courageous warrior whose courage and fortitude have finally been
         destroyed by years of brutal and demeaning treatment firmly and reflectively embraces
         his helplessness and hopelessness and loses even the desire to act freely. This is
         not an embrace of true freedom, but the profound loss of even the desire for freedom.
         Treating the willing slave—or the willing addict—as an exemplar of freedom paints
         a cruel caricature of free will. The only way we can view this distortion of free
         will as genuine free will is to studiously ignore the way the person—who still has
         powers of reflection and choice—has been systematically weakened, lost all hope, and
         now clings desperately to a demeaning straw. Deeper inquiry is precisely what Frankfurt
         and other compatibilists reject: “the question of how the actions and his identification
         with their springs is caused is irrelevant to the questions of whether he performs
         the actions freely or is morally responsible for performing them” (Frankfurt 1975,
         122).
      

      
       Careful examination of compatibilist models soon reveals their opposition to any
         deeper scrutiny of the causes that shape us and that result in dramatic differences
         in will power and cognitve capacities. But John Martin Fischer takes it a further
         step and celebrates the compatibilist rejection of deeper inquiry. According to Fischer, those who want
         to dig deeper into the causes of why one approves and chooses a path—and examine the differences in reflective abilities
         and will power—are foolish extremists who cannot recognize appropriate limits to inquiry:
      

      
      
         I am thus not “ultimately morally responsible.” And yet this does not in itself seem
            to expunge or etiolate my agency and my moral responsibility. To suppose that we must
            be ultimately morally responsible, in the way imagined by [Galen] Strawson, seems
            to be a wild extrapolation from the quite legitimate desire to be the initiator of
            one’s behavior in some genuine and reasonable sense. It seems to be a kind of metaphysical
            megalomania. (2012, 171)
         

         
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      It is easy to label those who insist on deeper inquiry as guilty of “metaphysical
         megalomania”; it is much more difficult to say why such deeper inquiry is wrong. It
         is easy, however, to show why compatibilists find such inquiry disturbing. We have
         a powerful desire to pass the pain along when we are harmed and we believe that to
         be an act of virtue, and we also desire to justify our own special privileges and
         benefits. Moral responsibility seemed to be the ticket. But deeper inquiry soon reveals
         that our fortitude, rational powers, and virtuous or vicious characters are ultimately
         a matter of good or bad luck. In our scientific age the appeal to miraculous powers
         that could provide ultimate buck-stopping control appears atavistic, and such powers
         are an embarrassment for contemporary naturalistic philosophers. Rather than abandoning
         moral responsibility—along with the miracles and mysteries that are its optimum environment—compatibilists
         embraced a different approach: Focus on the immediate choice or act—the person did
         not think hard enough, or exert sufficient effort, or exercise self-control—and don’t look deeper at why there are differences in fortitude, self-control, cognitive self-efficacy,
         and need for cognition. Instead of giving up moral responsibility, change the conditions
         for moral responsibility so that any minimally competent person automatically meets
         them. Thus Fischer writes:
      

      
      
         Life is extraordinarily fragile, and (from a certain perspective) we are remarkably
            lucky to be agents at all, or the particular agents we are (with the particular dispositions,
            values, and psychological propensities we actually have). Intuitively speaking, I
            am not “ultimately responsible” for my particular psychological traits or even for
            my very agency. We are not “ultimately responsible” for “the way we are,” and yet
            it just seems crazy to suppose that we are thereby relieved of moral responsibility
            for our behavior. (2012, 169)
         

         
      

      From deep within the system of moral responsibility and apotheosis aspiration it “just
         seems crazy” to consider rejecting moral responsibility. But deeper examination of
         “the particular dispositions, values, and psychological propensities we actually have”
         makes clear the basic unfairness of the moral responsibility system.
      

      
       It is true that in the moral responsibility system it seems quite natural not to
         look deeper. Ronald Reagan was right: “Our forebears [who embraced moral responsibility]
         were never concerned about why a person misbehaves. We are straying away from the
         principle of holding the individual responsible for his actions.” Aside from considering
         the possibility of a limited range of special excuses, the moral responsibility system
         demands that we avoid questions “about why a person misbehaves” because pursuing such
         questions soon uncovers causal factors that undercut belief in moral responsibility.
         If you want the moral responsibility system to work, you must not look too far into
         “why a person misbehaves” or any other deep question about the causes of behavior.
      

      
       John Martin Fischer makes a virtue of that necessity, proposing a “middle way” argument
         for moral responsibility—he claims it is based on the Buddhist Middle Path of moderation—that
         makes the rejection of deeper inquiry look like a higher form of enlightenment:
      

      
      
         But it is also important to see that certain approaches to moral responsibility require
            us to trace back excessively far into the past; this is, as I have argued, a form
            of overreaching or “metaphysical megalomania.” . . . Galen Strawson and Robert Kane
            both—in different ways—put forward exceedingly stringent sourcehood requirements.
            Although I am inclined to agree that an agent must be the source of his behavior,
            in order to be morally responsible for it, I do not conclude from this intuitive point
            that such an agent must be the “ultimate source,” in a sense that requires causal
            indeterminism (or certainly a sense that requires a kind of impossible self-creation).
            I believe that our moral responsibility requires that we play the cards that are dealt
            us (in a certain way—a way that crucially involves guidance control); but surely this
            does not require that we deal ourselves the cards, or that we own the factory that
            made the cards (as well as all of the inputs into the manufacturing process), and
            so forth. (Fischer 2012, 21)
         

         
      

      Rejecting all examination of causes eliminates excuses and returns to a crude eye-for-an-eye honor
         culture. Looking deeper into causes—deeper than the shallow compatibilist examination
         of present personal character—destroys moral responsibility. The middle way—ascertaining
         only that the act followed from the person’s character and uncoerced choice—preserves
         moral responsibility. That is excellent guidance on how to avoid losing your faith
         in moral responsibility, and perhaps that is enough for those who are deeply committed
         to the moral responsibility system; but it offers nothing to justify that system or
         answer the challenges it faces. As Fischer rightly notes: “The assumption that we
         human beings—most of us, at least—are morally responsible agents (at least sometimes)
         is extremely important and pervasive. In fact, it is hard to imagine human life without
         it” (2007, 46). That failure of imagination is the product of a powerful system that
         inhibits any attempt to step outside it, and the middle way protects that pervasive
         system.
      

      
       In recent work Fischer’s guidance control reduces to a matter of self-expression.
         It is important in the construction of our life narratives, and Fischer eloquently
         describes the value of freely following our favored path:
      

      
      
         What one wants to say, I believe, is that the value of acting so as to be morally
            responsible consists in unhindered or unimpaired self-expression of the relevant sort. Perhaps another way of saying the same thing
            is to note that when one engages in unhindered or unimpaired self-expression of the
            relevant kind, one is freely expressing oneself. I will then suggest that the value of acting so as to be morally
            responsible consists in one’s freely expressing oneself. We value freely—in the sense
            of not being hindered or impaired in certain ways—writing the book of our lives. (2006,
            118)
         

         
      

      We do value that, and with good reason; but the challenging question of moral responsibility
         is the question of why Beatrice writes one book while Cassandra writes a very different treatise, and that
         question is not even approached. 
      

      
      Special human free will has long provided the basic justification for claims of moral
         responsibility (Clark et al. 2014): traditionally it was miracle-working libertarian
         free will, but now compatibilist versions are in vogue. But the free will that provides
         special support for moral responsibility has fallen on hard times. Miraculous powers—whether
         Pico’s God-granted power, Chisholm’s first cause, or Campbell’s special power of transcendent
         creativity—were never very plausible and are even less so once we study the actual
         causes revealed by psychologists. The compatibilist version of free will avoids miracles,
         but it also avoids deeper inquiry; and that avoidance is harder to maintain when the
         psychological research becomes stronger and more intrusive. The remarkable powers
         of reasoned reflection on which compatibilists often rely do not appear quite so remarkable
         when subjected to empirical analysis. When we recognize the pervasive influence of
         nonconscious motives (including situational factors to which we are oblivious), the
         relevance of dramatic differences in need for cognition and cognitive self-efficacy,
         and the rampant rationalization we take for unbiased deliberation, then it is difficult
         to deride deeper causal inquiries as irrelevant forays into “metaphysical megalomania”
         or as factors having no relevance for moral responsibility. Accounts of reason that
         celebrate its transcendent power are quaintly charming but empirically implausible.
         Promiscuous teleology encourages such accounts, but deeper psychological inquiry destroys
         them. Such accounts can only seem plausible when we follow the advice of compatibilists
         like Fischer: Don’t look deeper, restrict your inquiries, avoid “metaphysical megalomania,”
         follow the “middle way” of shallow explanations.
      

      
      Neither miracles nor myopia seems a promising support for moral responsibility. But
         absence of a plausible free will account that can support moral responsibility does
         not mean that we will abandon belief in moral responsibility. Belief in moral responsibility
         is deeply entrenched at the heart of an interlocking apotheosis aspiration system.
         Moral responsibility is essential to our belief in a just world, and that belief is
         not easily forsaken. Moral responsibility makes punishment the virtuous infliction
         of just deserts rather than an injustice. Moral responsibility justifies our positions
         of privilege together with the suffering of the impoverished (they are the just deserts
         of virtue and vice, respectively). Moral responsibility assures us that the world—appearances
         notwithstanding—is a just world. And moral responsibility transforms our cruel desire
         to “pass the pain along” into righteous retribution. If our best libertarian and compatibilist
         efforts cannot establish a free will that provides the essential support for moral
         responsibility (and thus for belief in a just world), then the support must come from
         the other direction.
      

      
      Rather than struggling to construct a plausible libertarian free will, or blocking
         deeper inquiry to preserve compatibilist free will, there is instead a third path
         to free will that follows the pattern of Kantian transcendental deduction. Start from
         what we know with certainty, and then deduce what we must also know in order to have that certain knowledge. We know we are morally responsible; we know that free will is necessary for moral responsibility;
         therefore the free will that supports moral responsibility must exist. This systemic grounding of free will is championed by many contemporary philosophers.
      

      
       Peter van Inwagen provides the most obvious case of using moral responsibility to
         support free will (the free will that is the supposed foundation for moral responsibility):
      

      
      
         If we do know that moral responsibility exists, then we should have no doubt about
            whether we have good reason to believe we have free will. . . . [I]t is as adequate
            a defence of the free-will thesis as has ever been given for any philosophical position
            to say, “Without free will, we should never be morally responsible for anything; and
            we are sometimes morally responsible.” (1983, 209)
         

         
      

      This is a remarkable feat of philosophical engineering: indubitable moral responsibility
         supports the embattled free will that is supposed to be providing the essential foundation
         for moral responsibility.
      

      
       James Lenman maintains that:

      
      
         . . . a central aspect of the free-will problem is the problem of explaining how it
            can even make sense to hold people morally responsible for what they do. To this extent,
            in this context, the most important sense of “free” is perhaps just this: someone
            is free insofar as they satisfy whatever conditions need to be satisfied for this
            to make sense with respect to them. (2006, 8)
         

         
      

      And since moral responsibility is beyond doubt, those conditions will not be difficult
         to find. The fatal flaws in compatibilism become irrelevant, because the truth of
         moral responsibility entails the adequacy of the free will support. Adina Roskies
         favors a similar approach:
      

      
      
         We ought to explore the possibility that freedom is a concept derivative on more robust
            intuitions about responsibility rather than vice versa. . . . Doing so preserves perhaps
            the most vivid of our intuitions about human behavior: that, given certain circumstances,
            we are responsible for our choices and actions. (Roskies 2014, 121)
         

         
      

      With moral responsibility secured deep within its protective system, moral responsibility
         is so obviously true that it not only needs no support from free will but instead
         uses its indubitable authority to establish free will. We may be unable to give a
         plausible nonmiraculous account of free will that can withstand scrutiny and support
         claims of moral responsibility and just deserts; but we know there must be one, because
         we know we are morally responsible and we know that moral responsibility requires
         free will. Free will does not pull itself up by its own bootstraps; instead, and perhaps
         even more miraculously, it is supported by the moral responsibility that it is supposed
         to support. It is not free will that supports moral responsibility; rather, moral
         responsibility is held in place by the system and carries free will along with it.
      

      
       Stephen White endorses such an approach to our judgments concerning the conditions
         for free will: “An agent could have done other than he or she did just in case the
         ascription of responsibility and blame to that agent for the action in question is
         justified” (1991, 236). Dennett follows White’s lead, recommending this procedure
         based on his reading of White:
      

      
      
         Don’t try to use metaphysics to ground ethics . . . ; put it the other way around:
            Use ethics to fix what we should mean by our “metaphysical” criterion. First, show
            how there can be an internal justification for some agent acquiescing in his own punishment—saying,
            in effect, “Thanks, I needed that!”—and then use that understanding to anchor and
            support a reading of our pivotal phrase, could have done otherwise. (2003, 297)
         

         
      

      That is, once we have decided that moral responsibility applies, then the question
         of free will is automatically answered: because the actor is morally responsible,
         and free will is essential for moral responsibility, whatever conditions applied to the relevant act must count as free will and the capacity to
         “do otherwise.” 
      

      
       Justin Coates and Neal Tognazzini paint a clear and approving picture of this process:

      
      
         If the picture painted here is right, blame is not only the natural human response
            to actions that display a kind of interpersonally significant ill will or disregard,
            but it is also the lens through which we can even know what counts as a free action
            in the first place. In this sense, the free will problem is, perhaps paradoxically,
            just one of the many problems that can be categorized as part of the ethics of blame. . . . If free will is, as many contemporary theorists think, the control required
            for moral responsibility (whatever that turns out to be), and moral responsibility
            is to be understood in terms of the propriety of blame, then an implication of the
            Strawsonian picture is that any philosophical examination of free will must begin
            with an inquiry into the nature of blame. (2013, 6–7)
         

         
      

      Start with the assumption that blame is justified, which is indeed part of the “Strawsonian
         picture.” In Strawson the denial of moral responsibility is unthinkable: the “commitment
         [to moral responsibility] is part of the general framework of human life” (1982, 70).
         And it is unthinkable in that system, in which universal denial of moral responsibility implies universal denial of basic
         competence. From within the moral responsibility system, when we have an adequate picture of blame and moral
         responsibility we necessarily have an adequate understanding of the free will that
         is its essential foundation. Any action that we decide should be blamed will automatically
         qualify as a free action. This is an impressive philosophical achievement: when this
         system is firmly in place, moral responsibility not only supports itself but also
         supports its supposed support.
      

      
       Not so long ago the moral responsibility cart was pulled by either a miracle-working
         ab  initio horse or a super rational Kantian steed. The former was crippled by the implausibility
         of miracles, the latter by empirical examination of the nature and limits of our rational
         powers. Now the moral responsibility cart is not only self-propelled, but the broken-down
         free will cart horses have become passengers. The AA system, with moral responsibility
         at its center, has amazing resilience.
      

      
      The Interlocking System
 of Apotheosis Aspiration
      

      
      From inside the AA system, moral responsibility is so firmly anchored that it can
         support other elements of the system (including elements such as free will that are
         supposed to support it). A key element of the moral responsibility system is belief
         in a just world: moral responsibility cannot be rejected, for that would pose a grave
         threat to our belief in a just world—a deeply ingrained belief that owes much of its
         strength to the fact that it operates nonconsciously and is seldom subjected to conscious
         recognition, much less critical examination. But just as moral responsibility props
         up belief in a special power of human free will, belief in a just world strongly encourages
         views that—examined independently of BJW—are remarkably implausible. Belief in a just
         world requires that the world be fundamentally fair, and one way of sustaining that
         belief—in a world that gives every appearance of unfairness and injustice—is through
         reliance on moral responsibility. Those who suffer are receiving their just deserts
         for their wrongful acts: the “innocent” rape victim brought her suffering on herself
         by her provocative dress and salacious behavior. Those who prosper must be the virtuous
         recipients of their justly deserved benefits and luxuries.
      

      
       As discussed in the second chapter, Augustine’s account of original sin—which makes
         suffering babies the evil recipients of their just deserts—is an ugly result of belief
         in a just world. One might hope that over the centuries views as vile as Augustine’s
         would finally disappear. Vain hope. Belief in a just world exerts enormous power for
         transforming innocent victims into guilty actors who get what they deserve. During
         the Reagan administration, Eileen Gardner was appointed William Bennett’s special
         assistant in the Office of Educational Philosophy and Practice. After her appointment,
         her writings concerning severely disabled children were exposed to congressional scrutiny.
         Gardner opposed providing special resources for disabled children, claiming that disabled
         children were not innocent victims but instead were responsible for their own problems: “They falsely
         assume that the lottery of life has penalized them at random. This is not so. Nothing
         comes to an individual that he has not, at some point in his development, summoned”
         (Gardner 1984). If disabled children—by their own vile behavior—did not summon such
         problems in this life, then they must have summoned them in an earlier life. Rather
         than innocent victims, severely disabled children are justly suffering because of
         their deficient “level of inner spiritual development,” which is the result of evil
         acts in prior life cycles. Resources should not be diverted to relieve such justly
         deserved suffering.
      

      
       These various elements bind together and form a powerful system, with each element
         providing support and protection for the others. Moral responsibility is at the heart
         of the system, and its central position makes it seem indubitable. Because free will
         is essential for moral responsibility, some workable version of free will—that can
         support moral responsibility—must exist (even if we aren’t quite sure of the details).
         Moral responsibility protects belief in a just world, while BJW is such a powerful
         nonconscious influence that it places the required moral responsibility beyond question.
         Because we have great confidence in moral responsibility, our special powers of reason
         and will—that are tightly linked to free will and moral responsibility—also gain our
         confidence. We know that we are morally responsible except in those unusual and obvious
         cases in which we are excused from moral responsibility; and because such excusing
         conditions are obvious, there is no need for any deeper examination of our powers
         of reason and will (everyone who is not excused has such powers, and those powers
         are obviously sufficient for moral responsibility). The powerful link between reason
         and moral responsibility also operates from the opposite direction, as Dana Nelkin
         insists: “Being rational deliberators commits us to our own freedom, to the idea that
         our actions are up to us in such a way that we are responsible for them. . . . We
         have a powerful and unshakeable commitment to our being free and responsible in a
         way that is dependent on our nature as beings obligated by reasons” (2011, 169). Because
         reason must support moral responsibility, our reasoning processes must be essentially
         transparent; and special transparent reasoning powers affirm our special godlike status. The
         world is just, so starting points must be fair; and because starting points are fair,
         holding people morally responsible is legitimate.
      

      
       Finally, the entire system is wrapped in a cloak of human dignity and the special
         unique status of humans: challenges to the system are condemned as attacks on human
         dignity and human rights. Herbert Morris champions moral responsibility and retributive
         punishment, and insists that if we do not hold a person morally responsible then we
         treat that person “as less than a person or not a person, we consider the person as
         incapable of a rational choice” (1968, 490). A similar complaint—by another advocate
         of moral responsibility and retributivism—is made by Michael S. Moore, in his discussion
         of a young man (Richard Herrin) living in an East Los Angeles barrio whose college
         scholarship landed him in the wealthy and privileged but alien and overwhelming environment
         of Yale University, and who ultimately committed a brutal murder:
      

      
      
         We are probably not persons who grew up in the barrio of East Los Angeles, or who
            found Yale an alien and disconcerting culture. In any case, we certainly have never
            been subject to the exact same stresses and motivations as Richard Herrin. Therefore,
            it may be tempting to withhold from Richard the benefit each of us gives himself or
            herself: the benefit of being the subjective seat of a will that, although caused,
            is nonetheless capable of both choice and responsibility.
         

         
         Such discrimination is a temptation to be resisted, because it is no virtue. It is
            elitist and condescending toward others not to grant them the same responsibility
            and desert you grant to yourself. . . . To refuse to grant him the same responsibility
            and desert as you would grant yourself is . . . a refusal to admit that the rest of
            humanity shares with us that which makes us most distinctively human, our capacity
            to will and reason—and thus to be and do evil. Far from evincing fellow-feeling and
            the allowing of others to participate in our moral life, it excludes them as less
            than persons. (1997, 148–149)
         

         
      

      Denying moral responsibility not only denies the remarkable capacities of will and
         reason, but is also elitist and condescending and destructive of the special dignity
         of uniquely human persons; it is an attack on what makes us godlike and sets us radically
         apart from other animals. It is the apotheosis aspiration system—including moral responsibility, special reason and will, the godlike category of
         human persons—that makes every element of that system seem so intuitively certain as to be almost
         indubitable. Moore seems to be aware of that systemic power, and he regards it as
         strong positive evidence for the system and its parts:
      

      
      
         To justify any moral proposition is to show that it is a part of the most coherent
            account of our moral experience, considered as a whole. . . . Our practices of assessing
            merit and responsibility are consistent with the proposition that persons are responsible
            for their (determined) choices, inconsistent with its negation. (1985, 1144)
         

         
      

      Apotheosis aspiration is a system of human uniqueness, promiscuous teleology, super
         reason, inexhaustible will, belief in a just world, moral responsibility, righteous
         retribution, special free will, and godlike human dignity. It is an obsolete and destructive
         but resilient system of mutually supportive elements. None of the parts are plausible,
         but the whole is much stronger than its parts. When we examine a distinct part of
         the system—such as the central element of moral responsibility—it seems implausible
         and ready to topple; yet it retains its standing as an indubitable truth among most
         philosophers. It is securely held in place by an apotheosis aspiration system that
         has charms even for hardened atheistic naturalists.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 6

      Reductio ad Absurdum Defenses of the Apotheosis Aspiration System
      

      
         
         
      

      
      The apotheosis aspiration system not only locks together to provide protection and
         support for each part; in addition the system is so united and pervasive and enduring
         that it has become “common sense,” and objections seem absurd. The apparent futility
         of challenging any part of the system—such challenges soon end in absurdity—increases
         confidence in the overall system. When we operate from within the deep assumptions
         of the pervasive AA system, objections to that system do appear absurd; indeed, they
         are absurd and self-contradictory. But they are absurd only if we are starting from within the principles of that system. It should hardly be surprising that when one denies
         moral responsibility—a central element of the larger AA system—from within the assumptions of a system that is built around belief in moral responsibility,
         the result is a reductio ad absurdum.
      

      
      
      Strawson’s Reductio

      
      The most famous and influential reductio ad absurdum argument against denial of moral responsibility was developed by P. F. Strawson.
         Strawson described an elaborate moral responsibility system, complete with a rich account of reactive attitudes built into the system and an
         extensive description of its excuses and exemptions. In Strawson’s system—a system
         that is basically the standard system of moral responsibility—one is assumed to be
         a competent and morally responsible actor and an appropriate object of participant
         reactive attitudes such as resentment, blame, gratitude, and moral judgments. One
         is so regarded unless one’s acts are excused by special temporary circumstances (one was drugged or coerced) or one is exempted from moral responsibility because of serious long-term problems (madness, dementia,
         severe cognitive impairment), in which case (as noted in Chapter 3) we adopt an “objective
         attitude” toward that unfortunate individual:
      

      
      
      
         Seeing someone, then, as warped or deranged or compulsive in behaviour or peculiarly
            unfortunate in his formative circumstances—seeing someone so tends, at least to some
            extent, to set him apart from normal participant reactive attitudes on the part of
            one who sees him, tends to promote, at least in the civilized, objective attitudes.
            (1982, 66)
         

      

      
      
      We exempt people from moral responsibility because they are “warped or deranged or compulsive.”
         Those who propose a universal exemption from moral responsibility—who deny that anyone is morally responsible—expand
         this exemption from moral responsibility to cover everyone. That implies everyone is “warped or deranged or compulsive,” which is absurd:
      

      
         For it is not a consequence of any general thesis of determinism which might be true
            that nobody knows what he’s doing or that everybody’s behavior is unintelligible in
            terms of conscious purposes or that everybody lives in a world of delusion or that
            nobody has a moral sense, i.e. is susceptible of self-reactive attitudes, etc. (1982,
            74)
         

      

      In short, the universal denial of moral responsibility implies universal derangement;
         the claim that “everybody lives in a world of delusion” is absurd; and therefore the
         universal denial of moral responsibility is reduced to absurdity.
      

      
       This is indeed a reductio ad absurdum, but not a surprising result. When you start from the basic assumptions of the moral
         responsibility system and deny moral responsibility, an absurd result is inevitable.
         From within the moral responsibility system, moral responsibility is the default setting and
         exceptions require special circumstances (such as derangement); it follows that universal denial of moral responsibility requires universal derangement. That is an “excuse-extensionist”
         (Waller 2006) universal denial of moral responsibility: start from the excuses or
         exemptions that are exceptions to the general rule of moral responsibility, and then
         extend those excuses to everyone. But most who reject moral responsibility do not start
         from the principles of the moral responsibility system: they do not start from the
         assumption that all competent people are morally responsible, and then argue that
         no one is morally responsible because all are incompetent. Instead the universal denial
         of moral responsibility starts from a different perspective altogether: no one is morally responsible, no matter how rational or competent or stable. Moral responsibility
         is fundamentally incompatible with our scientific understanding of the deep factors
         that shape character and behavior; moral responsibility requires implausible miracles
         and mysteries and first causes. One can reject such grounds for denying moral responsibility:
         both libertarians and compatibilists fervently do so. But right or wrong, that model
         for the rejection of moral responsibility does not lead to the absurdities that result
         when moral responsibility is rejected from within the assumptions of the moral responsibility system. Because the moral responsibility
         system is so pervasive and deeply entrenched it is difficult to step outside that
         system, and thus the reductio seems obvious while denying moral responsibility appears absurd.
      

      
      The No Moral Judgments Reductio

      
      Another reductio argument, probably the most common, demonstrates how the interlocking elements of
         the AA system work together to defeat critics of any part. Challenges to moral responsibility
         are often met with the stern warning that denial of moral responsibility entails the
         denial of any substantive moral judgments. Since most who deny moral responsibility
         believe that at least some moral judgments are possible, those who deny moral responsibility
         plunge into absurdity. This reductio argument is presented forcefully—spiced with contempt—by Peter van Inwagen:
      

      
         I have listened to philosophers who deny the existence of moral responsibility. I
            cannot take them seriously. I know a philosopher who has written a paper in which
            he denies the reality of moral responsibility. And yet this same philosopher, when
            certain of his books were stolen, said, “That was a shoddy thing to do!” But no one can consistently say that a certain act was a shoddy thing
            to do and say that its agent was not morally responsible when he performed it. (1983, 207)
         

      

      Along similar lines, C. A. Campbell (1957) insisted that denying justly deserved praise
         and blame means denying “the reality of the moral life,” and F. C. Copleston claimed
         that without moral responsibility “there would be no objective moral distinction between
         the emperor Nero and St. Francis of Assisi” (1965, 488). Susan Wolf insists that without
         moral responsibility we must “stop thinking in terms of what ought and ought not to
         be. We would have to stop thinking in terms that would allow the possibility that
         some lives and projects are better than others” (1981, 4). Jeffrie Murphy claims that
         the demise of moral responsibility would mean the demise of “the moral significance
         of human beings that is founded upon such responsibility—would, indeed, spell the
         end of one’s own moral significance” (1988, 100). Joseph F. Rychlak (1979) asserted
         that if responsibility is denied on the grounds that “we are what our biology and
         our social environments have shaped us into being” then “morality becomes something
         imposed on people by others.”[1]   
      

      
       This widely held premise—no moral judgments in the absence of moral responsibility—is
         at the core of Kant’s moral philosophy: the moral law obligates us to live morally and be better, and therefore “it follows inevitably that we must
         be able to be better men” (1960, 46). Or another way of phrasing it: ought implies can, and
         whatever we ought to do we can do. Because it is in our power to do whatever we ought
         to do, we are morally responsible for doing (or not doing) what we ought to do. And
         by modus tollens, if we are not able (if we are not morally responsible) then we are not obligated,
         and there is no moral law: no moral responsibility means no moral judgments.
      

      
       Again the denial of moral responsibility results in absurdity: this time the absurdity
         of denying all moral judgments. But consider the question directly: can we make moral
         judgments while denying moral responsibility? When we break the trance of Kantian
         assumptions, the affirmative answer is obvious. You ought to tell the truth; but sometimes
         you cannot, because of nonconscious forces that you do not even recognize. You ought
         to reject the orders of an authority who is telling you to inflict severe and perhaps
         lethal shocks on an innocent person; but—as the Milgram (1963) experiment showed—it
         does not follow that you can. You could if you were in a different situation; and you could if—as was the case for a minority of the test subjects—you did not have such a powerful
         nonconscious submissive respect for authority. Perhaps you could if you had recently
         read an inspiring account of the courage of the Underground in their struggle against
         Nazi forces, or you were a chronic cognizer, or you were a different person altogether.
         But in the actual situation, being who you actually are, you could not, though clearly (as you yourself painfully recognize on later reflection) you should not have willingly submitted to authority.
      

      
       Pharaoh ought to have freed the Israelite slaves. When God hardened his heart he could not. But we don’t require a devious deity to harden our hearts; our hearts are already
         skilled at deceit, especially of ourselves. One who was deeply acculturated in a racist
         system might well recognize that she should not be prejudiced against blacks but be
         unable to eliminate the prejudice she now despises. There may be people who ought to reject sexism and strongly agree that they ought to reject sexism and firmly believe that they are completely devoid of sexism, while in fact harboring deep nonconscious sexist attitudes
         that affect their hiring decisions and other behavior. Such people—sublimely confident
         of their nonsexist attitudes and sadly nonconscious of their sexism—ought to reject sexism (as they themselves agree) but are not able to do so (since they
         sincerely believe they have no sexist attitudes to reject).
      

      
         If our beliefs and our cognitive operations were completely transparent, and if we had unlimited rational powers to invariably switch into careful System 2 deliberation
         whenever it was needed, and if our reasoning were genuinely open and unbiased and not engaged primarily in rationalization—if
         we were gods rather than mortals—then perhaps all oughts would carry with them the
         powers of successful achievement. This charming picture of our just world and our
         miraculous abilities is comforting and flattering, but it is also false and harmful.
      

      
       Why do many people suppose that moral acts and moral judgments are impossible without
         moral responsibility? Part of the problem may be the excuse-extensionism discussed
         in relation to Strawson: the mistaken assumption that the universal denial of moral
         responsibility must be based on universal madness. In such a world morality would
         have little place. If denial of moral responsibility were based on universal madness
         and incapacity to form goals and act from intentions, then there would be no difference
         between slipping on a wet floor while carrying a butcher knife and accidentally stabbing
         someone, as distinguished from purposefully and with malicious intent stabbing someone;
         and that would indeed undermine any meaningful role for moral judgments. But the universal
         denial of moral responsibility is not based on an excuse-extensionist claim of universal
         madness. Moral responsibility is rejected because when we understand the deeper causes
         it makes no sense to blame and ascribe just deserts. That does not deny that there
         are genuinely bad acts and bad people in the world (together with some genuinely good
         ones). Peter van Inwagen is correct that “few people if any will react to an act of
         gratuitous injury deliberately done them by a human being in the way they would react
         if that same injury were caused by a bolt of lightning or a bough broken by the wind”
         (1983, 206). But we do not need moral responsibility to understand the difference
         in those reactions. The bolt of lightning had no malicious intent; the human who inflicted
         the gratuitous injury did. Moral responsibility makes no sense when we move to a system
         that looks deeply at causes and conditions, and it has no place in such a system.
         But that new system does not eliminate intentions and purposes. Some competent intelligent
         people act with malicious intent: nothing in the denial of moral responsibility denies
         such intent; and acts based on such intentions are morally wrong. What is denied is
         that anyone is morally responsible for good or bad intentions, judgments, or acts.
         We must still deal effectively with people who act from malicious intent, but we will
         not blame them and say they are “getting their just deserts” when we take the necessary
         measures to constrain—and ideally, reform—their malicious behavior and protect ourselves.
      

      
       There is another way the difference between intentional and nonintentional behavior
         is important, and it is an importance that is preserved when moral responsibility
         is denied. If someone slips and shoves me inadvertently, that is very different from
         someone who shoves me aside because she regards me with contempt. The person who shoves
         intentionally is mean-spirited and nasty; and we can recognize that without believing
         that this bad person justly deserves blame for her bad character and acts. But it
         is important that we recognize that this was an intentional act, and we can and should
         resent it. If one fails to resent such treatment, that is indicative of a very poor
         self-image and inadequate self-respect. To give a more concrete example, consider
         someone who was shaped for many years as a racist in a viciously racist culture, but
         eventually comes to see such racism as wrong. Though she sincerely tries to overcome
         her racism, it is too deeply embedded in her character. She cannot get beyond viewing
         those of other races with contempt, though she knows this is wrong. Suppose she acts
         in a contemptuous manner toward a member of another race—perhaps condescending or
         patronizing, perhaps worse. She is striving not to show contempt, but her efforts are unsuccessful. The person toward whom she shows
         contempt is right to resent such treatment (if she did not, we should worry about
         her self-esteem); but that person may well recognize the terrible struggle of this
         repentant racist who cannot expurgate the deep racism to which she was acculturated.
         In that case, she might not blame the racist (even if she generally believed in moral responsibility), but she would still rightly resent
         the morally vile treatment (she might or might not express this resentment, depending
         on a variety of conditions, including evaluation of whether expressing the resentment
         would or would not help the struggling racist to improve her behavior).
      

      
      The belief that denying moral responsibility entails denial of moral judgments may
         be a popular idea, but the view of John Stuart Mill is a more accurate: in the absence
         of belief in moral responsibility we can still maintain “the highest and strongest
         sense of the worth of goodness, and the odiousness of its opposite” (1979, 456). Only
         from deep within the operating assumptions of the moral responsibility system does
         denial of moral responsibility result in the implausible denial of all moral judgments.
      

      
      Promoting Values, Rejecting Blame

      
      George Sher offers a deep and detailed argument that “the only conditions under which
         blame would not be appropriate would also be conditions in which morality itself could
         gain no purchase” (2006, 16), insisting that “the cases for living as morality requires
         and for blaming those who do not must stand or fall together” (2006, 135): the demise
         of moral responsibility marks the end of morality. Sher’s account of blame combines
         desire and belief: basically, a belief that a person has done something morally wrong (or has a morally bad character trait)
         combined with a deep desire that the person not have acted in that way (or not have the bad character trait). When that “blame-constituting desire” (2006, 137)
         is not satisfied, the natural and suitable expression of that frustrated desire is
         anger, hostility, and reproach. Sher’s proposed analysis of the nature of blame is
         rich and fascinating, but the concern here involves two issues: Sher’s claim that
         morality requires blame, and his reasons for thinking that blaming is legitimate.
      

      
      There is little doubt that Abraham Lincoln was a racist. His writings make that sadly
         but abundantly clear. Notwithstanding any virtues that “Honest Abe” might have had,
         this was a terrible moral flaw in his character. Discovering that flaw prompts disgusted
         anger, and a profound wish that his character had not contained that flaw. But we
         can deny that Lincoln justly deserves blame while we acknowledge the profound moral wrong in his character (and some of his behavior),
         feel anger and disgust at manifestations of that deep moral flaw, and fervently wish
         it had been otherwise. 
      

      
      Lincoln was not incompetent, nor incapable of reasoning and being influenced by reasons,
         much less deranged; rather, we recognize that the rational capacities of Lincoln—and
         the rational capacities of all of us, including wonderfully competent people—are not
         super powers, and are much more limited and subject to error than our godlike self-image
         likes to admit. Very few whites in 18th and 19th Century America managed to critically
         examine the pervasive racism of their society, and some of those who did—Thomas Jefferson
         might be an example—were unable to break free of the deeply acculturated belief system
         in which they lived and prospered. Some remarkable and admirable people did so; but
         they did not make their own strengths and fortitude, or the conditions that enabled
         them to liberate themselves from that odious belief system. Jefferson and Lincoln
         had profound moral flaws, and we legitimately feel disgust and anger when considering
         those flaws. Indeed, we should feel such emotions: as neuropsychologist Antonio Damasio (1994) claims (and Sher
         agrees, on different grounds) strong emotional reactions are vital for taking moral
         concerns seriously and being motivated to follow and promote them. But the question
         of whether Jefferson and Lincoln justly deserve blame is a further question; the recognition
         of their deep moral flaws (and our emotional reactions to those flaws) prompts that further question but does not answer it.
      

      
      Sher supposes that if we wish to question whether they deserve blame for their moral flaws, then we must be denying the legitimacy of our strong negative
         emotional reactions; but nothing in denial of justly deserved blame entails such a
         conclusion. Lincoln’s racist attitudes were repulsive, and we feel strong emotions
         of moral revulsion when we consider them. But that is quite consistent with concluding
         that—morally flawed as Lincoln was—we should not blame him for that moral flaw, because at a tender age his culture instilled profound racism
         and constantly sustained and promoted racism. That Lincoln’s moral development went
         so far as to recognize the full humanity of the enslaved and the terrible wrong of
         their enslavement was no small accomplishment, given the powerful negative forces
         that shaped and surrounded him. Or one might go further: when we consider carefully
         the full range of factors that shape our characters and behavior, and our very limited
         powers of “self-making,” then we recognize that ultimately our virtues and vices are
         a matter of good or bad fortune, and no one ever justly deserves blame. Such views
         are fully compatible with recognizing and deploring bad moral character and behavior.
         Someone who holds that view might insist that it is morally wrong to blame persons for their moral flaws. There is nothing inconsistent, much less incoherent, in that claim.
      

      
      Sher sets out an insightful argument for the conclusion “that in actuality we rarely
         exercise effective control over the development of our traits” (2006, 12) and for
         why it is a mistake to suppose that people can readily overcome bad childhood conditioning:
      

      
         A child’s character is malleable as an adult’s is not, so much of what can be done
            to prevent a person from developing bad traits must be done when he is young. However,
            an immature, unformed agent is unlikely either to know much about what he must do
            to become a good person or to care much about doing it. Thus, whether a child’s character
            develops in the right way depends largely on whether he is lucky enough to receive
            a sound moral education. If he is not, we can hardly blame him for not seeking one
            out. Even when a child is able to do various things that would in fact result in his
            receiving the requisite moral instruction . . . these are not steps that someone whose
            picture of the world is not yet formed, and who has had little experience or guidance,
            can reasonably be expected to take.
         

         
         Thus, if someone whose character is now bad could ever reasonably have been expected
            to take steps to prevent his own corruption, the time at which this expectation was
            reasonable could not have come until after he had achieved a degree of maturity. However,
            by that time, the person’s bad traits were already partly in place, and so the task
            was obviously much harder. . . . By the time a miscreant-in-training has already achieved
            a degree of maturity, the expectation that he will display the insight, flexibility,
            and persistence that are needed to arrest or reverse his incipient corruption may
            well be unreasonable. (2006, 54–55)
         

      

      Not only does Sher have an impressive understanding of the powerful early causes that
         call into question the legitimacy of blame; in addition, Sher acknowledges that blame
         can be dangerous and harmful. He believes it might be possible to blame without the
         “kind of toxic anger that makes future harmony more difficult to achieve” (2006, 138),
         but he is acutely aware that destructive anger frequently accompanies blame. 
      

      
      All those powerful points against blame notwithstanding, Sher concludes that we still
         ought to blame those guilty of moral transgressions or who have morally bad characters.
         How can Sher, as insightful as he is concerning the powerful causes that shape our
         characters at a tender age, reach such a harsh conclusion? John Calvin might somehow
         convince himself that God is just when God condemns to eternal torture those creatures
         he designed for that specific purpose; but Sher is no Calvin, and it is difficult
         to imagine how he can approve of blaming those shaped for moral failure long before
         they had substantial control over their own development. Answering that question involves
         looking at some of the powerful and pervasive factors influencing Sher’s conclusion,
         and the systemic forces that make letting go of the AA system—with its deep commitment
         to moral responsibility and justly deserved blame—so difficult.
      

      
       Sher’s basic reason for wanting to preserve blame has already been noted: his fear
         that denying blame would entail the elimination of all moral judgments. An important
         second reason for Sher’s insistence on blame stems from his concern about a particularly
         bad and harmful group of people: those whose moral flaws are so profound that they
         never even consider the importance of avoiding immoral behavior, and who do wrong
         “because they are so corrupt that doing the right thing never even makes it onto their
         radar screen” (2006, 62). Robert Harris might be such an agent. By the time Robert
         passed through an unspeakably cruel and morally deadening infancy, childhood, and
         adolescence and became an adult, it was clear that moral concerns for the welfare
         of others were never a blip on his radar screen. Sher’s genuine insights into the
         shaping of good and bad moral actors notwithstanding, Sher concludes that such profoundly
         bad people should be blamed for the bad acts resulting from their deeply flawed moral characters:
      

      
         Blaming people for such bad acts often does seems fair. At a minimum, it appears no
            less fair to blame someone for a bad act that he performs because he is so selfish
            that the suffering of others barely registers on his consciousness, or because he
            is so corrupt that he sees no point in being honest, than it does to blame another
            who sees the point of being honest perfectly well, but who decides—perhaps after a
            struggle—to give in to a dishonest impulse. Indeed, if anything, many would actually
            consider it fairer to blame the thoroughly corrupt person, whose bad decision requires
            no thought, than the merely imperfect agent whose transgression represents a surrender
            or falling away. Yet once we have acknowledged that it is fair to blame people for
            bad acts that flow automatically from bad traits over which they lack control, we
            can hardly deny that it is fair to blame them for those bad traits themselves. (2006,
            62)
         

      

      Anger at racist behavior is both legitimate and valuable. The person who struggles
         against racism but occasionally slips into racist behavior makes us angry, and legitimately
         so; but the person who is so deeply immersed in racism that he habitually spews out
         racial hatred and commits racist acts and pursues racist policies is even worse, and
         it is not surprising that our anger is still stronger, and that we are deeply disturbed
         and hurt by this vile ranting racist. As Sher notes, “many would actually consider
         it fairer to blame the thoroughly corrupt person.” When angered and hurt, we want
         to strike back—or pass the pain along—and blame is a strike-back emotion. Such anger
         is important in motivating struggles to combat moral wrongs, but that desire should
         be carefully controlled. When we are guided by and act on “justly deserved” blame, then we block understanding of the deeper causes (the
         buck stops here with the individual who is justly blamed); and—pushed by a desire to pass the pain
         along to a convenient target—we often direct our anger at the wrong target. The racist
         is morally wrong, certainly; but we should look at the culture that supports it, and
         the forces that profit from that culture: those who exploited whites by using blacks
         as scapegoats in order to keep whites in poverty, and those politicians who exploited
         and still exploit racism for political gain, and the larger cultural forces that shape
         such selfish and exploitative behavior. When someone is a “thoroughly corrupt person”
         there is a powerful temptation to blame and condemn that person as a “moral monster,”
         end of inquiry; but such cases are precisely those we must try to understand, in order
         to change the conditions that shaped—and continue to shape—such corrupted individuals.
         Blaming is easy, and it feels good, but it does not fix the problems; to the contrary,
         it blocks the hard study required to make things better.
      

      
       Another source of Sher’s insistence that we must blame stems from his fear that eliminating
         blame would mean eliminating—or at least condemning—the affective reactions related
         to blame, such as anger and resentment. As already noted, losing such emotional reactions
         would be a serious problem: as Damasio (1994) notes, such a loss might destroy the
         essential motivation for the struggle against moral wrongs. But eliminating blame
         does not threaten those emotions. As noted in the discussion of Lincoln, it is quite
         possible to feel deep revulsion at Lincoln’s racism while not blaming him for this deep moral flaw. There is nothing strange about valuing the emotion
         while recognizing that we should be wary of acting on that emotion and also realizing
         that the emotion requires careful control. Emotions associated with sexual desire
         are powerful, and most of us value them; but we also recognize—perhaps from painful
         experience—that this is an emotion that is often not a reliable guide to behavior. One who strongly values a monogamous loving sexual
         relationship may still feel strong sexual desires for others. Such unsatisfied desires
         can be quite frustrating, but we might well value preserving such desires, fearing
         that their loss could involve loss of sexual desire within one’s monogamous relationship.
         In another case, we have strong emotional feelings for our children—feelings that
         go well beyond the general concern we may feel for strangers—and we see great value
         in such special feelings of concern and affection. But when coaching your kid’s soccer
         team or considering candidates for a university appointment (when your daughter is
         among the applicants), you recognize the importance of not being guided by your valuable feelings of special affection. Our blame emotions are
         valuable, but also quite dangerous and potentially destructive; they must be preserved,
         but their nature must be understood and their powerful force assiduously controlled.
      

      
       Finally—and of particular importance for the subject of this book—Sher’s commitment
         to the legitimacy of blame is tied to the central importance of blame and moral responsibility
         in the larger apotheosis aspiration system. Sher insists that we should maintain our
         “standard blaming practices” because rejecting them would be a step “so drastic that
         we should not take it unless compelled to do so by weighty reasons” (2006, 63); and
         apparently the fundamental unfairness of blaming persons who have been cruelly and
         inexorably shaped as moral failures is not a reason of sufficient weight. This marks
         the power of the AA system in which blame is embedded. When we consider the strong
         “strike back” desire against those who cause us emotional pain by violating and even
         flouting our moral beliefs, add the deep belief in special godlike abilities that
         empower us to overcome severe disadvantages, and top it off with loyalty to an entrenched
         system of beliefs (encompassing moral responsibility, human uniqueness, belief in a just
         world, and other elements of the pervasive AA system), then Sher’s commitment to blaming
         those shaped for moral failure is no longer surprising.
      

      
       Under close examination, there is little to support the common belief that denial
         of moral responsibility entails denial of all moral judgments. But when we consider
         how that belief is built into and protected by the larger moral responsibility system,
         the strength and resilience of that belief is not surprising. Belief in a just world
         requires the protection of moral responsibility, and strong belief in moral responsibility
         makes the necessary condition for moral responsibility—a powerful supportive free
         will that can accomplish wonders—seem certain. Because we obviously do have this special
         free will, the most plausible Kantian candidate for such free will—a special power
         of reason that transcends all obstacles—also seems obvious; and more obvious still,
         because the existence of such uniquely human reason sets us securely apart from other
         animals and guarantees our uniquely human godliness. As discussed earlier, the central
         role of super reason in this systemic defense of a just world was noted by Bernard
         Williams:
      

      
         The capacity for moral agency is supposedly present to any rational agent whatsoever,
            to anyone for whom the question can even present itself. The successful moral life,
            removed from considerations of birth, lucky upbringing, or indeed of the incomprehensible
            Grace of a non-Pelagian God, is presented as a career open not merely to the talents,
            but to a talent which all rational beings necessarily possess in the same degree.
            (1981, 21)
         

      

      When we scrutinize the exalted and exaggerated power of human reason its plausibility
         is challenged, and that plausibility disappears entirely when we push that scrutiny
         to the depths of contemporary psychological research concerning our frail, limited,
         and often faulty powers of rationality. Each element of the AA system is weak, but
         joined together they make the supposed reductio—denying moral responsibility entails denial of any real moral judgments—seem obvious.
      

      
      Smilansky’s Reductio

      
      Saul Smilansky develops another account of how rejecting moral responsibility results
         in absurdity; he makes the charge explicit in “Hard Determinism and Punishment: A
         Practical ‘Reductio.’” Smilansky’s profound challenge—a challenge culminating in his
         reductio ad absurdum argument—is stated in another paper: “How, then, can hard determinists [who deny
         moral responsibility and justly deserved punishment] deal with the need to punish,
         when coupled with the obligation to be just?” (2016, 3). Smilansky argues that if
         we deny moral responsibility then we must replace punishment with funishment. There are dangerous criminals who must be (at least temporarily) imprisoned. But
         according to those who deny moral responsibility, no one justly deserves to be imprisoned.
         Therefore those who deny moral responsibility must abolish punishment and instead
         use funishment, so that the “imprisoned” (who do not justly deserve such treatment) are compensated for this mistreatment. In addition to being secure facilities:
      

      
         Institutions of funishment would also need to be as delightful as possible. They would
            need to resemble five-star hotels, where the residents are given every opportunity
            to enjoy life. . . . Since hard determinism holds that no one deserves the hardship
            of being separated from regular society, the hardship needs to be compensated for. Hence no effort and no expense should be spared, in order that a person undergoing
            funishment . . . will have a good life. . . . (2011, 355–356)
         

      

      Rather than a deterrent, people might opt for crime in order to enjoy the funishment
         benefits.
      

      
         Even in hard determinist terms, all this is a very bad state of affairs. Hard determinists
            have sought to limit the number of people that the justice system must deal with,
            to reduce public hatred of offenders, and to beneficially reform the social conditions
            that generate crime. But hard determinism itself defeats all those idealistic goals.
            If implemented, the view would generate more rather than less crime, more criminals
            would be caught up in the system and incarcerated. . . . A hard determinist order
            would be nightmarish, even for hard determinism, if correctly implemented [by use of funishment]. Hard determinists themselves cannot desire the
            results of the reforms required by their own position (rising crime, much higher levels
            of incarceration, etc.). Hard determinism is, in practice, self-defeating. (2011,
            361)
         

      

      Funishment would indeed result in a very bad state of affairs; but does the funishment
         reductio follow from the denial of moral responsibility? Denying moral responsibility does
         not require that we maintain the illusion that we live in a just world, and that we
         can immediately or ever eliminate all injustice. In a just world no persons would
         suffer such severe lead poisoning that they lack self-control of their violent impulses;
         no children would grow up in violent abusive homes that shape them to violence; no
         children would attend violent and substandard schools that destroy their hopes and
         diminish their opportunities; no children would grow up impoverished in a world where
         consumerism and wealth are glorified as the markers of respect. In a just world there
         would be very little need for prisons. This is not a just world. However, the denial
         of moral responsibility is a key step in moving toward a just world, rather than a world of Supermax prisons and grossly disproportionate
         wealth and children raised in horrific conditions. When we recognize that no one justly deserves imprisonment we eliminate the motive of making prison conditions brutal and instead
         promote the idea of making prisons as comfortable and rehabilitative as we can manage;
         and we are motivated to improve conditions so that the necessity of imposing unjust punishment is minimized.
      

      
       Why does Smilansky suppose that denial of moral responsibility entails elimination
         of all punishment and the substitution of “funishment”? The underlying principle is
         that unjust policies must be eliminated (and imprisoning persons who do not justly
         deserve such punishment is indeed unjust). It would be wonderful if everything we
         ought to do (including not punishing those who do not justly deserve punishment) were things
         we could do. But that is a principle for a just world, in which God is in His heaven and all
         is right with the world. In our actual unjust world we sometimes must act in ways
         that are unjust to some people (in order to prevent greater injustices being done
         to other people who do not deserve to suffer from violent attacks). That challenges
         our deep nonconscious belief that we live in a just world: We are required to commit
         unjust acts, but in a “just world” such acts are never required. There is a convenient
         remedy for this problem: imprisoning dangerous criminals involves no injustice because
         they justly deserve such punishment. 
      

      
       The injustice of punishment is not the result of denying moral responsibility; rather,
         the world is unjust, painful as that may be to acknowledge. We ought not treat people unjustly; but it does not follow that we can always avoid treating people unjustly. Ought implies can is part of belief in a just
         world, and a central element of the moral responsibility system; but when the moral
         responsibility system is rejected and we are no longer operating within the deep assumptions
         of that system, we can then acknowledge a painful fact: we do not live in a just world,
         and probably never shall. No one justly deserves punishment, but it does not follow
         that punishment can be eliminated. That painful recognition will promote the most
         humane punishment system possible and encourage efforts to radically change social
         conditions that shape violent criminal behavior, and thereby minimize the disturbing
         necessity of inflicting unjust punishment. Unavoidable punishment is unjust, but recognizing
         that sad fact is much better than supposing that in inflicting punishment we are the
         virtuous arm of righteous retribution. 
      

      
       We cannot house those we must punish—those we must subject to incarceration, for
         the protection of us all—in five-star funishment resorts. But we could provide much
         better facilities, as the Norwegian prisons at Holden and Bastoy Island demonstrate;
         and in so doing not only treat prisoners more humanely but provide better rehabilitation
         with the result of dramatically lower recidivism rates, and thus less danger to society
         and less harm to the imprisoned. And we could do a great deal more to establish something
         much closer to a just society: one in which fewer people are so dangerous that they
         require punitive isolation from society. If we recognize that no one justly deserves
         punitive conditions then facilities should resemble Bastoy Island rather than Attica;
         but because no one justly deserves punishment, the prisoners will still suffer unjust
         treatment. That does not result in an absurd result unless one is operating within the basic assumptions of the AA system: specifically, the
         assumption that this is a just world (the deep assumption that moral responsibility
         is designed to protect) and that ought implies can.
      

      
      The Blaming Animals Reductio

      
      A final reductio claim is based on a challenge to the uniqueness and free will elements of the AA
         system. Mark Rowlands argues that attributing full moral agency to animals results
         in a reductio:
      

      
         The claim that animals can be moral agents is, I shall argue, deeply problematic—and
            I suspect that proponents of this view have failed to appreciate just how problematic.
            First of all, the concept of agency is inseparable from that of responsibility, and
            hence from the concept of praise and blame. If animals are moral agents, it follows
            that they must be responsible for what they do. But if they are responsible for what
            they do, then, it seems, they can be held accountable for what they do. At one time,
            courts of law—both nonsecular and secular—set up to try (and subsequently execute)
            animals for perceived crimes were not uncommon. I assume that few would wish to recommend
            a return to this practice. (2012, 83)
         

      

      The final step in this reductio argument is a powerful one: applying the judicial machinery of execution to nonhuman
         animals is absurd, and disgusting. And the first step in the argument is also legitimate:
         if animals other than humans can have free will, then at least some animals other
         than humans can behave morally and immorally. The linchpin in this argument is the
         claim that “the concept of agency is inseparable from that of responsibility.” But
         from the fact that animals other than human animals behave morally and immorally,
         and are genuine moral agents (as humans are) it does not follow that they are morally
         responsible for their behavior; and therefore it does not follow that they justly
         deserve punishment and reward for their immoral and moral behavior. Holding nonhuman
         animals morally responsible—and subjecting them to “justly deserved” punishment—is
         absurd. But the absurdity results from holding any animal—including human animals—morally responsible. From within the apotheosis aspiration system of uniquely human free will and moral responsibility,
         attributing agency to other animals does result in absurdity; rejecting that system
         leads not to absurdity, but to a richer understanding of the behavior of all animals.
      

      
         Reductio arguments are a powerful line of defense against attacks on the AA system. They are
         powerful because the system—with its elements of human uniqueness, moral responsibility,
         super reason, and belief in a just world—is so deeply entrenched that those beliefs
         seem indubitable, and (when considered from within that system) any challenges appear absurd and result in foolish inconsistencies.
         The reductio line of arguments does not demonstrate the plausibility of the AA system, but rather
         its powerful hold on our thoughts and assumptions.
      

      
      The Systemic Strength of Apotheosis Aspiration

      
      When all of the elements and links are organized into the moral responsibility system
         then that system is powerfully armored against challenges. The last piece of that
         system—the dark matter that binds the system together—is apotheosis aspiration. It
         is no accident that all these diverse elements share a godly special status. Consider
         the various elements of the AA system, and the special relationships among its many
         parts. First, humans have a special absolute uniqueness that guarantees an enormous
         chasm between godlike humans and all other creatures. Humans are unique because only
         humans are morally responsible (and only humans are genuine moral agents). Because
         free will is the basic condition for moral responsibility, it is also clear that only
         humans have free will. Other animals can be guided by emotions of affection, but only
         humans have the power to transcend such emotional influences, derive the moral law
         strictly by reason, and follow the moral law entirely by force of will (with no aid
         from the emotions that we share with other animals). The requirements for following
         the moral law—requirements that humans (and no other animals) meet—involve special
         powers of both reason and will, thus providing powerful mutual support for uniquely
         human reason, uniquely human will power, and uniquely human moral action. Even if
         one is dubious of AA, it is still striking how all of these features are more suitable
         for gods than for foraging animals. How remarkable this godly system is can easily
         escape our notice, since most of us live deep inside its assumptions.
      

      
       Enmeshed with all these factors is our deep belief in a just world: a belief that
         requires moral responsibility to make it sustainable. Belief in moral responsibility
         in its turn provides valuable support for belief in a just world (BJW): it influences
         us to see the world as much more just than it really is (though luck in “starting
         points” varies considerably, we convince ourselves that “luck evens out”; suffering
         humans are all part of a truly just world, since they are receiving their just deserts
         for their bad acts; the powerful desire to “pass the pain along” does not motivate
         harming the innocent but instead encourages meting out the “righteous retribution”
         that such targets justly deserve). Because moral responsibility requires free will,
         we know with certainty—a certainty based in our complete faith in the moral responsibility
         deeply entrenched at the center of the system—that we must have uniquely human free
         will; and since we know that to be true, we need not look in depth into the causes
         of our characters and behavior: a useless exercise for compatibilists, since we already
         know that whatever we find must be sufficient for free will; and a ridiculous exercise
         for libertarians, because first cause free will has no deeper or prior causes to explore.
      

      
       Try attacking any part of this interlocking system of mutual support and the attack
         soon results in absurd failure. But there is still another element to this marvelous
         system. The deep nonconscious desire that ultimately binds all the pieces together
         is apotheosis aspiration. Even with their mutual support, the parts of the system
         are subject to disturbing questions. Is our power of reason the remarkable transcendent
         power—perfectly transparent to our understanding—that this system suggests? Is the
         appeal to special powers of will consistent with our empirical understanding of the
         limits and flaws in our will power? Should we have confidence in a system that places
         deeper inquiry off-limits? Is our ethical behavior really so radically separated from
         our animal emotions? Can moral responsibility provide an answer to the massive appearance
         of injustice that threatens our belief in a just world whenever that belief emerges
         into consciousness? The psychological, neuropsychological, biological, and sociological
         studies that should generate serious problems for the model are ignored, or brushed
         aside, or even purposefully rejected as irrelevant distractions that lead to the metaphysical
         megalomania of excessive inquiry or to the danger of “the disappearing self” (Dennett
         2003, 287; see also Waller 2015, 176–187). How is it that such a system—the implausibility
         of which shines through the cracks at a multitude of points—manages to survive and
         enjoy such steadfast allegiance? When AA is part of the system then the problems become
         virtues. Special godlike reason, super powers of will, special uniqueness that—contrary
         to Darwinian biology—sets us radically apart, first cause powers that defy any possibility
         of deeper inquiry: rather than disturbing problems, these become evidence of our special
         godlike powers and our potential for apotheosis. AA transforms problems into cherished
         signs of godly powers, and challenging such powers becomes a demeaning threat to human
         dignity.
      

      
      Note

      
      
         
            1. Another example of the assumption that denial of moral responsibility entails denial
                  of genuine morality can be found in John Hospers (1958). The confident belief that
                  denying moral responsibility entails denying genuine morality is common but not universal.
                  Harry Frankfurt (1973, 79) holds that judgments of moral distaste and even moral contempt
                  are consistent with denial of moral responsibility; and Jonathan Bennett (1980, 31)
                  insists that rejecting moral responsibility and all claims of justified praise and
                  blame would not pose “the slightest threat to the value-system according to which
                  we judge some actions to be good or right or successful and others to be bad or wrong
                  or failures.” Other dissenters include Lawrence Blum (1980, 189), Judith Andre (1983),
                  and Michael Otsuka (1998, 695–698).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 7

      The Perils of Apotheosis Aspiration

      
         
         
      

      
       The siren song of apotheosis aspiration is beautiful: so why shouldn’t we be semi-divine,
         and aspire to full divinity status? Because it blocks inquiry, invites cruel treatment
         of the disadvantaged and of those who commit wrongs, promotes belief in our own special
         worth when we are prosperous together with blaming the victims who suffer misfortune,
         legitimizes mistreatment of other species, promotes a false picture of both reason
         and will and thus neglects programs that would enhance cognitive abilities and promote
         genuine free will and self-control, and distorts our view of ethics (deprecating the
         vital role of emotions and promoting the implausible principle that ought implies
         can). Something is lost when we expurgate the AA remnants of belief in God; but what
         is lost—a convenient justification for retribution and privilege, ready grounds for
         secondary victimization, impediments to understanding our animal nature and behavior,
         and a deeply depressing sense of absurdity—is well worth losing. And much is gained.
         The gains are not surprising. We did not evolve to be gods, and we live better as
         foraging animals than frustrated gods. Aristotle had it exactly wrong: we should not
         strive to be like gods; rather, we should strive to be successful animals. Our cognitive
         abilities did not evolve to make us perfect individual reasoners with no need for
         feelings or community. Earlier chapters have described the systemic influence of apotheosis
         aspiration. Tracking that influence reveals the profound harm caused by AA.
      

      
      The sad case of Robert Harris was made philosophically famous by Gary Watson (1987).
         Robert’s father was a cruel man who severely abused his wife and his children, and
         his belief that Robert had been fathered by another man caused him to subject his
         wife—as well as Robert—to especially harsh treatment. Robert’s mother identified Robert
         with the severe abuse she suffered. She rejected Robert, denying him any affection
         whatsoever. On one occasion when the small child attempted to hug his mother’s leg,
         she kicked him away so violently that his nose was bloodied. His sister recalled Robert
         as “the most sensitive of all of us,” and grieved that “I saw every grain of sweetness,
         pity and goodness in him destroyed.” At school Robert was teased and ostracized because
         of a speech defect; at age 14 he was the youngest and smallest in a federal youth
         detention center, where he was repeatedly raped and attempted suicide. Sent to prison
         at a young age, he suffered the same abuse and humiliation. Robert was cruelly and
         thoroughly shaped to a life of crime and pathological callousness. And yet, as Gary
         Watson writes: “It is noteworthy that Harris himself seems to accept responsibility
         for his life,” quoting a sister with whom Harris talked: “He told me that he had his
         chance, he took the road to hell and there’s nothing more to say” (Watson 1987, 281n.).
         He had his chance, he made his own choices and made himself, and “there’s nothing
         more to say” because when one is self-made no deeper causes exist.
      

      
       John Spenkelink was the first person executed in Florida following Gregg v. Georgia and the resumption of capital punishment. Spenkelink, a drifter with several felony
         convictions, was convicted of first-degree murder for the slaying of another drifter.
         Hardly a sympathetic character, unless one looked more carefully at his history. John
         idolized his father, who fought heroically in World War Two as a paratrooper, suffered
         painful permanent combat injuries and eventually became addicted to alcohol. At age
         11 John found the body of his father, a victim of suicide. Until then John had been
         hard working, going to school while having a paper route and also doing yard work
         and repairs on the family home. A neighbor recalled that “He always tried so hard
         to help with everything.” After his father’s suicide John began drinking, dropped
         out of school, got into fights, and—at age 14—stole a car. More crimes followed, then
         an escape from a prison farm, and—while on the run—finally the murder. The state of
         Florida was eager to resume executions, and the friendless pauper and petty thief
         seemed the perfect candidate. In an interview shortly before his execution Spenkelink
         proudly proclaimed: “Man is what he chooses to be. He chooses that for himself” (“At
         Issue: Crime and Punishment” 1979, 14). 
      

      
       Daniel Dennett claims that being part of the moral responsibility system—being considered
         morally responsible and justly deserving of punishment and reward—has substantial
         advantages, and people are willing to accept moral responsibility in order to gain
         those benefits:
      

      
      
         People want to be held accountable. The benefits that accrue to one who is a citizen in good
            standing in a free society are so widely and deeply appreciated that there is always
            a potent presumption in favor of inclusion. Blame is the price we pay for credit,
            and we pay it gladly under most circumstances. We pay dearly, accepting punishment
            and public humiliation for a chance to get back in the game after we have been caught
            out in some transgression. (2003, 292)
         

         
      

      Certainly Harris and Spenkelink paid dearly; but it wasn’t for a chance to “get back
         in the game,” since they suffered the ultimate exclusion from society. What they were
         asserting by claiming responsibility for their own “free choices” was the godlike
         status that comes with moral responsibility. Dennett notes that “Many a murderer has
         no doubt of his own culpability . . .” (1984, 65), and both Harris and Spenkelink
         seem to be among that number. But in their cases, and many others, it is not because
         they miss the “game” that treated them so brutally; rather, they claim culpability
         because they cling desperately to their status as part of the human community. Moral
         responsibility distinguishes humans from animals and separates legitimate aspirants
         for apotheosis from those with no such hope.
      

      
      Spenkelink and Harris were brutally mistreated by society and had nothing to look
         forward to from the human community other than an ignominious ritualized execution,
         with its terror enhanced by a prolonged period of immobilized helplessness. Still
         they insisted that they have the defining feature of human agents: they are almost gods. Their reasons—“He told me that he had his chance, he took the road to hell
         and there’s nothing more to say”; and “Man is what he chooses to be. He chooses that
         for himself”—are clear expressions of first cause self-making power in which “there’s
         nothing more to say” because there are no prior causes to consider. Even for those
         who have suffered the most and whose personal histories are brutal records of neglect,
         abuse, and trauma, the desperate apotheosis aspiration remains intact.
      

      
       The insistence that denying moral responsibility implies “disrespect” is popular
         with those—from Herbert Morris (1968) to C. S. Lewis (1971) to Michael S. Moore (1997)—who
         champion harsh criminal punishment, including capital punishment. In the words of
         Lewis (who recommends showing respect for offenders by hanging them): “But to be punished,
         however severely, because we have deserved it, because we ‘ought to have known better,’
         is to be treated as a human person made in God’s image” (1971, 246). It was not a
         longing for “the benefits that accrue to one who is a citizen in good standing in
         a free society” that motivated Harris and Spenkelink to assert that they freely chose
         their own persons and paths, but instead the desire to be “made in God’s image” and
         therefore members of humanity. We are a profoundly social species—that is why solitary
         confinement is a form of torture, as recognized by the European Commission on Human
         Rights as well as by the ABA and confirmed by numerous studies that establish the
         psychological damage inflicted (Castillo 2015; Haney 2018; Winters 2018; Shen 2019).
         Being “made in God’s image” is the condition for membership in the human community,
         and even the condemned—perhaps especially the condemned—cling to that membership.
      

      
       Harris and Spenkelink—soon to be strapped into a gas chamber or an electric chair—clutch
         apotheosis aspiration as drowning men clutch straws. But many philosophers also clutch
         those straws. Over the years philosophers have finally developed healthy skepticism
         concerning miraculous will, but many have no reservations about applying miraculous
         powers to reason. In her discussion of the case of Robert Harris, Angela Smith acknowledges
         that we become uneasy with attributing moral responsibility in the case of Harris:
      

      
      
         . . . who carried out horrifically cruel actions and yet was also the victim of horrific
            abuse as a child. In such cases, there is clearly a temptation to say . . . that Harris
            was “morally flawed” but that he was not responsible for his flaws. Yet when we consider
            more carefully the implications of that claim, I think it becomes considerably less
            appealing. For the “moral flaw” in this case was Harris’s own judgmental activity,
            his own evaluation of the weight and significance of the claims presented by others.
            (2008, 389)
         

         
      

      Smith rejects the claim that Harris was not responsible for his own judgmental activity,
         because that “. . . would commit us to denying Harris responsibility for his own judgments—literally,
         for what he thinks—which is tantamount to denying him basic status as a moral agent”
         (2008, 389). We may not judge him quite so harshly, but he still has rational powers;
         not even his horrific background could undercut his godlike rationality. No doubt
         the concern to maintain “respect” for Robert Harris is well-intentioned; but these
         are good intentions that cause enormous harm. Smith insists that unless we hold Harris
         and others morally responsible then we deprive them of respect and treat them in a
         patronizing and demeaning manner: “this is a dangerously patronizing and disrespectful
         stance to take toward another human being, one that we should be very reluctant to
         resort to in practice” (2008, 390). But Harris, like all of us, was shaped by forces
         that were ultimately beyond his control, and none of us have super rational powers
         that transcend all influences. Recognizing that is neither patronizing nor disrespectful.
      

      
      Smith’s knowledge of the brutal social history of Harris notwithstanding, she still
         insists that he is morally responsible for his terrible acts:
      

      
      
         . . . it is also important to point out that these facts about a person’s formative
            circumstances can make a big difference when it comes to questions of moral assessment
            (as distinct from questions of responsibility). There is room on the rational relations
            view to say that a person who was the victim of unfortunate formative circumstances
            may be open to less serious moral criticism for her vicious attitudes and actions
            than a person manifesting similar attitudes and actions who did not face such challenging
            circumstances. For one of the things we can take into account when assessing a person’s
            attitudes and actions is how difficult it may be for her, given the brutal conditions
            of her upbringing, to appreciate the weight and significance of the reasons presented
            by the lives and interests of others. We need not say that a person is not responsible for her judgments in order to take into account the relevance of her formative circumstances
            when it comes to our moral assessment of her in light of those judgments. We can acknowledge
            that a person who has not been exposed to morally appropriate values may have a more
            difficult time appreciating the importance of these values than someone who has had
            the benefit of a decent moral upbringing. Such people may be open to less serious
            moral criticism for their vicious attitudes than others, but they are just as fully
            responsible for them. (2008, 390)
         

         
      

      So why is Harris still “fully responsible” for his vicious attitudes? Because although
         “a person who has not been exposed to morally appropriate values may have a more difficult
         time appreciating the importance of these values than someone who has had the benefit
         of a decent moral upbringing,” that person still has the super power of reason that
         is able to transcend all obstacles and hardships. That power must not be denied because
         we would be “denying Harris responsibility for his own judgments—literally, for what
         he thinks”; it would mean denying that Harris and ourselves have godlike rational
         powers. Harris chose not to use those powers appropriately, and that makes him morally
         responsible and justly deserving of punishment.
      

      
       No one has such powers, and obviously not Harris. He is rational, but not miraculously
         rational; rational, but not godly rational. Notice how extraordinary that godly rational
         power is on Smith’s account: Harris had the power of reason (and he remained a rational
         person capable of purposeful thought and planning until his execution), and thus his
         reason gave him the capacity to “appreciate the weight and significance of the reasons presented
         by the lives and interests of others,” no matter how severe his history or cruel his
         shaping. 
      

      
       The sad histories of Harris and Spenkelink—and their insistence on their ab initio choices—offer evidence of the power of AA, and they also reveal some of the major
         harms that result from nonconscious commitment to AA. One of the most severe of those
         problems is the AA distortion of human reason. Ever since Aristotle’s praise of reason
         as our special divine power we have celebrated and grossly exaggerated the power of
         human reason. If we had actually reasoned carefully, we would have long since recognized
         that reason does not have the amazing godlike powers we attribute to it. Failing such
         careful scrutiny, contemporary psychological research should make clear the limited
         nature of our deliberative reason. Treating human reason as godlike is not an innocent
         exaggeration but a destructive mistake.
      

      
       When we look closely at Robert Harris’s rational powers we do not find a power to
         “appreciate the weight and significance of the reasons presented by the lives and
         interests of others”: everything in Robert Harris’s history taught him a denial of
         such values. We find rational planning powers, and some capacity for deliberation.
         But that capacity is quite limited. When we examine the sad details of Harris’s life
         and character and rational capacities, can anyone suppose that Harris could have engaged
         in the careful sustained rigorous deliberation required to radically transform his
         deep angry hostility into concern for and appreciation of the lives of others? Could he, by rigorous willful deliberation, have transformed his attitude from one of deep
         desire to “redirect” (Barash and Lipton 2011) his lifelong pain by inflicting suffering
         on others, and instead by his careful reasoning adopt an attitude of golden rule concern
         for others? Yes, he could have; if the power of reason is a power to transcend all conditioning history, a contra-causal
         power that knows no limits. Only such a miracle-working reason could perform the tasks
         Smith sets for it, and the genuine rational capacities of Robert Harris were far from
         miraculous. Harris suffered a steady lifetime history of cognitive pain; he could
         reason, but his reasoning abilities were much closer to deep cognitive helplessness
         than to cognitive confidence.
      

      
       To gain a sense of the incredible blinding power of the moral responsibility system,
         consider some of the brutalizing factors that shaped Harris: a severely abusive parent,
         and another parent who rejected him; inadequate health care; substandard schools (lacking
         even the minimum resources to help a child suffering from physical trauma, learning
         disabilities, and a speech impediment); probably malnutrition; exposure to debilitating
         toxins such as lead and mercury that damage cognitive development and powers of self-control,
         and are disproportionately found in impoverished and minority areas among people who
         do not have the resources to select housing free of lead point and do not have the
         power to prevent industrial toxins from being dumped in their neighborhoods; a juvenile
         “justice” facility that provided no protection against repeated rape, much less any
         resources for reform. These are factors that are and were obvious and that could have
         been fixed had we cared enough about the welfare of a severely abused child to sacrifice
         a few of the luxuries—yachts, private jets, mansions, gourmet meals, designer fashions,
         luxury cars—in favor of providing a minimally decent environment for vulnerable children.
         We made Robert Harris; and now we blame him for how he was made. If we must blame
         someone, then rather than blame Robert Harris we should repent in sackcloth and ashes.
         This was not benign neglect, but the obvious outcome of a system from which we gained
         great benefits or to which we at the very least acquiesced. How can one look at that
         history and suppose that the blame should be directed at Harris rather than those
         who enjoyed luxuries while ignoring the obvious suffering of Robert Harris and thousands
         of children like him? Now we “respect” him by blaming him, locking him up and eventually
         killing him. Where was that respect when he was growing up and being shaped into the
         miserable and dangerous person that he became? If it were not such a sad story, its
         absurdity might be amusing. We treat him for all his formative years with the grossest
         disrespect, neglect, and brutality, and having shaped a callous mercurial murderer
         we then blame him, and steadfastly ignore the horrific conditions—that those indulging
         in blame could have changed—that shaped him. It is a mark of how deeply ingrained
         the system is that people can take this attitude without embarrassment. Children grow
         up in impoverished destructive conditions while many indulge in wasteful luxury, and
         then we blame the children. How can this seem fair? Because we justly deserve our
         privileges, and they justly deserve their poverty.
      

      
       Robert Harris is not that different from thousands of others who are shaped for violence
         and failure in our wealthy society. In contrast to the privileged, many live on the
         edge of poverty in a constant struggle to avoid disaster, one serious setback—illness,
         job loss—from losing their desperate grip on a lower middle-class life. Many others
         live deeply enmeshed in poverty, perhaps homeless, lacking medical care, exposed to
         toxins, enduring lives of desperation and despair. From our privileged perspective
         we know all this, but pretend none of it matters when assigning just deserts. Everyone
         had abundant opportunity, and both rich and poor are receiving their just deserts
         in our just world, “luck evens out,” there is “liberty and justice for all,” and what
         we accomplish (or fail to accomplish) is our own moral responsibility. Believing such
         nonsense requires a remarkable level of moral blindness—but moral responsibility provides
         powerful blinding resources. Only belief in godlike powers and a just world can shield
         us from the ugliness of the privileged blaming the less fortunate for the cruel conditions
         that shaped them, and then offering “respect” by locking them in cages or strapping
         them into an execution chamber. 
      

      
      The privileged consume a grossly disproportionate share of resources while impoverished
         children suffer lead poisoning that weakens their cognitive and self-control capacities
         and spend their formative years struggling with lack of health care, malnutrition,
         and other elements of deprivation. The wasteful wealthy then congratulate themselves
         for their virtuous worthiness and harshly condemn those shaped for economic failure
         and criminal behavior. That is the most grotesque manifestation of moral responsibility
         and belief in a just world, but there is another that is even more obvious. Affirmative
         action provides a small boost for students who have struggled against significant
         educational disadvantages and whose “qualifications”—such as standardized test scores—fall
         slightly below those of students who enjoyed substantial advantages. In stark contrast,
         legacy admission—the practice of giving special consideration to students who have
         a parent who attended the university (and very special consideration to students whose families have made large financial contributions)—students
         who have enjoyed all the educational advantages that wealth and privilege can provide
         are given preference over students whose superior records were achieved in more challenging circumstances. Affirmative action provokes
         passionate protests of unfairness; massive use of legacy preference was complacently
         accepted without challenge for many decades, and continues to this day: legacy students
         typically comprise more than one-third of Harvard’s entering class, and legacy considerations
         are a factor in many elite universities from Columbia to the University of Virginia
         to Stanford. 
      

      
        When we look deeper we realize that it makes no sense to blame ourselves for our
         moral blindness and our easy acquiescence or even for our active roles in approving
         the luxurious waste of the resources so desperately needed by those we now condemn:
         The AA system, with its central element of moral responsibility, exerts a powerful
         hold and promotes myopia. Rather than blaming ourselves a better project is to scrutinize and reject the vile system of apotheosis
         aspiration and its elements of moral responsibility, belief in a just world, and super
         reason. 
      

      
      The Apotheosis Aspiration
 Distortion of Free Will
      

      
      The AA system encourages blaming the victims of poverty, violent childhoods, and lead
         poisoning, while praising the privileged; and it makes us feel good about it: we are
         all receiving our just deserts. For some the just deserts are poverty and prison,
         while we justly deserve comfort and privilege. The cruel absurdity of the system is
         obvious when we examine it, but there are powerful forces that inhibit such examination.
         One of those forces is the nonconscious belief in a just world; a second is belief
         in moral responsibility; a third is the gross exaggeration of our powers of reason
         and will. Another closely related factor is our distorted understanding of free will:
         distorted by the futile effort to contrive a free will account that can support moral
         responsibility. The distortion is exacerbated by the desire to make free will a special
         uniquely human godlike power.
      

      
       The distorted account of reason and the insistence on human uniqueness block us from
         understanding the biological benefits and the deep animal origins of free will. The
         first step in repairing the damage is recognizing that it is human animals who have free will: we are basically foraging animals rather than rational animals,
         and we have more in common with other animals than with gods. A better biological
         understanding of free will requires casting off the burdens of belief in a just world
         and moral responsibility. Biology challenges BJW by revealing the suffering built
         into the warp and woof of our world. In Darwin’s (1856) description: “What a book
         a devil’s chaplain might write on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering, low, and horribly
         cruel work of nature!” The story told by a devil’s chaplain leaves little room for
         a just world, and without belief in a just world there is neither need nor justification
         for moral responsibility. Rejection of moral responsibility liberates our understanding
         of free will from efforts to support that impossible burden.
      

      
       Rejecting moral responsibility raises a serious question that confronts any biological
         account of free will: Even if biologists offer a convincing account of free will,
         why suppose that it is really an account of the free will that philosophers have been
         struggling to understand these many centuries? Biologists may well give us an account
         of something; but if it is distinctively different from the free will accounts favored by philosophical
         tradition, why should it be an account of free will rather than something quite different?
         Most philosophers insist that free will must support claims of moral responsibility:
         free will and moral responsibility stand or fall together. Walter Glannon states that
         view unequivocally: “Autonomy and responsibility are mutually entailing notions” (1998,
         45); and the essential connection between free will and moral responsibility is widely
         assumed (Campbell 1957, 159; van Inwagen 1983, 209; Gaylin 1982, 338; Vargas 2007,
         153; McKenna 2008, 187–188; Nahmias 2014, 43). But there is nothing incoherent or
         even implausible in proposing an account of free will that does not support moral
         responsibility. One might endorse Robert Kane’s (1985 and 1996) account of free will
         as a brilliant means of keeping genuinely open alternatives (without appealing to
         miraculous powers), and regard the possibility of choice among genuinely open alternatives
         as the essence of free will—as do William James (1907) and William Barrett (1958)—while
         rejecting Kane’s case for moral responsibility. Perhaps Kane’s indeterminacy—amplified
         by the chaos stirred up by conflicting acts of will—precludes the high level of consistent
         control required for moral responsibility but leaves sufficient control for appreciating
         and employing the genuine open alternatives that are the basic elements of free will.
         Susan Wolf’s (1980) asymmetrical free will supports moral responsibility for virtuous
         but not for vile acts: the only genuine free will is following the True and the Good for
         the right reasons. One might endorse Wolf’s version of free will but insist that any
         moral responsibility account must make blame and punishment justly deserved. As in
         the Kane example, that would involve endorsing an account of free will while denying
         that it provides adequate grounds for moral responsibility. The possibility that Kane
         (or Wolf) has a marvelous account of free will that fails as an account of moral responsibility
         is a meaningful claim that severs any essential link between free will and moral responsibility.
      

      
      Caruso and Morris (2017, 846) suggest that denying the essential connection between
         free will and moral responsibility runs the risk that any subsequent description of
         “free will” does not deal with free will, but with some esoteric philosophical fiction:
      

      
      
         While some may downplay the importance of folk intuitions with regard to adequate
            philosophical discussions of free will, we agree with Al Mele who holds that any adequate
            philosophical analysis of free will should be “anchored by common-sense judgments”
            since any such analysis that is completely disconnected from what the folk have to
            say “runs the risk of having nothing more than a philosophical fiction as its subject
            matter.” (2001, 27)
         

         
      

      But “folk intuitions” concerning free will are already under severe strain. The dominant
         contemporary philosophical position on free will is compatibilism: free will is compatible with determinism and does not require open alternatives. Whatever plausibility compatibilism
         may have, its “compatibility” with folk intuitions of free will is doubtful: surveys
         on the subject are not conclusive, but clearly many of the “folk” regard it as obvious
         that determinism eliminates free will. A free will account devoid of open alternatives
         is not an account of anything that would be recognized as free will by William James
         or William Barrett or C.A. Campbell or Peter van Inwagen, and not an account that
         can claim consistency with “folk intuitions” of free will.
      

      
       Philosophical tradition notwithstanding, there is no essential link between free
         will and moral responsibility.[1]     In a desperate effort to prop up moral responsibility, the valuable free will
         of humans and other animals was distorted in a futile attempt to make sense of moral
         responsibility. When free will is the grounds for (exclusively human) moral responsibility
         it must also be uniquely human. When free will is not exclusively human we can study
         free will writ large in the behavior of many species. The basic justification for
         rejecting the assumed connection between moral responsibility and free will relies
         on the strength of the biological account of free will. If it offers a more plausible
         free will account—while separating free will from moral responsibility—that is grounds for claiming that free will is
         better understood when separated from claims of moral responsibility and linked instead
         with the broader study of animal behavior. Free will is for animals; moral responsibility
         is for gods.
      

      
      Biological Free Will

      
      Biological free will has two key elements: open alternatives and effective control.
         Alternatives and control are also central to traditional philosophical accounts of
         free will, though philosophers treat them as antagonists. Biologists recognize they
         are complementary and must function together. Biological research provides a clearer picture of what those elements actually are
         (as opposed to the exaggerated accounts offered by philosophers) and explains the
         relation between them.
      

      
       The question of open alternatives is a vexed question among philosophers. Libertarians—such
         as Pico, Campbell (1957), Chisholm (1982), Kane (1985 and 1996), and Lemos (2015)—insist
         they are essential for free will; compatibilists (such as Frankfurt and Fischer) regard
         them as expendable, or even (Wolf 1990) harmful. From a biological perspective, open
         alternatives are an essential element of free will; but the great advantage of a biological
         approach is not in settling the long dispute between libertarians and compatibilists,
         but in understanding the real nature and importance of open alternatives.
      

      
       For Susan Wolf (1990), genuine free will requires strict adherence to the straight
         and narrow path that tracks the True and Good. That is a wonderful account of free
         will—for Aristotle’s god, who is omniscient and self-sufficient in an immutable existence,
         and for whom there is nothing to discover and nothing he needs. It also has charms
         for those who aspire to such godly powers. For humans and other foraging animals with
         constant needs in our natural changing world, it is a straight and narrow path to
         death and extinction: it eliminates the benefits discovered when taking “less than
         optimum” paths. Our “mistakes”—as William James (1897) and Karl Popper (1972) emphasized—are
         vital tools in securing valuable knowledge.
      

      
       Pigeons (Catania and Sagvolden 1980), rats (Voss and Homzie 1970), rhesus monkeys
         (Perdue et al. 2014) and humans (Morris and Royle 1988; Suzuki 1997 and 2000; Bown,
         Read, and Summers 2003) prefer tasks that allow choices. Enhanced opportunities for
         choice have proved beneficial for marmosets (Buchanan-Smith and Badihi 2012), polar
         bears (Ross 2006), giant pandas (Owen et al. 2005), chimpanzees (Kurtycz et al. 2014),
         white-footed mice (Kavanau 1967), and students (Iyengar and Lepper 1999; Patall et
         al. 2010). Neuropsychological studies reveal strong attraction to choice-making (Bjork
         and Hommer 2007; Leotti and Delgado 2011).
      

      
       This broad result should not be surprising; a preference for choice is highly adaptive:

      
      
         We suggest that a preference for choice over no-choice is a heuristic that has emerged
            because, in evolutionary terms, it has usually led to the best outcome. Our ancestors
            would have quickly learned that it is better to hunt in an area where there is a choice
            of prey (both in number and species), than in an area where there is little if any
            choice. Indeed, it is likely that they would not have had to learn at all—the research
            showing that animals prefer choice over no-choice paths . . . suggests that the preference
            for choice may be a fundamental part of our natural endowment. (Bown, Read, and Summers
            2003, 307)
         

         
      

      Animals that rigidly follow “the one true path” fail to discover alternative resources
         and become easy prey for predators; and in our changing world—where animals migrate,
         berry patches ripen and rot, and construction blocks the currently optimum commute
         route—discovering new resources through variation is vitally important. As Björn Brembs
         notes:
      

      
      
         Beyond behaving unpredictably to evade predators or outcompete a competitor, all animals
            must explore, must try out different solutions to unforeseen problems. Without behaving
            variably, without acting rather than passively responding, there can be no success
            in evolution. Those individuals who have found the best balance between flexible actions
            and efficient responses are the ones who have succeeded in evolution. It is this potential
            to behave variably, to initiate actions independently of the stimulus situation, which
            provides animals with choices. (2010, 3)
         

         
      

      Open alternatives are vital to our well-being, but they are not the miraculous open
         alternatives of Pico and Chisholm. It is doubtful that such miraculous alternatives
         are even coherent; it is certain that such alternatives are not what foraging animals
         require. We need alternatives shaped by the natural environment in which we evolved,
         not causa sui alternatives independent of our needs and interests and conditions.
      

      
       The value of more alternatives should not be exaggerated. We may suppose that adding
         more options can never be negative, because additional options increase the probability
         of finding a better fit with one’s preferences. Dean Keith Simonton writes that:
      

      
      
         free will tends to increase as k [the number of open alternatives] increases. . . . A student who selects from prospective
            100 majors has more freedom than one who “selects” from only one. (2013, 379)
         

         
      

      But choices can become excessive. “More choices, and possibly more options, may be
         better than fewer, but only up to a point” (Patall et al. 2008, 297; see also Vohs
         et al. 2008; Reed, Kaplan, and Brewer 2012). As Sheen S. Iyengar and Mark R. Lepper
         note:
      

      
      
         It is a common supposition in modern society that the more choices, the better—that
            the human ability to manage, and human desire for, choice is infinite. From classic
            economic theories of free enterprise, to mundane marketing practices that provide
            customers with entire aisles devoted to potato chips or soft drinks, to important
            life decisions in which people contemplate alternative career options or multiple
            investment opportunities, this belief pervades our institutions, norms, and customs.
            (2000, 995)
         

         
      

      Perfect reasoners equipped with infinite cognitive resources might always benefit
         from more alternatives; human animals do not. In our evolutionary history more choices
         were almost always adaptive, and the problem of too many choices was rare. It is not
         surprising, then, that maximizing alternatives has a powerful appeal, even though
         excessive alternatives bring more problems than benefits. The genuine need for open
         alternatives may fuel the push toward extreme versions, making it easy to exaggerate
         and distort our natural need for alternatives into miraculous causa sui alternatives.
      

      
       Libertarians are right in insisting on the value of open alternatives (though wrong
         concerning the nature of such alternatives); but rather than proving that the libertarian
         account is right and the compatibilist account—with its emphasis on control rather
         than alternatives—is wrong, a biological understanding of free will shows that control
         is also vital to biological free will. For foraging animals, alternatives and control must
         work in harmony and in balance. An excellent description of the natural complementary
         relation between need for exploration of alternatives and need for control is provided
         by Björn Brembs:
      

      
      
         Animals need to balance the effectiveness and efficiency of their behaviours with
            just enough variability to spare them from being predictable. Efficient responses
            are controlled by the environment and thus vulnerable. Conversely, endogenously controlled
            variability reduces efficiency but increases vital unpredictability. Thus, in order
            to survive, every animal has to solve this dilemma. It is not coincidence that ecologists
            are very familiar with a prominent, analogous situation, the exploration/exploitation
            dilemma (originally formulated by March [1991]): every animal, every species continuously
            faces the choice between staying and efficiently exploiting a well-known, but finite
            resource and leaving to find a new, undiscovered, potentially much richer, but uncertain
            resource. Efficiency (or optimality) always has to be traded off with flexibility
            in evolution, on many, if not all, levels of organization. (2010, 2)
         

         
      

      
      
      
      Conditions of greater uncertainty produce greater variations in behavior (Stahlman,
         Roberts, and Blaisdell 2010; Stahlman and Blaisdell 2011): rats and pigeons try different
         behavioral sequences (Schwartz 1982; Cherot, Jones, and Neuringer 1996; Balsam et
         al. 1998; Roberts and Gharib 2006), pigeons increase the variation of the location
         of key pecks (Millenson, Hurwitz, and Nixon 1961; Ferraro and Branch 1968; Eckerman
         and Lanson 1969), and humans propose a greater variety of scientific models (Kuhn
         1962). But together with variation and open alternatives, we also need the control
         to effectively use and exploit the resources we discover.
      

      
      
      
       The importance of control has been demonstrated in many contexts, from the management
         of disease (Wallston 1993) to the life satisfaction and disease resistance of those
         in long-term care facilities (Langer and Rodin 1976; Schorr and Rodin 1982; Rodin
         1986; Rodin and Timko 1992). Other species—white-footed mice (Kavanau 1963 and 1967),
         rats (Singh 1970; Joffe, Rawson, and Mulick 1973), monkeys (Hanson, Larson, and Snowden
         1976; Mineka, Gunnar, and Champoux 1986), and dogs (Seligman 1975)—also benefit from
         the exercise of control and suffer when deprived of control.
      

      
      
      
       The biological account of free will is an account for foraging animals rather than
         godlike beings with powers of either super rationality or miraculous self-making;
         but because we are foraging animals rather than gods, it has genuine benefits. When
         free will is construed as requiring godlike powers that can support moral responsibility,
         then free will takes on remarkable powers of self-making or embraces omnipresent higher
         order reflective capacities to (as Charles Taylor characterizes it) perform “radical
         self-evaluation” (1976). Abstract System 2 (Kahneman 2011) deliberation is valuable
         and can enhance our capacity for exploration: as Karl Popper notes (1972, 240), our
         explorations can be broader and safer when we “let our hypotheses die in our stead.”
         But it is an enhancement of our free will capacity for exploring alternatives, not something that makes our
         free will radically different from the free will of other animals.
      

      
      
      
      
       Treating free will exclusively as high level rational reflection not only distorts
         both free will and reason but also ignores the vitally important capacity for making
         and controlling ordinary free choices: the mundane choices dismissed by Frankfurt
         as merely being “free to do as he pleases” (1971, 15). Philosophers portray acts of
         free will as rare and momentous. Pivotal acts of free will must involve a decision
         which pits duty vs. desire (Campbell 1957), involve both rigorous moral deliberation
         and indeterminism (Kane 1985, 1996, and 2007), or plumb our deepest reflective evaluations
         (Frankfurt 1971). But most of the free choices vital to our psychological well-being
         do not involve moral decision-making. Shall I read, watch television, or play bridge?
         Shall I stay up and watch this movie? Do I want a bagel or a muffin for breakfast?
         Shall I eat dinner at 6 or at 8? All of these are free choices and important acts
         of free will; they involve neither moral decisions nor deep reflection (“I desire
         to eat dinner at 8, but do I really want to have the desire to eat dinner at 8?”).
      

      
       We do not recognize how fundamentally important these mundane acts of free will are
         to our psychological and even physical well-being until we are deprived of such choices.
         Residents of long-term care facilities often lose control over much of their lives,
         including control over the most common activities and environmental conditions: choices
         of when to be alone, with whom to socialize, what time to eat dinner or take a bath.
         Arthur Caplan forcefully describes the devastating effect this can have on residents
         who are deprived of the ordinary control that is vital to effective experience of
         free will:
      

      
      
         Those who live in nursing homes frequently feel that their control over the ordinary
            decisions of their lives, their autonomy, their dignity, even their sense of self
            is lost in the routines, policies, and constraints of nursing home life. Ethical questions
            about the loss of autonomy over the ordinary or routine decisions of daily living
            or about obligations on the part of those who are competent toward those who are not
            may seem to pale when viewed from the perspective of ethical issues concerning the
            use or cessation of lifesaving or life-prolonging medical care. But it is simply wrong
            to think that they are less momentous or deserving of careful thought and deliberation.
            (1990, 39)
         

         
      

      The deprivation of such “trivial” control is strongly correlated with depression,
         greater vulnerability to infection, and a higher mortality rate (Schulz and Hanusa
         1978; Schorr and Rodin 1982; Rodin 1986; Bandura et al. 1988). Ordinary exercise of
         free will promotes confidence and resourcefulness while preventing lethargy and helplessness.
      

      
       Control over ordinary choices and mundane decisions is of greater significance for
         human free will than the momentous decisions philosophers typically treat as the essence
         of free will. Kane’s life-forming choices are obviously important; but for an understanding
         of the basic benefits of free will for foraging animals (including humans), we must
         start at a more basic level. Free choices usually do not involve profound deliberation,
         and our decisions may be powerfully influenced by factors of which we are not consciously
         aware, but that does not make such mundane choices less important to our psychological
         well-being. Insisting that only humans exercise free will results in exaggerating
         the complexity of all human choice and a blindness to the genuine complexity of many
         choices made by nonhumans; and it results in the neglect of the daily choices that
         are vital to healthy free will: choices at work, in school, in long-term care. The
         belief that humans are uniquely godlike misrepresents the nature and value of free
         will and neglects the ordinary choices that are the essential foundation for healthy
         human free will.
      

      
       Much of what we have learned concerning human free will comes from a rich variety
         of studies on nonhuman animals, showing clear parallels between those animal behaviors
         and capacities we associate with human free will. Exercising control and making choices
         are the key elements of free will, and they are important to humans as well as white-footed
         mice. Kavanau studied many examples of white-footed mice behavior—such as returning
         to the nest or initiating motor-driven running on a wheel—that match human experience
         with which we are all familiar (in ourselves and in our children): “an act or situation
         which is rewarding when carried out volitionally is avoided when initiated by force—the
         animal responds by doing the opposite” (Kavanau 1967, 1631). The same phenomenon has
         been observed in two captive polar bears. At the Lincoln Park Zoo in Chicago the bears
         had indoor dens where they were housed at night; during the day they lived in a much
         larger exhibit area which contained a large pool for swimming (but with no access
         to their nighttime dens). When the bears were given daytime access to their dens,
         and thus greater choice and control over the areas they would occupy, they spent only
         2 percent of their time in their dens (the dens, in contrast to the larger area, were
         not environmentally enriched). However, the opportunity to choose to enter their dens had a significant positive effect: “Both bears showed significant
         decreases in patterns of behaviour associated with compromised well-being” (such as
         stereotyped repetitive motion); and the researchers concluded that because the bears
         actually entered the dens quite infrequently, “this indicates that the benefits derived
         from access to the dens are more likely to be from the choice to enter the dens rather
         than actual time in the dens” (Ross 2006, 119). A study of giant pandas yielded results
         strikingly similar (Owen et al. 2005).
      

      
       There is great harm is in supposing that we have a sublime rational power of free
         will that can overcome all obstacles and needs no protection or enhancement. Instead
         of a free will that makes us godlike, we need a free will that enhances our control
         and choices in our daily life. We want real control, not the “control” eviscerated
         by top-down hierarchical decisions at work, at church, and in our political lives.
         The basic function of moral responsibility is to make punitive measures justly deserved, and free will provides the essential basis for moral responsibility; but moral responsibility
         is supposed to apply to almost everyone—otherwise there would be large gaps in our
         punishment system. Because practically everyone is morally responsible, it must follow
         that everyone has adequate free will. The result is that efforts to protect and enhance
         the exercise of free will are neglected, and any concerns about the real conditions
         that compromise or destroy free will are dismissed. It is no accident that an extremely
         punitive culture—like the U.S.—is also extremely negligent when it comes to protecting
         and enhancing the essential conditions for real exercise of free will.
      

      
      Stephen Wang concludes—in a passage that appears to be his interpretation of Aquinas,
         but also a view he endorses—that:
      

      
      
         We cannot be free unless we are searching for “God,” unless we recognize that we are
            searching for “God,” unless we recognize that we are searching for a final goal beyond
            the limitations of our present life and our present understanding. (2006, 15)
         

         
      

      But this is the “freedom” of one who is trapped in a system in which “real freedom”
         requires that we be something radically different from animals. We evolved as foraging
         animals, and we live well when we embrace our status as animals rather than gods.
         If we are driven by the impossible quest to be a god, that obsession is not a path
         to freedom. “Searching for a final goal beyond the limitations of our present life”
         is the disastrous quest for apotheosis aspiration: a quest that distorts the genuinely
         valuable freedom of human animals.
      

      
       Philosophers celebrate a splendid free will designed for deities; biologists elucidate
         the free will that proved adaptive for humans and other foraging animals. Biological
         free will incorporates both the alternatives and control that philosophers have traditionally associated with
         free will, demonstrates their real importance, and explains their symbiotic mutual
         adjustment and dependence: a major improvement over libertarian and compatibilist
         views that represent alternatives and control as antagonists. It is small wonder that
         philosophical accounts of free will—cast loose from any biological anchoring—take
         such fantastic forms. Requiring free will to carry the impossible burden of moral
         responsibility also twists free will into fabulously improbable shapes. Biological
         free will describes the free will that is valuable for foraging animals, rather than
         free will for the gods we aspire to be.
      

      
      The Solomon Affliction, Revisited

      
      Apotheosis aspiration blinds us to the conditions suffered by those we confidently
         and complacently blame; it blocks understanding of the nature and importance of the
         free will we share with other species; and it distorts our views of reason and will.
         Finally, apotheosis aspiration is the source of a psychological disturbance that can
         lead to depression: a disturbance earlier described as the Solomon Affliction. 
      

      
       In the rabbinic tradition, the magnificent book of Ecclesiastes was the work of King Solomon, written in his old age. The book actually was written
         centuries later by an unknown author, who attributed the book to Solomon, “the Preacher,
         the son of David, king in Jerusalem.” Solomon—as the supposed author of Ecclesiastes—offers the definitive account of the psychological perils involved in apotheosis aspiration.
         Being wise, Solomon recognizes that he is no god; and he concludes that “all is vanity,”
         because “there is no new thing under the sun”: “Is there any thing whereof it may
         be said, See, this is new? It hath been already of old time, which was before us”
         (Eccl. 1:10 KJV). There can be no new thing, because God knew it forever; we can never
         accomplish anything genuinely new and original and godlike; and therefore all is vanity,
         and vexation of spirit. Solomon tries everything: mirth, pleasure, folly, wine; and
         he “made me great works” of houses and orchards, gathered silver and gold; and “Then
         I looked on all the works that my hands had wrought, and on the labour that I had
         laboured to do; and, behold, all was vanity and vexation of spirit, and there was
         no profit under the sun” (Eccl. 2:11 KJV). Then he tries wisdom, but it turns out
         no better, for “how dieth the wise man? As the fool.” The result was disturbing: “Therefore
         I hated life; because the work that is wrought under the sun is grievous unto me:
         for all is vanity and vexation of spirit” (Eccl. 2:17 KJV). If I can’t be a god, and
         produce totally original godlike accomplishments, then all is vanity, nothing matters,
         and life itself is hateful. This is a genuine danger with apotheosis aspiration: a
         deep and even suicidal depression, in which there is no pleasure or satisfaction in
         anything.
      

      
       There are ways to deal with the AA problem and avoid Solomon’s desolation, and some
         promising possibilities are considered in the final chapter. Unfortunately, there
         are also some bad ways of dealing with the problem, including efforts that exacerbate
         rather than ameliorate. Among the problematic approaches are, not surprisingly, those
         that endeavor to build upon the special human godly powers that are the unfortunate
         legacy of the desire to be a god. Jean-Paul Sartre fervently rejected God, but not
         the desire to be one. The result was an insistence on godly choices that—like the
         choices of John Calvin’s God—are totally unconstrained and unlimited: choices devoid
         of any values, direction, or order; choices made in a vacuum with no prior desires
         or set goals, and especially no guidance from ethical principles (such guidance would
         place limits on the absolute freedom of Calvin’s God and also on Sartre’s “being for
         itself”). Like the choices of Calvin’s God, such choices can have no rhyme or reason,
         and must be capricious and arbitrary. A god might find such choices satisfying, though
         it is difficult to imagine why; but humans and other animals certainly do not. Making
         vitally important and life-defining choices while totally in the dark—in the absence
         of knowledge and direction and values—is a freedom that satisfies the needs of neither
         man nor beast, whatever advantages it might offer deities. Rather than an enriching
         opportunity to make choices and exercise control, this divinely inspired freedom is
         a terrible burden that (according to Sartre) godlike humans must bear: we are condemned to be free. Such a desperate “solution” to the problem of apotheosis aspiration marks
         the strength of that desire but is a spectacular failure as a solution to the problems
         it causes.
      

      
        Sartre’s godlike free will distorts the genuinely valuable free will of humans and
         other animals, making it a heavy burden rather than a vital enhancement of the lives
         of foraging animals. Another proposal for handling the frustrated apotheosis aspiration
         involves a dangerous distortion of human will power. In The Myth of Sisyphus Camus proposes a heroic and rather romantic solution to the Solomon Affliction, a
         solution that attributes to human animals an indefatigable godlike power of will:
         a power of will that differs dramatically from the limited powers of human animals,
         and therefore a “solution” that is likely to lead humans to disaster rather than heroic
         satisfaction. Like Sartre and Solomon and Leo Tolstoy and William James, Camus confronts
         the absurdity of human life: we are almost gods, but not quite. We know we must die, and the result
         is that all our efforts are ultimately lost and useless. As Solomon states: “Yea,
         though he live a thousand years twice told, yet hath he seen no good: do not all go
         to one place? All the labour of man is for his mouth, and yet the appetite is not
         filled. For what hath the wise more than the fool?” (Eccl. 6:6–8 KJV). Tolstoy drew
         the same conclusion:
      

      
      
         If not today, then tomorrow sickness and death will come . . . to everyone, to me,
            and nothing will remain except the stench and the worms. My deeds, whatever they may
            be, will be forgotten sooner or later, and I myself will be no more . . . . Why should
            I live? Why should I wish for anything or do anything? Or to put it still differently:
            Is there any meaning in my life that will not be destroyed by my inevitably approaching
            death? Is there any meaning in my life that the inevitable death awaiting me does
            not destroy? (1983, 30, 35)
         

         
      

      William James felt the same profound fear of the end of our material universe (and
         sought solace by insisting on belief in a divine power that joins our struggle for
         good and has eternal memory of our efforts):
      

      
      
         That is the sting of it, that in the vast driftings of the cosmic weather, tho many
            a jeweled shore appears, and many an enchanted cloud-bank floats away, long lingering
            ere it be dissolved—even as our world now lingers, for our joy—yet when these transient
            products are gone, nothing, absolutely nothing remains, to represent those particular qualities, those elements of preciousness
            which they may have enshrined. Dead and gone are they, gone utterly from the very
            sphere and room of being. Without an echo; without a memory; without an influence
            on aught that may come after, to make it care for similar ideals. (1907, 44)
         

         
      

      Camus had his own answer to the problem of absurdity: rather than proposing a deity
         who remembers and preserves our efforts, Camus counselled a heroic exercise of godlike
         indestructible human will power. Sisyphus is condemned to an eternal futility of pushing
         a boulder up a mountain, only to watch it roll back down. Sisyphus understands that
         his heroic efforts will be eternally and absolutely futile; yet by embracing this
         harsh knowledge and giving his own   approval to this hopeless project he makes it his own. He defies and confounds those who contrived
         his punishment by embracing his arduous and useless labor, and proves his own special
         power by sustaining and approving his efforts though he recognizes their futility.
         “His fate belongs to him. His rock is a thing. Likewise, the absurd man, when he contemplates
         his torment, silences all the idols.” Through this godlike exercise of infinite will
         power, Sisyphus finds satisfaction, and we “must imagine Sisyphus happy.” And perhaps
         he is, if Sisyphus is a god with indestructible and infinite powers of will. But we
         are not gods, and human will power—like the fortitude of all animals—has limits. Repeated
         futile efforts result in profound learned helplessness, whether the agent is a dog
         struggling to escape painful shocks while trapped in a restraining harness, a child
         failing repeatedly at excessively difficult math problems, or an adult human experiencing
         a long string of failed strenuous efforts. Rather than a prescription for human nobility
         and happiness, Camus offers a path to learned helplessness and depression.
      

      
       The Solomon Affliction harms those who have given up God but are still stuck with
         AA and that constraining system. It tells us we must be like gods, embrace eternal
         goals that transcend all limits, conquer depression and hopelessness through inexhaustible
         will power, and make an absolutely original contribution all by ourselves with no
         help from anywhere. The only worthwhile goals are unattainable, life is absurd, but
         we must keep striving. The aspiration to godliness is a hopeless and frustrating quest
         that encourages delusions of “I did it all by myself” and distortions of our actual
         powers and needs, and it is accompanied by self-deception, emotional deprivation,
         and harsh retributivism. The aspiration to live well as a foraging social animal is
         a more promising path. Rather than arrogant aspiration to apotheosis by self-made
         men, we evolved to live better as modest social animals.
      

      
      Note

      
      
         
            1. The view that animals other than humans have free will is also endorsed by Christian
                  List:
               

               
                  If Homo sapiens has free will, then it would seem implausible to suggest that chimpanzees and other
                     great apes don’t. And if chimpanzees and other great apes have free will, then it
                     would seem implausible to suggest that other primates don’t. Taking this further,
                     insofar as cats and dogs are goal-directed agents which face choices and have conscious
                     states that make a difference to their behavior, I do not find it preposterous to
                     suggest that they, too, have a certain form of free will, even if a much more rudimentary
                     one. (2019, 154)
                  

                  
               

               List also agrees that free will should be separated from moral responsibility, though
                  not for the same reasons. List believes that the animals described above have free
                  will but insists that only human agents are morally responsible. I agree with List
                  that many animals other than humans have free will, but maintain that moral responsibility
                  is implausible for all animals, including humans.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 8

      The Cure for Apotheosis Aspiration

      
         
         
      

      
      Apotheosis Aspiration and Alcoholics Anonymous have little in common other that their
         first initials. Of the famous “twelve steps” in the Alcoholics Anonymous Program,
         seven involve acknowledging God’s power and the necessity for God’s help in recovery:
         the second step requires believing that God can restore us to (nonalcoholic) sanity,
         and the third requires “a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care
         of God.” For one struggling to escape the grip of apotheosis aspiration, a “decision
         to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God” is not a positive alternative.
         The desire to be a god is bad; the desire to be enslaved to a god is worse. “Happy
         slave”—whether enslaved to an addiction, a deity, or an obsession—is neither a healthy
         nor a happy status, but quite often a condition of exhausted helpless hopelessness.
         The radical differences notwithstanding, the Alcoholics Anonymous therapy program
         and the program for recovering apotheosis aspirants does have one thing in common:
         in both cases recognizing that one has a problem is the vital first step.
      

      
      
       There are well-known difficulties with acknowledging that one has a problem with
         alcohol; the difficulties with acknowledging a problem with apotheosis aspiration
         are not so well known, but they are formidable. With rare exceptions—Nietzsche springs
         to mind—few people consciously embrace the desire to be a god. Not only is apotheosis
         aspiration rarely recognized, but also the aspiration is deeply enmeshed and obscured
         within an interlocking system of beliefs.
      

      
      
       People who pass from belief to unbelief might be divided into two categories: those
         who “lose their faith,” often with reluctance; and those who renounce belief in god, usually with enthusiasm. For those who lose their faith, belief in God often offered order and security: God’s laws and commandments
         establish fixed principles of right and wrong, justice and injustice; when we are
         God’s artifacts and servants, there are no troubling questions concerning our function
         and role and destiny; and God—especially if the deity is omnipotent—guarantees a positive
         ultimate outcome and provides comfort in our darkest hours. Losing such comfort, order,
         and direction can be very troubling. Those who regret the loss of their faith are likely to have an external locus-of-control; and—according to the locus-of-control model worked out by J. B.
         Rotter (1966; 1979)—their controller is a powerful benevolent other. That is, they believe they have little control over the major events in their lives,
         but they are comfortably confident that some powerful benevolent external force is
         in charge of the world and has everything under control. When they lose their faith
         in this godly benevolent controller, the world looks very troubling indeed. Lacking
         strong internal locus-of-control resources, they are helpless and rudderless in a
         dangerous and confusing world. Such forlorn dependent individuals are unlikely to
         aspire to apotheosis: they do not believe themselves capable of exercising that level
         of control (they may aspire to a very low-grade apotheosis: to be subservient and
         worshipful friends of a god). For such people, loss of faith is a frightening prospect, and they clutch
         their faith tenaciously.
      

      
      
       In contrast, those who enthusiastically reject belief in god are more likely to have a powerful internal locus-of-control—they believe that what happens in their lives is largely under their
         own control—and are eager to take control of their own lives and values and purposes.
         They may nonetheless find it harder to extricate themselves from the godly belief
         system than they imagined. They may be caught in elements of the AA system that they
         fail to recognize as remnants of a system they rejected. That system is deeply internalized,
         profoundly destructive, and it blocks many of the benefits of abandoning belief in
         God. Much of the AA belief system has special appeal, other elements feel quite natural,
         and key parts are almost always nonconscious. Few people—especially among those who
         reject belief in God—consciously affirm that our world is just; but many people, believers
         and nonbelievers alike, have a deep nonconscious belief in a just world (Lerner 1980);
         and that belief is not only a direct cause of secondary victimization and approval of enormous inequities between the
         privileged and the impoverished, but also leads to easy acceptance of belief in moral
         responsibility as a way of protecting and preserving that nonconscious belief. Belief
         in moral responsibility is also supported by a nonconscious desire to “pass the pain
         along” (a desire often mistaken for strike-back desire): we want to be confident that
         the targets of passed-along pain are receiving their just deserts. Furthermore, belief in moral responsibility encourages an implausible but
         flattering account of free will that can provide the foundation for moral responsibility,
         and also encourages belief in super powers of reason and will. If you believe that
         you have a free will that can make you morally responsible—a free will that can support
         justly deserved blame and reward—then although you imagine yourself liberated from
         belief in God, you may still be entangled in the remnants of god belief in the form
         of apotheosis aspiration.
      

      
      
      Breaking the Limits on Inquiry

      
      The great benefit of “losing your faith” is losing the deep restraints and limits
         on exploration. The desire to break free of those limits on thought and inquiry is
         often a strong motive in rejecting a religious belief system. To be an orthodox believer
         you were required to accept “on faith” appalling moral principles (such as the sinful
         nature of infants, the inferiority of women, the wickedness of homosexuals, the moral
         legitimacy of eternal mass torture of all nonbelievers), not look deeper into causes,
         put aside doubts. Trust and obey, as the old hymn demands: “Trust and obey, for there’s
         no other way, to be happy in Jesus, but to trust and obey.” Whether the absolute unquestionable
         authority is a book, a Pope, a tradition, or a creed, it is off limits to scrutiny.
         But unquestioning trust and abject obedience is not a path to happiness for healthy
         animals who flourish by exploring.
      

      
      Like religious doctrine, belief in a just world and moral responsibility cannot survive
         deeper inquiry, and questioning must be blocked if the beliefs are to survive. Contemporary
         philosophers do not condemn such questioning as heresy but reject the questions as
         ridiculous: the questions reveal a “misplaced reverence for an absolutist ideal” (Dennett
         1984, 165), such questions fail to recognize “the appropriate place to stop” our causal
         inquiries (Roskies 2012, 335), they are symptoms of “metaphysical megalomania” (Fischer
         2012), they imply that all people are insane (Strawson 1982), they are fake questions
         that pretend to doubt the indubitable (van Inwagen 1983, 209).
      

      
       The cure for AA is sunshine: the light we gain from deep inquiry that challenges
         belief in a just world, moral responsibility, and distorted free will. Just as we
         experience the inquiry-enlarging advantages of rejecting belief in God, we enlarge
         the range of our inquiries by completing that rejection. The benefits of enriched
         inquiry become obvious once we shake off the blinders of moral responsibility and
         the AA system. We can understand the deeper causes of bad and violent behavior and
         find effective ways to fix those destructive problems. As Thomas W. Clark (2007, 40)
         points out: “To the extent that criminality is thought to arise from the individuals’
         self-caused, freely willed choices, its actual biological, social, and economic causes
         will necessarily go unexplored and unaddressed.” We can reduce the violence (in our
         “discipline” of children and the punitive “just deserts” we impose on adult transgressors),
         avoid destructive and violence-producing shaming (Gilligan 2001), clean up the toxic
         environments of lead and other pollutants that destroy cognitive ability and weaken
         self-control (Raine 2013), provide better educational resources and employment opportunities
         that replace destructive shame with legitimate pride. We can understand the real nature
         of free will, and how to protect and enhance it. We can study the nonmiraculous nature of both reason and will power, and design environments to protect
         and strengthen them.
      

      
      It is not kindness to treat people as if they have powers they do not possess and
         then blame them for failing to exercise those godly powers. Rather than preserving
         dignity it shapes helplessness and despair. We neglect relatively easy steps to prevent
         lead poisoning (steps that would provide the same safe water and housing that the
         more privileged take for granted), and then blame and punish the victims when lead
         poisoning severely compromises their powers of self-control: we must not “excuse”
         them by examining their histories, for such inquiries deprive them of their godlike
         status as autonomous agents and destroy their dignity. Somehow dignity is promoted
         by gross neglect and destructive early environments, followed by brutal conditions
         of incarceration; exactly how that promotes dignity remains an AA mystery.
      

      
      The Charms of Apotheosis Aspiration

      
      Though I long for the complete destruction of AA, I do not mean to belittle it. Key
         elements of the AA system have been championed by such admirable people as Robert
         Kane and Saul Smilansky. They are not seeking personal aggrandizement, and certainly
         are not obsessed with vengeance or retribution. They reach very different conclusions
         concerning the plausibility of libertarian free will: Kane maintains that we have
         good (though not conclusive) reasons to think it exists; Smilansky regards libertarian
         free will as a false but essential illusion: “That basic tenet of our view of ourselves
         and others which is the fairy-tale of libertarian free will is indispensable” (2000,
         246). But they hold similar views concerning its importance. Kane states:
      

      
      
         I have argued that when one traces the desires we have for incompatibilist free will
            to their roots, by way of UR [Ultimate Responsibility], one arrives at two elemental
            desires—(i) the desire to be independent sources of activity in the world, which is
            connected . . . to the sense we have of our uniqueness and importance as individuals;
            and (ii) the desire that some of our deeds and accomplishments . . . have objective
            worth— . . . true . . . worth from the point of view of the world. (1996, 98)
         

         
      

      And (as noted in the first chapter) Saul Smilansky echoes Kane’s concerns:

      
      
         The very absence of libertarian free will . . . is shattering to those who realize
            it and have ethical and personal depth. The grounding for matters such as self-respect,
            deep ethical appreciation, justifying social practices on the basis of desert, true
            internal acceptance of responsibility and remorse, and even our view of our loved
            ones, is diluted. (2000, 190)
         

         
      

      The personal depth that Smilansky cherishes and Kane’s devotion to being an independent and unique source
         of accomplishments are both products of an AA world view: a view that requires ultimate
         godlike responsibility.
      

      
       Saul Smilansky fears that without ultimate moral responsibility our self-respect is severely compromised: “We can hardly continue to respect ourselves in the same
         way if we really internalize the belief that all action and achievement is ultimately
         down to luck and not ultimately attributable to us” (2000, 226.) It is true that what
         we achieve is “not ultimately attributable to us.” We are not first causes, we do
         not create ourselves ab initio, we do not choose our genes or our families or our initial social circumstances;
         and so luck is involved in who we are and what we accomplish. But we still accomplish
         a great deal through our own efforts and abilities, often building on the work of
         others and always ultimately with the support of others. Anyone who treats such shared
         accomplishments as worthless is doomed to disappointment and to Solomon’s sad conclusion
         that all is vanity. We cannot meet the impossible standards of first cause self-making,
         absolute self-sufficiency, and cosmic originality. Both luck and assistance are elements
         of all our achievements, but they are nonetheless real achievements that involved
         our own efforts and abilities—the achievements did not “bypass” us (Mele 1995, 182–185).
      

      
       Smilansky regards the illusion of moral responsibility as vital and positive, at
         worst an unfortunate necessity that prevents something horrible. But the illusion
         of moral responsibility causes enormous harm. It props up belief in a just world and
         secondary victimization, promotes harsher punishments incited by belief in righteous
         retribution, justifies grossly unjust distribution systems as models of just deserts
         (because of BJW), vindicates “pass the pain along” abuse, and distorts our understanding
         of free will and reason while blocking better understanding and enhancement and protection
         of our abilities and capacities. Apotheosis aspiration has its charms, but those charms
         are best resisted.
      

      
      Emotional Flourishing in the Absence of AA

      
      Deep support for the AA system is sometimes driven by a powerful fear: fear that the
         absence of a special free will (a free will that can support moral responsibility) would
         undermine the reactive attitudes that give value and meaning to human relationships.
         P. F. Strawson argues that the universal denial of moral responsibility would result
         in the evisceration of our reactive attitudes, replacing them with coldly clinical
         objective attitudes:
      

      
      
          The objective attitude . . . cannot include the range of reactive feelings and attitudes
            which belong to involvement or participation with others in inter-personal human relationships:
            it cannot include resentment, gratitude, forgiveness, anger, or the sort of love which
            two adults can sometimes be said to feel reciprocally for each other. (1962, 66)
         

         
      

      From within the moral responsibility system, we excuse or exempt people from moral responsibility—and adopt an objective rather than a participant reactive attitude toward them—when they are temporarily
         or permanently impaired: demented, warped, deranged. From this perspective the universal denial of moral responsibility must be based on an extension of those excuse grounds to everyone: if no one is morally responsible, it must be
         because all are “warped or deranged or compulsive.” That would result in a cold and cheerless world devoid of reason, affection, gratitude, resentment,
         or any of our emotionally vital reactive attitudes. But that dreadful result does
         not follow from the universal denial of moral responsibility, but from a deep mistake—a
         natural mistake when operating within the moral responsibility system—concerning the
         real grounds for universal denial of moral responsibility.
      

      
      An “excuse-extensionist” (Waller 2006; 2011, 206) denial of moral responsibility extends or enlarges excuses until everyone is excused from moral responsibility. But—as discussed
         in Chapter Six—the universal denial of moral responsibility does not start from the
         basic assumption that moral responsibility is the default setting. Instead the universal
         rejection of moral responsibility challenges that system at its roots: no one—no matter
         how well-adjusted, rational, or “normal”—is morally responsible, because moral responsibility
         cannot be reconciled with our naturalistic nonmiraculous world view. Moral responsibility
         requires an ultimate self-making control over our characters and choices that is not
         humanly possible (and of dubious coherence); it is a central element of AA. There
         are challenges to that view, but the current issue is Strawson’s insistence on the
         emotion-eviscerating effects of denying moral responsibility. Strawson’s claim rests
         on the false premise that the universal denial of moral responsibility requires extending
         the excusing conditions of insanity and incompetence and delusion to everyone. Contrary
         to Strawson, participant reactive attitudes survive and prosper in the absence of
         moral responsibility.
      

      
       Consider the key participant reactive attitudes Strawson lists: resentment, gratitude,
         forgiveness, anger, “the sort of love which two adults can sometimes be said to feel
         reciprocally for each other,” and the relationship of reasoning together. Denying moral responsibility means denying all claims of just deserts:
         no one ever justly deserves praise or blame, reward or punishment. It also involves
         denial of super godlike reason that transcends our causal histories, our situational
         circumstances, and our emotions. But unless we imagine that “real” reason requires
         godlike powers, that does not deny that we can still reason, whether together or individually.
         The quality and power of our reasoning is not what we might wish or imagine it to
         be: for example, our deliberation is more likely to be a rationalization than “dispassionately
         rational,” and nonconscious influences have substantial impact. Our deliberation is
         subject to biases, errors, and distortions; but that is no surprise. We do employ
         reason, and reason sometimes can play an important—but not godlike—role in our discussions
         and decision making.
      

      
       Strawson claims that resentment, gratitude, forgiveness, and anger cannot survive
         in the absence of belief in moral responsibility. In fact, they not only survive but
         flourish, and we can recognize their real worth and better understand their nature.
         When a woman is treated in a condescending manner, perhaps dismissed derisively, then
         she not only can but should resent it; if she does not, that is an indication that her sense of self-worth is
         badly damaged. She may not blame the condescending jerk who treats her in such a demeaning manner: she understands
         that he was shaped by a profoundly sexist culture, or that he is an insecure narcissist
         (and deeply flawed though not a deranged incompetent), or she recognizes that he was
         shaped by forces that were not of his choosing. (And she can recognize that he is stupid and immature while not blaming him for his serious moral flaws.) Her resentment is based on the fact that she was
         intentionally treated in a demeaning and immoral manner, and that does not require
         belief in moral responsibility. When I treat my female colleague in a condescending
         manner, she can understand and forgive me; and by her positive efforts she may eventually
         change my attitude and behavior. Or my sexism may be too deeply ingrained to change,
         and she can still understand and forgive me. That does not mean that she regards me as deranged; just
         that she recognizes that I am flawed. And by seeking to understand the causes of my
         flaws, she—and with her help, I—may work more effectively to fix them. “To know all
         is to forgive all” may be an exaggeration, but it contains a deep truth: when we know
         more about the causes, we are more open to forgiveness and less likely to blame and
         demand punishment (Doob and Roberts 1983; Fishkin 1996; Indermaur et al. 2012; Shariff
         et al. 2014). And we are more likely to deal effectively with the real problems.
      

      
       I may be sincerely grateful to my colleague for helping me overcome this serious character flaw—a flaw that I
         may or may not have recognized in myself (I may sincerely deny any sexist beliefs
         or feelings), but in any case a flaw that I am now glad to have eliminated or at least
         ameliorated. Why should I not be sincerely grateful for such kindness? I don’t believe
         she is morally responsible for her wonderful help: she is ultimately fortunate to
         have been shaped by very positive biosocial forces. But she made a kind, purposeful,
         and sustained effort to help me overcome a severe fault, and I am sincerely grateful
         to her. And I can profoundly regret my faults, though I do not believe I am morally
         responsible for them: I was deeply acculturated into a sexist culture, and sexist
         attitudes are so pervasive that I did not even recognize my fault or the harm it causes;
         to the contrary, I was smugly confident that sexism was no part of my character. But
         I now recognize my serious moral flaw and understand that my behavior caused significant
         pain to many people and sustained an ugly cultural wrong. If I am unable to rid myself
         of this character flaw, I may regret it even more profoundly. I recognize that I did
         not make myself, and I believe that no one—including myself—ever justly deserves blame.
         But that does not preclude the painful recognition of a substantial flaw in my own
         character and my own behavior, and deep sincere regret for having such a flawed character.
      

      
       I can recognize flaws more effectively—in others, and especially in myself—if I am
         not blinded by moral responsibility. If I don’t blame myself for my character flaws and bad acts, I am more likely to recognize and acknowledge
         them, rather than fervently denying or attempting to justify or excuse them. Because
         recognizing that I have wronged someone is the essential first step to sincerely apologizing for that wrong, and recognizing my wrongdoing is facilitated by the absence of moral
         responsibility, it follows that a world without moral responsibility is the optimum
         setting for sincere apology. Nothing in the denial of moral responsibility conflicts
         with sincere feelings of gratitude, regret, and sorrow (Waller 2011).
      

      
       I can and should feel honest anger for my own vile sexist acts committed in the past
         and—when I succumb to the residual sexism that I despise but that still operates nonconsciously—in
         my immediate behavior. We must keep moral anger as a vital emotional impetus for exerting
         the effort to oppose moral wrongs (Nichols 2015, 164). But we must understand and
         control it, and not view it as a reliable guide to action. When we deny moral responsibility
         we are not denying the legitimacy of anger; to the contrary, we recognize the importance
         of emotions—including anger—to our moral lives. Just as we should be concerned if
         our colleague fails to feel deep resentment over her condescending sexist treatment,
         so also we should be concerned if a colleague views a vicious racist insult and is
         not deeply angered by it: the absence of such anger is a strong indication that our colleague does not
         regard racial taunts as vile wrongs. And in the absence of angry emotions, there is
         unlikely to be strong incentive to oppose and reject and change such behavior (Damasio
         1994). It is not those who deny moral responsibility who denigrate the importance
         of emotions, but those—Kantians are the prime example—who treat transcendent reason
         as the grounds for moral responsibility and insist reason must operate unsullied by
         emotional distractions.
      

      
       Anyone who supposes that “the sort of love which two adults can sometimes be said
         to feel reciprocally for each other” depends on belief in moral responsibility must
         have endured a strange and perhaps desolate love life. Do we really imagine that our
         affection for our beloved is inexplicable, the result of pixie dust, that it has no
         real causes? If not, why would recognizing those causes threaten reciprocal adult
         love? Most of us “fall” in love, for causes that we may at best dimly perceive. Perhaps
         there are those who dispassionately derive the conclusion that love for this specific
         adult is rationally required; but that sounds more like planning an advantageous—perhaps
         lucrative—match than sharing “the sort of love which two adults can sometimes be said
         to feel reciprocally for each other.”
      

      
       When we reject the miracles and myopia of moral responsibility, we open the door
         to better understanding of the participant reactive attitudes and their real value.
         Understanding the deeper causal processes that undercut belief in moral responsibility—and
         that challenge the AA system in its entirety—does not threaten our reactive attitudes,
         but it does require that we treat those attitudes with caution. But it should be no
         surprise that strong emotions require careful control.
      

      
      Ethics Without Apotheosis Aspiration

      
      A rationalist ethics model might be plausible for Aristotle’s purely rational god
         (who is devoid of emotional distractions), but if neuropsychologists (and David Hume)
         are right, it is hopeless for human animals. Drawing on extensive neuropsychological
         research, Antonio Damasio (1994) concluded that emotions are the vital driving force
         in ethical behavior: when the emotions are deadened and reason is intact, the capacity
         for ethical behavior is diminished if not destroyed altogether. Kantian rationalist
         ethics not only loses the benefit of biological and psychological studies of ethics,
         but also disparages or dismisses the vitally important ethical elements of family
         and friendship affection.
      

      
       From a different angle, Jonathan Bennett emphasizes the value of consulting our feelings
         when considering the plausibility of ethical systems: “Moral principles are good to
         have, because they help to protect one from acting badly at moments when one’s sympathies
         happen to be in abeyance. On the highest possible estimate of the role one’s sympathies
         should have, one can still allow for principles as embodiments of one’s best feelings,
         one’s broadest and keenest sympathies” (1974, 132). In some cases, principles should
         outweigh sympathies: “I don’t give my sympathies a blank cheque in advance. In a conflict
         between principle and sympathy, principles ought sometimes to win” (1974, 133). But
         Bennett recognizes sympathies as a vitally important monitor of our ethical principles:
         we must carefully evaluate principles in the light of sympathies, as a way of testing
         ethical systems and striving to avoid very bad (but internally consistent) moral systems:
         “I don’t doubt that some of my beliefs are false, and so I should try to remain open
         to correction. . . . I must try to keep my morality open to revision, exposing it
         to whatever valid pressures there are—including pressures from my sympathies” (1974,
         133).
      

      
       Bennett emphasizes the value of remaining open to revisions in our ethical principles,
         rather than treating them as absolutes that cannot be questioned. John Stuart Mill
         (1859) and John Dewey (1929, Chapter 10) agree: when considering ethics we should
         explore, experiment, and challenge, rather than treating ethics as a system of sacred
         universal absolutes known by pure reason (or commanded by authority). Gods might command
         and follow a straight and narrow ethical path; but straight and narrow paths eliminate
         the exploration and discovery of valuable options that are essential to foraging animals,
         including humans.
      

      
       Care ethics enriches our ethical perspective by emphasizing the importance of personal
         and family relationships and the affection that sustains them: a vital element of
         ethics, not just neglected but scorned by rationalist approaches. One of the most
         significant points pushed to prominence by care ethicists is the importance of caring
         for and nurturing children. Widely ignored by traditional accounts of ethics—whether
         Kantian, contract, or utilitarian—the nurturing and ethical development of children
         is the essential foundation for ethical behavior. Social contract ethics is basically
         a marketplace ethics for self-interested rational adult strangers; it is hardly surprising
         that such an approach to ethics pays little attention to the role of affection in
         ethics, and that it ignores the deep personal affection that is an essential element
         of ethically healthy development. The system of apotheosis aspiration exacerbates
         the problem by encouraging belief in the “self-made man” who needed no help from anyone:
         belief in radical self-making precludes consideration of childhood dependency and
         the deep need for affection and nurture.
      

      
      Rae Langton (1992) describes an exchange of letters between Kant and Maria von Herbert
         (Maria had lost the affection of her beloved and was desolate), in which Kant cautioned
         Maria that pleasant and fulfilling social relations are of little real value: “For
         the value of life, in so far as it consists of the enjoyment we get from people, is
         vastly overrated.” Because affectionate relations have little value, Maria should
         “meet with composure” this loss of affection. When Maria failed—by Kant’s standards—to
         live up to the demands of a perfectly rational dispassionate life, Kant dismissed
         her as an “ecstatical little lady” suffering from a “curious mental derangement,”
         and she was swiftly banished from Kant’s kingdom of ends. The AA system exaggerates
         and distorts the power of reason, disparages and undervalues affection, and eagerly
         judges and condemns.
      

      
      Benefits of Rejecting Apotheosis Aspiration

      
      Not only does rejection of apotheosis aspiration open the door to a richer and more
         plausible approach to ethics, but in an analogous manner it offers a better perspective
         on scientific inquiry and the nature of knowledge. We learned several important lessons
         from Thomas Kuhn’s (1962) study of scientific revolutions, complemented by a biological
         approach to epistemology. First, the notion of a fixed and eternal body of scientific
         truth—constantly and consistently expanded through new research—is a myth. Instead
         we have successive systems, and excellent systems ultimately give way to replacements.
         Second, a key feature of a good scientific system is not that it “matches reality”
         (which makes little sense) but rather its capacity to generate productive lines of
         research and guide us to new discoveries. And finally, the effective pursuit of knowledge—scientific
         and otherwise—does not proceed down a straight path in a steady march toward ultimate
         truth. As foraging animals and empirical scientists our best route to successful discoveries
         and insights is one that rambles, takes chances, makes mistakes, and pursues inquiries
         that appear less than optimum and often end in failure—but occasionally yield highly
         productive results.
      

      
       Another benefit from rejecting the AA system is closely related to those mentioned
         above: the recognition that what we value and what makes our lives satisfying need
         not be eternal and immutable. Productive scientific theories are replaced, friendships
         sometimes end, affections may wither, and—alas—even love may die. Shakespeare thought
         otherwise: “Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments. Love is not
         love which alters when it alteration finds.” When we think of our valuable and enriching
         friendships—and even true loves—of yesteryear, many no longer exist. Your “best friend
         forever” shared with you many cherished moments and confidences, but you have lost
         touch over the years. That may be cause for regret, but it does not diminish the value
         of that wonderful but fleeting friendship. Apotheosis aspiration thinks in terms of
         absolutes and eternal goods; foraging animals can and do live very well with the conditional
         and the transitory. Richard Taylor recognized that the value of projects and efforts
         is not measured by the endurance of their results:
      

      
      
         If the builders of a great and flourishing ancient civilization could somehow return
            now to see archaeologists unearthing the trivial remnants of what they had once accomplished
            with such effort—see the fragments of pots and vases, a few broken statues, and such
            tokens of another age and greatness—they could indeed ask themselves what the point
            of it all was, if this is all it finally came to. Yet, it did not seem so to them
            then, for it was just the building, and not what was finally built, that gave their
            life meaning. (2000, 332)
         

         
      

      The belief that something is worthwhile only if eternal is a clear symptom of the
         AA malady, and it is a key element of the Solomon Affliction: “Yea, though he live
         a thousand years twice told, yet hath he seen no good: do not all go to one place?”
         (Eccl. 6:6). Only that which is eternal can have genuine value, and no mortal life
         of any length can qualify. We often want to accomplish things that endure: we do not
         want our bridges to fall down in a year or two. But bridges can be excellent though
         not eternal. Wordsworth celebrated the excitement of a brilliant rainbow: “My heart
         leaps up when I behold a rainbow in the sky.” But a permanent rainbow would soon lose
         its capacity to levitate hearts. Navajo sand paintings have remarkable beauty and
         significance, though created to exist only briefly. Ephemeral sunsets are not less
         beautiful for their brevity. The transient nature of many wonderful things is no reason
         to disparage or devalue them; it may even enhance their value. Rather than asking
         whether the transitory can be valuable, we should reverse the question: why should
         we assume that eternal duration establishes value? Such an assumption reveals a deep
         desire for the godly eternal. But if something is not worthwhile, eternity will not
         make it so.
      

      
       As foraging animals we need goals and projects and active quests. But the extreme
         goals that are driven by AA—or as in Nietzsche, as a substitute for the loss of God—are
         too dangerous. Anything that gets in the way must be sacrificed in the brutal commitment
         to building the Superman, and damn the costs and suffering. When speaking of carving
         the Superman out of the marble of humanity, Nietzsche casually dismisses any suffering
         that might result for the human marble:
      

      
      
         Alas, ye men, within the stone there sleepeth an image for me, the image of all my
            dreams! Alas, that it should have to sleep in the hardest and ugliest stone! Now rageth
            my hammer ruthlessly against its prison. From the stone the fragments fly: what’s
            that to me? I will finish it: for a shadow came unto me—the stillest and lightest
            thing on earth once came unto me! The beauty of the Superman came unto me as a shadow.
            Alas, my brethren! What are the—gods to me now? (1957)
         

         
      

      If Nietzsche cannot be a god he must create a substitute; but there are healthier
         quests for foraging animals.
      

      
       Stephen Wang (2006, 3) describes humans as “by nature restless, searching, inquisitive,
         unsettled, and yearning for more,” and he notes that such a restless searching is
         a fundamental part of Sartre’s view of humans. In a move that Wang approves (2006,
         3), Sartre exaggerates this into a search for the supreme value: “The absolute being
         of the self with its characteristics of identity, of purity, of permanence, etc.,
         and as its own foundation” (1958, 93). It is no doubt true that humans are “by nature
         restless, searching, inquisitive”: this characteristic is described by psychologists
         as “sensation seeking” (Zuckerman 1983 and 2007). Sensation seeking is valuable, but
         there is no need to exaggerate, much less apotheosize, this valuable trait; and there
         is no reason to treat it as grounds for a tragic human absurdity. It is instead a
         natural and valuable trait of healthy foraging animals, found in humans and foxes
         and white-footed mice.
      

      
       Those caught in apotheosis aspiration seek a fixed and final goal of ultimate fulfillment:
         the Superman, or the eternal self-made “absolute being of the self.” But reaching
         a final goal that brings perfect closure and passive bliss is sadly similar to a state
         of helplessness, lethargy, and depression. In the words of the Islamic poet and philosopher,
         Muhammad Iqbal:
      

      
      
         What can I do, for by nature I am not someone

         
         Who can live for long in one place!

         
         My heart is restless,

         
         Like the west wind in a field of tulips. . . .

         
         In the spark I seek a star, in the star a sun:

         
         I have no wish for a destination,

         
         For if I stop I die. (2000, 81–82)

         
      

      The Role Model for Modest
 Moral Animals: David Hume
      

      
      Can we live, and live well, in the absence of both God and AA? With transience rather
         than fixed permanence? With ongoing quests rather than final fulfillment? With conditionals
         rather than absolutes? David Hume provides a powerful example of how such a life can
         flourish. 
      

      
       Hume’s world view places him solidly and comfortably on Earth among other animals
         and contains no tinge of apotheosis aspiration. Rather than a godlike power of reason
         rigidly separated from corruption by the emotions, Hume is acutely aware of the limited
         powers of reason and he acknowledges and welcomes the role of the passions in our
         decision-making: “Reason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and can
         never pretend to any other office than to serve and obey them” (1888, 415). That does
         not mean we can never effectively employ rational powers, but it does mean that reason
         cannot scale the heights of godliness. For Hume, reason is a useful tool of human
         animals, not a means of transcending our animal nature. His view of free will likewise
         keeps human behavior well within the animal—rather than the godly—sphere; and it welcomes
         rather than excludes other animals:
      

      
      
         By liberty, then, we can only mean a power of acting or not acting according to the determinations of the will; that is, if we choose to remain at rest, we may; if we choose to move, we also may.
            Now this hypothetical liberty is universally allowed to belong to everyone who is
            not a prisoner and in chains. (Hume 1779)
         

         
      

      And “everyone” includes other animals that are not confined in cages or feed lots.

      
       Hume is comfortable with a modest account of free will because he does not require
         it to support the impossible burden of moral responsibility; and he does not require
         moral responsibility because he has no patience with belief in a just world. Without
         the constraint of belief in a just God, Hume faces squarely the sad fact that this
         world contains genuine harms, that severe suffering truly exists, and that it often
         afflicts the innocent. This is not the best of all possible worlds and there is no
         divine director who insures that “all’s right with the world.” In short, this is obviously
         not a just world:
      

      
      
         There are many philosophers who, after an exact scrutiny of the phenomena of nature,
            conclude that the WHOLE, considered as one system, is, in every period of its existence,
            ordered with perfect benevolence; and that the utmost possible happiness will, in
            the end, result to all created beings without any mixture of positive or absolute
            ill and misery. . . . From this theory some philosophers . . . derived a topic of
            consolation under all afflictions, while they taught their pupils that those ills
            under which they labored were in reality goods to the universe, and that to an enlarged
            view which could comprehend the whole system of nature every event became an object
            of joy and exultation. But though this topic be specious and sublime, it was soon
            found in practice weak and ineffectual. You would surely more irritate than appease
            a man lying under the racking pains of the gout by preaching up to him the rectitude
            of those general laws which produced the malignant humors in his body and led them
            through the proper canals to the sinews and nerves, where they now excite such acute
            torments. These enlarged views may, for a moment, please the imagination of a speculative
            man who is placed in ease and security, but neither can they dwell with constancy
            on his mind, even though undisturbed by the emotions of pain or passion, much less
            can they maintain their ground when attacked by such powerful antagonists. (Hume 1779)
         

         
      

      Hume’s rejection of belief in a just world is a prominent theme:

      
      
         Such is the disorder and confusion of human affairs, that no perfect or regular distribution
            of happiness and misery is ever, in this life, to be expected. Not only the goods
            of fortune, and the endowments of the body (both of which are important), not only
            these advantages, I say, are unequally divided between the virtuous and vicious, but
            even the mind itself partakes, in some degree, of this disorder, and the most worthy
            character, by the very constitution of the passions, enjoys not always the highest
            felicity. (Hume 1985, “The Sceptic”)
         

         
      

      Without the weight of a just world Hume need not contrive an implausible account of
         moral responsibility that will assure us that those who suffer (and those who prosper)
         are all receiving their just deserts; and therefore that—appearances to the contrary—this
         world really is just. Hume’s rejection of moral responsibility is decisive:
      

      
      
         It may be said . . . that if voluntary actions be subjected to the same laws of necessity
            with the operations of matter, there is a continued chain of necessary causes, preordained
            and predetermined, reaching from the Original Cause of all to every single volition
            of every human creature. . . . The ultimate Author of all our volitions is the Creator
            of the world, who first bestowed motion on this immense machine and placed all beings
            in that particular position whence every subsequent event, by an inevitable necessity,
            must result. (Hume 1779)
         

         
      

      This seems to imply that any immoral human action “must involve our Creator in the
         same guilt, while he is acknowledged to be their ultimate cause and Author.” Hume
         pretends to be shocked by such an impious suggestion, concluding that because it is
         not possible “to explain distinctly how the Deity can be the immediate cause of all
         the actions of men without being the author of sin and moral turpitude,” therefore
         we should drop this inquiry altogether: “These are mysteries which mere natural and
         unassisted reason is very unfit to handle” (Hume 1779). We must limit our inquiries
         to our modest reason’s “true and proper province, the examination of common life.”
         But the delightfully skeptical author of Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion is not really concerned with protecting the virtue of the deity. Instead Hume is
         pointing to a conclusion that is so obvious it need not be stated: once we fully consider
         the deeper implications of a deterministic universe—once we consider the full system
         of causation—then we must recognize that it does not make sense to blame an individual
         for an act that was set in motion long before the individual actor made any choices
         whatsoever. When Hume speaks of evil being traced ultimately to God, he is insisting
         that all behavior is ultimately traced to causes far beyond individual human control,
         and blaming the current individual actor is shallow and wrong. In short, moral responsibility
         must be rejected. That is a controversial conclusion, both for those who embrace and
         those who reject determinism. But the point here is only that David Hume championed
         a system of thought that rejects all elements of the AA system, and living by that
         alternative belief system was perfectly compatible with living a full rich life.
      

      
       There is no place in Hume’s system for just deserts that would require the punishment
         of bad acts: “Repentance wipes off every crime, if attended with a reformation of
         life and manners” (1779). The point is to change behavior. When punishment is useful
         for that purpose, then punishment may be applied, but not because it is justly deserved.
         If one can reject bad behavior and successfully reform with no punishment, that is
         preferable. If we have a deep nonconscious commitment to belief in a just world, then
         it might seem obvious that if Hume accepts that punishment is sometimes legitimate,
         then Hume must believe that punishment is justly deserved. But having rejected belief in a just
         world, Hume has no use for moral responsibility and just deserts. If there are cases
         when we must punish that is unfortunate, even unjust. But the world is not just and
         contriving an implausible account of moral responsibility will not make it so. And
         without the need to support moral responsibility, Hume favors a less exalted and more
         plausible account of free will that requires no super powers of reason. Hume had it
         exactly right on free will and moral responsibility: the former is for animals, the
         latter for gods.
      

      
       This is a controversial interpretation of Hume. It rejects Moritz Schlick’s (1939)
         “classical” interpretation that makes Hume’s account of moral responsibility into
         a utilitarian model, with punishment justified by its benefits and moral responsibility
         reduced to a question of “Who, in a given case, is to be punished” in order for punishment
         to produce desirable results. It also rejects elements of Paul Russell’s (1995) deeply
         insightful study of Hume’s views of ethics, free will, and moral responsibility. Russell
         argues that Hume bases moral responsibility strictly on feelings, and not on rational
         considerations:
      

      
      
         It follows from the naturalistic interpretation of Hume’s position [Russell’s interpretation]
            that holding someone responsible is primarily a matter of feeling rather than reasoning.
            One knows an agent is responsible only if one is aware of that person’s causing a
            certain sentiment of approbation or blame. Nor is this sentiment amenable to rational
            justification. . . . It is simply a psychological fact about human nature that under
            the circumstances specified an agent is felt to be responsible. (1995, 64–65)
         

         
      

      Russell claims that Hume (as a naturalist, rather than a rationalist) starts from
         a deep assumption of moral responsibility as given, as an established element of basic human nature:
      

      
      
         Whereas the rationalist starts from the concept of responsibility, the naturalist
            starts from the fact of responsibility. That is, our attitudes, sentiments, and practices in this sphere
            present themselves as objects for our observation. . . . The naturalist, unlike the
            rationalist, examines responsibility as she finds it. Its foundations are rooted not
            in the realm of concepts but rather in human nature and the human condition. . . .
            This approach to responsibility in no way assumes that the entire superstructure of
            responsibility is entirely sound. What it does assume, contrary to the rationalist
            approach, is that we must begin our investigation from within this structure. If alterations have to be made, then they have to be made from inside. (1995, 173–174)
         

         
      

      This treats the moral responsibility system as fundamentally fixed: small alterations
         and adjustments are possible, but the system itself is invulnerable, part of our nature.
         If we question moral responsibility, we must start from a framework that assumes the
         basic idea of moral responsibility.
      

      
       But when Hume notes that “there is a continued chain of necessary causes . . . reaching
         . . . to every single volition of every human creature,” he is challenging the system
         of moral responsibility at its roots: the causes of our characters and acts are ultimately
         beyond our control, and that invalidates judgments of individual moral responsibility.
         That challenge is strengthened by Hume’s insistence that our characters are not of our own making. Russell is acutely aware of Hume’s view: “Our character is not,
         Hume maintains, acquired through our own choices and decisions” (Russell 1995, 124).
         Russell insists that this does not threaten moral responsibility (for Hume) because:
         “We can perfectly well distinguish virtue and vice without making any reference to
         the way that character is acquired” (1995, 127). That is true, of course; we can recognize that Robert Harris was a
         vicious man, no matter what brutal forces shaped his vicious character. And Russell
         claims that on Hume’s naturalistic view, such recognition and our emotional response
         to it is all moral responsibility requires, and that it is a serious mistake to suppose
         that “. . . we are accountable for our character only to the extent that we exercise
         control over it” (1995, 129). But there is evidence that Hume is reaching a very different
         conclusion: when we fully understand the causes (beyond our control) that shape our
         vicious or virtuous characters, that understanding calls into question our natural emotionally based belief in moral responsibility, though not our judgments of vice
         and virtue and not our sentiments of disgust for the former and love for the latter.
      

      
       On Russell’s interpretation of Hume, he must conclude that Hume made two serious
         mistakes indicative of deep—though not fatal—flaws in Hume’s system. First, Russell
         considers Hume’s claim that “repentance wipes off every crime, if attended with a
         reformation of life and manners” and finds it wanting. Russell agrees with Hume that
         changes in character may alter the way we hold agents responsible, but he rejects
         Hume’s basic conclusion: “However, as I have argued, that is not to say, with Hume,
         that an alteration in character (together with repentance) requires us to withdraw
         all sense of blame toward the criminal. Observation of ordinary life makes plain that
         the truth is not so simple as this” (1995, 105). But if Hume is not basing this claim
         on “observation of ordinary life”—and the widespread belief in a just world, moral
         responsibility, and justly deserved punishment—then his claim is quite plausible.
         Rather than thinking in terms of blame and just deserts, focus instead on how to bring
         about “a reformation of life and manners.” If punishment serves that purpose, then
         punishment may be useful; but just deserts have nothing to do with it. If character
         and manners have been reformed, then punishment is counterproductive. The conditions
         that caused the criminal act have been wiped away, and any residue of “just deserts”
         is worse than useless. 
      

      
      Second, Russell criticizes Hume for an inadequate account of free will, on the grounds
         that Hume lacks an adequate account of moral agency that can make sense of why we
         do not hold children and animals morally accountable, morally responsible:
      

      
      
         The freedom to act according to the determinations of our own will is, of course,
            a necessary capacity for a person to be a moral agent. . . . However, such a capacity
            . . . is possessed by many individuals who are clearly not moral agents (e.g. children, animals, the mentally ill). It follows, then, that “liberty
            of spontaneity” does not suffice to distinguish moral from nonmoral agents. . . .
            What is required is that we carefully describe the (sophisticated and complex) capacities
            of moral agents: their capacity to articulate their desires and intentions, to reflect
            on their character and the structure of their will, and to alter or amend them on
            this basis. This . . . lays the foundations for a more adequate understanding of moral
            freedom. Within this framework, we can intelligibly consider problems of freedom that extend
            well beyond mere freedom of action. . . . It also explains how we can distinguish human agents who, although they act freely, are incapable of exercising the sort of higher activities required for (full)
            moral responsibility (e.g. critical self-reflection). These sorts of considerations
            about the nature of moral capacity suggest that the naturalist approach Hume recommends
            requires a much richer description of moral freedom and that this description must
            be rooted in a more adequate account of moral capacity. (1995, 179–181)
         

         
      

      Hume rejects the sort of powers that would enable us to “make ourselves” through critical
         reflection. Critical reflection does occur, but Hume is profoundly aware of its very
         limited powers, and he does not believe it gives us any form of moral agency that
         will enable us to choose or make our own characters in some manner that would justify
         claims of just deserts. Hume does not have a distinction between those who are and
         who are not morally responsible, because he has no place for moral responsibility
         whatsoever.
      

      
      If we reject moral responsibility, we can have an excellent account of freedom that
         recognizes the importance of mundane freedoms (freedoms of great value in our daily
         lives) and we can break down the wall between humans and other species that prevents
         us from learning about freedom from the study of other animals and their behavior.
         It should not be surprising that Hume, who puts great emphasis on emotions that we
         share with other animals, should reject a free will account that sets humans radically
         apart. Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and anyone who wants to set humans radically apart
         as uniquely morally responsible and godlike will cherish an account of free will that
         includes special powers of human agency. Hume is not a member of that illustrious
         band.
      

      
      Under Russell’s interpretation of Hume as a defender of moral responsibility, Hume’s
         account of free will and his insistence that reformed character “wipes off every crime”
         are surprising mistakes in such a rigorous thinker; if we instead view Hume as a critic
         of moral responsibility—who has no need for moral responsibility in the absence of
         a just world—then Hume’s strange lapses become perceptive strengths. That may not
         suffice to establish the accuracy of my interpretation of Hume, but it enhances its
         plausibility.
      

      
       Hume’s belief system abjures AA, and it is the belief system of someone who lived
         a satisfying and—in Adam Smith’s judgment—a morally exemplary life. Hume’s belief
         system was a contributing factor to the moral excellence of his life: it protected
         him from vanity and strengthened him through a long and—as he clearly recognized—fatal
         illness during which he never lost his warmth and cheerfulness. His physician described
         him, within a few days of his death, as being extremely weak but “quite free from
         anxiety, impatience, or low spirits”; and in a letter shortly after Hume’s death the
         physician reported that “he never dropped the smallest expression of impatience, but
         when he had occasion to speak to the people about him, always did it with affection
         and tenderness.” Adam Smith’s opinion of Hume seemed to be widely shared: “Upon the
         whole, I have always considered him, both in his lifetime and since his death, as
         approaching as nearly to the idea of a perfectly wise and virtuous man, as perhaps
         the nature of human frailty will admit.” Hume’s life is lived proof that living well
         does not require the AA system or any of its elements.
      

      
      Apotheosis Aspiration and the
 Modest Moral Animal Alternative
      

      
      Apotheosis aspiration is riddled with distortions, propped up by nonconscious false
         beliefs, and survives by avoiding deeper inquiry and linking its elements into a system
         of mutual support. Fortunately there is an alternative to the AA system and its harms.
      

      
      As Thomas Nagel (1979, 13) notes, the source of absurdity is the enormous distance
         between aspiration and result. Gustave Flaubert grieved that “Language is like a cracked
         kettle on which we beat out tunes for bears to dance to, while all the time we long
         to move the stars to pity.” But writing tunes for bears—and teenagers, and ballerinas,
         and communities—to dance to is a wonderful and sometimes beautiful accomplishment.
         Stars, in common with gods, are seldom moved to pity. Dances often enhance community
         enjoyment and sociability and unity, and that is a worthwhile end. Genuine goods and
         pleasures need not be eternal nor original: the fiddle player at the dance plays the
         same tunes his father and his grandfather played, and their fathers before them, but
         the tunes remain delightful and the fiddle playing a worthwhile effort. Seeking meaning
         in the eternal is not a promising quest: if something ephemeral is of little worth,
         making it eternal will not enhance its value. The solution involves coming down from
         the heights, recognizing that we are human animals and not gods, and understanding
         that living mortal human lives is neither absurd nor useless.
      

      
      We are not self-made, we are not and never were totally self-sufficient, but we can
         and do accomplish worthwhile projects that require the support of others and that
         build on the work of those who came before us. We are not radically different from
         other animals, and therefore we can gain important self-knowledge from the study of
         other animals. We have valuable free will that serves our needs as foraging animals
         but does not make us godlike. Belief in moral responsibility and just deserts has
         no value—and causes great harm—for animals like ourselves. While we have rational
         powers and will power, both are quite limited and not at all godlike. We are profoundly
         social animals, and cooperative projects and social causes are valuable to our well-being—so
         long as constructing the Tower of Babel is not the goal. Rather that aspiring to apotheosis,
         we live better as modest moral animals.
      

      
      From an AA perspective it may be disappointing to acknowledge that we are animals
         rather than gods, but there is nothing either absurd or demeaning about it. For those
         who reject belief in God—and feel liberated by doing so—taking the next step to eliminating
         the apotheosis aspiration remnants of that belief is also a liberating process. In
         some cases the motivation for renouncing religious doctrines was their stark moral
         ugliness: the subordination of women, mistreatment of gays, approval of slavery, the
         intolerance of “heretics” who raise questions, the notion of a “just” God imposing
         eternal torture on creatures of his own design. But another vital factor—and this
         may be combined with rejecting the ugliness—is the liberating effect of being able
         to question anything. There is no limit to inquiry and no forbidden knowledge. All the problems and doubts can come out into the open and be
         acknowledged and examined (without the terrible fear of “losing my faith,” without
         fear of virulent heresy or eternal damnation). The cure for AA is to celebrate and
         enlarge that liberation: you can question moral responsibility, challenge a deeply
         entrenched system, search without limits for the deep causes of our characters and
         behavior, explore new social and ethical models. The replacement Modest Moral Animal
         system combines unlimited deep inquiry with the mundane pursuit of understanding.
         Its core value is thinking for oneself at school, on the job, in politics, in society.
         It promotes deep appreciation of our cooperative pursuits and the social, cultural,
         and historical support that makes possible our genuine achievements and discoveries.
      

      
       Sartre suffers existential anguish, insisting that to be human is to be driven by
         unattainable goals. Aquinas postulates the necessity of a goal beyond anything we
         can achieve in our mortal lives—“Our last end is the uncreated good, namely God, who
         alone by his infinite goodness can perfectly satisfy our will” (Aquinas 1948, II.
         3:c)—and our free pursuit of such a goal provides evidence of God’s existence. Nietzsche
         believes there must be some overarching and seemingly impossible goal, and is willing to sacrifice himself
         and everyone else to attain it. Smilansky embraces the need for such an unattainable
         goal, recognizes that it is unattainable, and resolves to ward off despair by means
         of illusions. Solomon believes there must be such a goal if life is to have meaning,
         recognizes that the goal is unattainable, and concludes that everything is vanity
         and vexation of spirit. All of these are driven by an aspiration for apotheosis, which
         follows the path to obsession, illusion, and despair.
      

      
      The choice between absolute eternal goals and purposeless ennui is a false dichotomy.
         We cannot discover our “purpose in life.” Such a quest is a remnant of godly thinking, in which we are
         artifacts of God and live best when we live in accordance with that defined purpose.
         Philip Kitcher makes clear the cost of such transcendent goals:
      

      
      
         Transcending finitude is purchased at the cost of autonomy. Mill’s “fundamental freedom,”
            the choice of one’s own good, is subordinated to a cosmic enterprise beyond human
            understanding, our autonomy is reduced to acceptance of a remote venture in which
            we play only bit parts, without any clear consciousness of how our doings contribute.
            We are minute cogs in a vast machine whose point exceeds our comprehension. (2014,
            115)
         

         
      

      Those who lose the belief in a given or assigned purpose but retain apotheosis aspiration
         often suppose that the only worthwhile purpose must be absolute, eternal, godlike.
         Like Nietzsche, they may devote their lives to a desperate and dangerous obsession
         (perhaps to a cult); or (like Tolstoy) they may despair. Seeking super eternal goals
         or embracing meaningless futility are two sides of the same destructive AA coin. 
      

      
       We live better as foraging animals when we seek goals, rather than wandering aimlessly.
         Our worthwhile purposes are not assigned; rather, we must make and affirm them. Fashioning
         a loving and nurturing environment for children is a worthwhile goal; of course—like
         all mortals—the children will not live forever; that does not make the goal less important
         or less satisfying. Fighting racism; writing a good poem; solving the four color theorem;
         building a safer car; protecting a threatened wetland; stopping Dengue Fever: none
         of these projects are eternal, but all—and many others—are worthwhile goals contributing
         to satisfying lives for mortal human animals. As Kitcher notes, meaningful goals can
         be modest and local: “Secularists should endorse not only the grand accomplishments
         of the poets and the statesmen and the scientists, but also the humbler self-conceptions
         of those whose pursuits and achievements focus more locally, on family, on friendship,
         on community, on the maintenance of things that matter to a small group of other people”
         (2014, 101).
      

      
       David Hume had goals that were sometimes achieved and sometimes not, found satisfaction
         in pursuing goals that he affirmed as his own, and lived successfully with the realization
         that he is an animal rather than a god. For those who are liberated from belief in God, liberation from AA carries the same range of benefits. We treasure
         the freedom from constraint; we are not required to seek a perfect goal, a universal
         solution, an eternal end; and we can examine what we really are and affirm what we
         really value, not what we must do to be like gods. Deeper understanding and the opportunity
         for cooperative accomplishment is not a substitute for apotheosis aspiration, but
         it is a healthier and happier path for foraging human animals.
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         After Albany he entered the doctoral program at UNC-Chapel Hill, where he completed
         his philosophy Ph.D. and shared a house with some disreputable history grad students
         who became lifelong friends.
      

      
       He recently retired from teaching philosophy at Youngstown State University, having
         arrived in Youngstown when the enormous steel mills along the Mahoning River were
         shutting down and people of all ages who had worked in the mills were enrolling at
         YSU. They were wonderful hard-working students from all of the many ethnic groups
         that for many decades had landed in Youngstown to work in the steel mills. He taught—and
         learned from—the amazing students at YSU for three immensely rewarding decades.
      

      
       This book brings together the philosophical questions that have dominated Bruce’s
         philosophical interests. First, what is the basis for belief in moral responsibility,
         and what is the relation between moral responsibility and free will; and second, how
         do philosophical systems work and how do the parts of such systems work together to hold them in place. Free Will, Moral Responsibility, and the Desire to Be a God is an attempt to understand the deep nature of the larger philosophical system in
         which moral responsibility plays a powerful role, the hidden elements of that system
         that explain its charms and its resilience, and the promising possibilities of an
         alternative system. His recent books include Against Moral Responsibility (2011), The Stubborn System of Moral Responsibility (2015), Restorative Free Will (2015), and The Injustice of Punishment (2018). Many of his journal articles as well as descriptions of his other books can
         be found at BruceNWaller.com.
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