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Darwin went down to Georgia

Michael Coulter [contributing writer]
 
When I was a little kid, I used to go to Sunday school. At five or six years old, coloring a picture of Jesus and singing a song was probably enough to get my young soul into heaven. Granted, at the current point in my life, coloring a picture of Jesus wouldn't cover me for the crooked shit I pulled on Saturday afternoon, but those were simpler times. 

They weren't really teaching us kids about God so much as they were introducing him. Jesus was Joe Camel and the church was a big tobacco company.

By the time I got to be 12 years old, Sunday school was always a big discussion. We weren't becoming more religious, necessarily, but we did talk about religion. Actually, that's not true. We kids didn't talk about religion so much as question it. There was a lot to question. Here I was, just about to hit puberty, and most of it already didn't make sense. The first thing they tell you is the story of Adam and Eve, and my social studies textbook had already told me that story didn't hold water.

I might have had a different viewpoint if I was from Georgia. That state's school superintendent has proposed striking the word "evolution" from the state's science curriculum. I don't know much about Georgia, but I bet it's an interesting state. They probably live in a world that is flat and if you sail too far, you will fall off the side. Things must float in the air all the time, since I'm sure they believe the laws of gravity to also be sort of an antiquated notion. I bet people are really tired there, too. After all, that weekly bloodletting can really sap your energy.

It's a tough situation for Georgia. It's gotta be hard for the schools to teach evolution, seeing as the highest education representative in the state apparently hasn't evolved since her Sunday school years. 

In all fairness, they haven't abandoned the idea of evolution entirely, but have instead decided to call it "biological changes over time." OK, anyone not from Georgia would probably define evolution as "biological changes over time," so it must just be the word evolution itself, right? Apparently, it is. Superintendent Kathy Cox insists that "evolution" is nothing more than a buzzword and doesn't need to be used in class.

Um, hey there, Kathy, "bling-bling" is a buzzword. "Evolution" is a scientific term whose concept is accepted by pretty much any scientist you can find, at least the ones outside of Georgia. Do you really still think Adam and Eve were the first people here? Where do those dinosaur bones fit in? Geez Louise, take one look at Ed Asner and you have to be convinced of the idea of evolution. If you ask me, "Dumbass Freaking Idiot" should be a new "buzzword." People can use it to describe school superintendents in Georgia.

Wouldn't it be a pleasant surprise for the rest of the United States if she made a proposal forcing every school to teach evolution? That would be a harder decision, sure, but the state might receive support and respect instead of criticism and ridicule. Geez, even a monkey would know something like that.

She says the ban is to alleviate pressure on teachers in conservative areas of Georgia where parents don't believe in evolution. Yeah, that's a good idea; if a few rednecks don't believe in it, then by all means, don't teach it, even if it's true. You're talking about a state where some folks still have confederate flags in their truck windows and NASCAR is seen as the sport of kings. If anyone could use a little education, it's those fellas.

If what people believe in is the only criterion for education in Georgia, then the children's class schedules are going to look pretty funny. "Let's see, first hour I have Not Bathing 101. Second hour, I have Banging Your Cousin 207. Third hour, I have Racism 125 … and so on."

Sure, it's America and everyone is allowed to believe whatever he wants. If I want to believe God is speaking to me through an expired jug of milk, that's OK. If my neighbor wants to believe his dog is the ruler of the universe, I'm cool with that. If you insist on teaching either of those concepts in school, though, it's going to be a bit of a problem. Just because you believe something, it doesn't necessarily make it true, even if you really believe it.

Actually, Georgia may be able to make a good case for evolution not holding water in a few years. If you don't teach kids what they need to know, then there's a good chance they won't evolve. They will stay exactly the same and grow up to raise ignorant children who will follow suit. If you aren't evolving, an argument could be made that you're devolving. It'll be nice to vacation in Georgia 20 years from now. Where else can you see a Cro-Magnon man in his natural habitat?

Michael Coulter is a videographer at Parkland College. He writes a weekly e-mail column, "This Sporting Life" and has hosted several local comedy shows.
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Evolution opponents score in Georgia
“This textbook contains material on evolution. Evolution is a theory, not a fact, regarding the origin of living things. This material should be approached with an open mind, studied carefully and critically examined.”
Disclaimer in Cobb County science textbooks

In a Georgia county where the words above appear on stickers at the front of 13 science textbooks for middle school and high school, teachers are now allowed to discuss alternatives to biological evolution in the classroom. The Cobb County school board came to its unanimous decision on Sept. 26 after a 30-day review of its former policy on teaching “theories of origin.” 

Just a day before the announcement of the review period on Aug. 22, a Cobb County parent, Jeffrey Selman, with the support of the American Civil Liberties Union, sued the school board for its decision earlier this year to place the disclaimer in science textbooks. Selman now hopes to broaden the scope of the original law suit filed in August in U.S. District Court to include a challenge to the new policy.

In this second largest school district in Georgia, located just northwest of Atlanta, the debate of how to teach evolution in schools is not a new one, nor is it strictly a Georgian issue. In school systems from Kansas and Ohio to Louisiana and Alabama, the past few years have seen increased challenges to the teaching of evolution. 

Many school districts have been seeking to give equal time in the classroom to so-called alternative theories on the origin of life, including intelligent design creationism — a view of creationism that emphasizes the role of a creator, the designer, in establishing the rules of the natural world. In Ohio, the state school board is considering including intelligent design creationism in life and earth science curricula for tenth through twelfth grade. While the latest school board policy change in Georgia did not specifically seek to teach students these alternatives, its goal was to give teachers the discretion to discuss alternatives when they feel it is appropriate.

“We do not expect teachers to teach creationism. Our intention is to promote a broad-based science curriculum which will acknowledge that there are differences of opinion about the origin of life, and to encourage students and others to be tolerant and respectful of those who may have different beliefs,” said Curt Johnston, chairman of the Cobb County school board, at the September school board hearing. 

The school board’s old policy, adopted in 1995, acknowledged that “some scientific accounts of the origin of human species as taught in public schools are inconsistent with the family teachings of a significant number of Cobb County citizens.” It pledged both respect for those family teachings and separation between church and state.

Just as school board members argued that disclaimers in biology textbooks will promote critical, independent thinking among students, they stressed that the new policy will further encourage a diversity of opinion in the classroom — allowing students to better reach their own conclusions about the origins of life. “Although individual board members, or different families, may have differing views concerning the teaching of evolution, the new policy requires that we acknowledge a diversity of opinion without watering down discussion of factual evidence supporting different scientific theories,” Johnston says. 

Critics of the board’s decision, however, say that the decision opens the door for teachers to include faith-based ideas on the origin of life in their biology or earth science classes. Among those critics, the National Science Teachers Association wrote to the Cobb County school board, asking them to reject any policy that allows teachers to promote nonscientific viewpoints related to the origin of life. National Academy of Sciences (NAS) President Bruce Alberts also weighed in on the issue, urging the board not to move forward with the new policy. In his letter, he asked 30 Georgian scientists and physicians who are members of NAS and its sister entity, the Institute of Medicine, to urge Cobb school board members to remove the evolution disclaimers from science textbooks. Despite their efforts and those of others, the new policy and the old disclaimers remain, as does passionate debate about the role alternative views on evolution should play in the classroom. The board faced considerable lobbying efforts in favor of the new policy by local chapters of the Christian Coalition and American Family Association.

While science does encourage students to learn through inquiry, the leading alternative theories to evolution, such as intelligent design creationism, have not undergone the scientific review process and do not belong in the classroom, says Ken Miller, a biology professor at Brown University. “Creation science is afraid of the scientific process and so is turning to the government to do an end-run around the scientific method,” he says.

Miller also is author of Prentice Hall Biology, one of the textbooks in which Cobb County placed disclaimers stating that “evolution is a theory and not a fact.” The disclaimers, Miller says, undermine the entire scientific method by improperly communicating the nature of a scientific theory. 

Indeed, “theories are the substance of science,” says Keith Miller, a geology professor at Kansas State University. Everything in science is theory, both Millers point out. Facts are merely repeatable, verifiable observations; theories explain facts. The disclaimers will end up confusing students at what might be their first introduction to the scientific method, they say, and will single out evolution as though it is a particularly troublesome area of biology. Both results could harm students’ understanding of science. 

Both Keith and Ken Miller say that Cobb County’s struggle mirrors those of Kansas, Alabama and a number of other states, in which a grassroots effort by scientists and local citizens succeeded in maintaining high science standards that include teaching biological evolution, and not alternatives. A similar grassroots effort in Georgia could also end in success, Ken Miller says.

Himself an evangelical Christian, Keith Miller suggests that teachers field questions about alternatives to evolution in the context of the history of science and not science itself. “History can be a very effective way of communicating that there is no conflict between science and religion.” He cites that some of Charles Darwin’s original supporters were fundamentalist Christians. In his own introductory college classes, Keith Miller says that the historical approach has helped bridge the gap between science and religion. This gap, he says, is often needlessly created due to poor communication from both the scientific and theological communities.

But, at least for now, under the new district-wide policy, Cobb County teachers will have the right to teach alternatives to evolution in any context they choose. The debate surrounding teaching evolution in the Georgia county will likely not go away, however; it could continue for months, or even years and ultimately be resolved in court. Indeed, says Barry Lynn, executive director for Americans United for Separation of Church and State: “It would be as if Cobb County were putting up a giant ‘sue me’ sign.”
Lisa M. Pinsker


	  

HIGH VOLTAGE
What's Up With a Good Witch? 
What are your views on Harry Potter? How do you feel about Christian bands touring with secular artists? Bob answers in this month's "High Voltage." Plus, Skillet's Alien Youth in Tune In. 
By Bob Smithouser 
DEAR BOB: I’m wondering about your views on Harry Potter. I don’t think the books and movie are good for anyone because of the witches and sorcery. 

· Peter Salvaire, Victoria, Australia 
Despite talking up positive virtues like courage, integrity and self-sacrifice, the "Harry Potter" saga definitely puts a positive spin on something the Bible forbids: witchcraft. Despite what you may read in J.K. Rowling’s novels or see on the big screen, there’s no such thing as a "good witch." It’s an oxymoron. In Deuteronomy 18: 10-12, God’s people are warned, "Let no one be found among you who . . . practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft or casts spells. . . . Anyone who does these things is detestable to the LORD." 

Now, I’m not saying everyone who’s into "Harry Potter" will race to the library to study up on sorcery, browse the occult section at Barnes & Noble or try casting spells. But some will. How do I know? Because 18 months ago, a British organization representing druids and witches hired someone full-time to counsel the hundreds of young people calling to learn how to be a witch. That was when Harry Potter-mania was restricted to books. Now it’s a movie, too. 
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The story features a young man, oppressed at home, seeking a way to express what lies within him. Hey, if you’re normal, you deal with conflicts at home. You’re trying to figure out who you are and the nature of your gifts. You want to feel accepted and understood. One reason Harry Potter set box-office records — and will thrash the competition when it hits home video — is because it tapped into that common struggle we all face growing up. Here’s the rub: Harry’s salvation comes from a school of wizardry and magic. True salvation comes from a relationship with the living God who created and redeemed us. Accept no substitutes! 


	


Putting Harry in His Place 

A single mom in Arkansas persuaded her local school board to protect students from the sorcery and deception in Harry Potter books. That made the school librarian - and the media - downright mad. 

By Tom Hess 

Harry Potter is everywhere — in the theaters, in the bookstores, on television ads and in places some parents would rather he not show up, like the local school. 

So you’d think, with all that buzz, the boy wizard wouldn’t need any extra help to get kids to take in his latest exploits. Yet extra help is exactly what he was getting in Cedarville, Ark., where school officials gave students in accelerated reading programs who read Harry Potter books extra-credit points. 

At least they did until Angie Haney found out about it. 
Haney, a single mother of two in nearby Van Buren, Ark., discussed the extra-credit policies when she checked on what her children were studying. She already was concerned about the Potter phenomenon, after her pastor talked about the books at a Wednesday night church meeting last year. The pastor, Mark Hodges of Uniontown Assembly of God in Van Buren, pointed out that the Harry Potter series presents sorcery as a force that can be used for good or evil. 
“The first Harry Potter movie had just come out, and the longer I thought about it, the more a conviction arose in my heart that I should do something,” Haney told Citizen. 

She bought a paperback copy of the first Potter book, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, at a local Wal-Mart and read it. She was appalled. 

“Normally, I don’t stand up and say anything, but I didn’t see how this book fit into any areas of their life,” she said. “It demeaned everything I was trying to teach my kids. I do not want them taught witchcraft and the occult. That’s not permissible in my house.” 

Haney attended a Cedarville school board meeting to express her concerns but was told she first had to fill out a complaint form and submit it to a school library committee. The form asked Haney to cite specific passages and page numbers. She devoted much of her attention to examples of Harry breaking school rules. For example, Harry is goaded into disobeying a teacher’s orders (page 149) and is rewarded for it; his friend, Hermoine, gains acceptance from Harry and other students when she tells her first lie to a teacher (page 177); a boy tries to stop Harry and his friends from breaking a house rule and as a result he’s called an “idiot” and paralyzed by a spell (page 272, 273). 

The book “repeatedly portrays parents and teachers as the enemy,” Haney wrote. “It depicts bad behavior with little or no consequences for wrongdoing.” As for promoting wizardry, “the author throughout the book shows ‘mortal’ living in a poor if not disgraceful [light] while living at the ‘wizard school’ is grand and wonderful.” 

	The Sorcerer’s Appendix
The Harry Potter books promote occultism, not only in their positive portrayal of wizadry but also in author J.K. Rowling’s use of occult history 
Nicolas Flamel, a key figure in the first book, was a French alchemist in the late 1300’s. In the Potter book, Flamel is said to have created the Sorcerer’s Stone, source of the “Elixer of Life, which will make the drinker immortal” (Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, page 220). Legend says that the real-life Flamel concocted a similar substance, known as the Philosopher’s Stone, which turned base metals into silver and gold and gave its creator eternal life. Rowling’s book suggests that Flamel still lives; she gives his age as 665. 

Rowling’s Flamel also shares the historical Flamel’s outlook on death. At the end of the Potter book, the Sorcerer’s Stone is destroyed, depriving Flamel of his life-giving elixir. Yet he is not afraid to die, because dying will simply be “like going to bed after a very, very long day. After all, to the well-organized mind, death is but the next great adventure” (page 297). Likewise the real Flamel “would have had no temptation to evade death, for he regarded death merely as the transition to a better state,” according to the 1997 tome Magicians, Seers and Mystics. 

Other names from occult history show up in Sorcerer’s Stone: Paracelsus was a 16th century Swiss alchemist, and French mystic Adalbert was convicted of sorcery in 744. - Tom Hess 
Focus on the Family offers the book Harry Potter and the Bible for a suggested donation of $12. Call 1-800-A-FAMILY and request item BD323, or visit our Web bookstore at www.family.org/resources 


	


The complaint form invited her to recommend what action the school should take. She wanted the books withheld from all students. Months later, Haney was told the committee had voted unanimously against her. 

Undaunted, she went back to the school board. And she had reason to believe at least one member would listen. Her pastor is serving his third year on the board. 

“I asked them to consider the educational value of the book,” she said. “I didn’t think it was appropriate.” 

By a 3-2 vote, the board decided to require students who wanted to check out the books to get their parents’ permission first. 

Pastor Hodges said the books are sequestered in plain view on shelves behind librarian office windows at both Cedarville Middle School and Cedarville High School. 

“We’re not hiding the books,” Hodges said, “but the local media made it seem like we were the Taliban.” 

Arkansas’ biggest newspaper, The Arkansas Democrat-Gazette in Little Rock, ridiculed Cedarville’s board. 

“What could this school board have been thinking?” the paper editorialized. “All the board may have achieved was to make itself look mindless. And spineless. It’s allowed one parent to dictate a halfway kind of censorship that should never have made it even that far. . . . Adults can be so juvenile sometimes.” 

Haney said she lets media criticism roll off her back: 

“This is not one of the more pleasant things I’ve done. [But] the criticism doesn’t bother me.” 

Hodges’ most aggressive adversary has been a district employee — Cedarville High librarian Estella Roberts. 

“She called the local TV stations, who stuck cameras in our faces,” Hodges said. “She’s a full-force liberal, and it’s like she owns the library. As a board, we can check on textbooks, but we’re told the library is for the librarians. That doesn’t make sense to me.” 

Citizen called Roberts to ask about the controversy. Here’s a partial transcript of the interview: 

Citizen: Why do you oppose the board’s Harry Potter policy? 

Roberts: One, they’re censoring. Two, they’re making it hard for kids to have access to books. Third, they’re making more work for me. Four, they’re not letting professionals do their job. 

Citizen: The books are visible to the students and can be checked out with a note from a parent. How is that censorship? 

Roberts: It’s not readily available. That’s a form of censoring. Children have to have a parent’s signature. They have taken rights away from other parents who are not quite as involved. 

Citizen: How does the policy take rights away from a less-involved parent if the policy requires the parent to give approval? 

Roberts: It still is censoring, and they’re still taking rights away from parents, those who are not quite as involved. 

Citizen: What about a child who goes to his disinterested foster parent for permission? How is that taking away the parents’ rights? 

Roberts: I don’t know. It doesn’t really matter. It’s still censoring, and students are not allowed to check out the books they want. You’re hinging this on some specific parental case. 

Citizen: Can you give an example that would illustrate your concern about parental rights? 

Roberts: I’ve already explained to you everything I intend to say. I need to check out a few books for my students. 

And then she hung up. 

The policy is now the subject of a lawsuit, filed July 3 in U.S. district court by the parents of a Cedarville fourth-grader, Dakota Counts. 

“Children carrying the book with them in the school will be known to be carrying the bad book,” the Counts’ lawsuit contends. “The actual motivation of the school board was to limit children’s access to literature that, in the school board’s opinion, conflicts with its members’ own personal religious views.” 

The Counts’ attorney, Brian Meadors, published an editorial in the local newspaper describing the board members as “bureaucrats” with “peculiar religious views.” 

Hodges said the five-member school board is committed to defending its Harry Potter policy in court. 

“The school district attorney asked us if we were committed,” he said, “and it’s 4-1 in favor.” 



This article appeared in Citizen magazine. Copyright © 2002 Focus on the Family. All rights reserved. International copyright secured.
 
	


The Satanic Verses 
Salman Rushdie
(Viking Penguin Inc., New York, 1988.)



The Satanic Verses, a Review
First, some background information compiled from Newsweek and Time Magazine when the book was first published in 1988:

	"The book that is worth killing people and burning flags for is not the book that I wrote," Salmon Rushdie, 41-year-old author of The Satanic Verses, told Time Magazine. shortly after its publication in 1988.

Rushdie's book caused deep rumblings among faithful Muslims offended by its content, prompting protests and book burnings and even riots in which several people were killed.

The furor reached new heights when Iran's Ayatollah Khomeini joined in, proclaiming the book a work of blasphemy and condemning Rushdie to death for "insulting Islam, the prophet Muhammed and the holy Koran."

Eager followers put a bounty on Rushdie's head, adding riches to what Khomeini had already guaranteed as a place in heaven for the successful assassin.

Aftershocks spread around the world as the issue became a more fundamental one -- that of the vast cultural differences between the East and West concerning morality and basic freedom.

Tremors were even felt in America's shopping malls as at least three major bookstore chains temporarily removed the books from their shelves in the interest of employee safety in the face of several threats.

As Rushdie saw it, his book "isn't actually about Islam but about migration, metamorphosis, divided selves, love, death, London and Bombay," he told Time.

The sad irony, he said, "is that after working for five years to give voice and fictional flesh to the immigrant culture of which I myself am a member, I should see my book burned, largely unread, by the people it's about -- people who might find some pleasure and much recognition in its pages."

Rushdie, born in India to Muslim parents, was reared in Bombay and educated in England. He also lived awhile in Pakistan before he became a British subject.

He no longer considers himself a Muslim, which makes the book all the more insulting to the members of the faith. He has been reviled by them as an "apostate," one who knows the truth and turns away from it. The traditional Muslim punishment for this is death.

"How fragile civilization is," Rushie reportedly wrote after Muslims in Britain set fire to his novel. "How easily, how merrily a book burns!"


In issuing his decree against Salmon Rushdie and his book, The Satanic Verses, Iran's Ayatollah Khomeini drew worldwide attention to a novel that otherwise might have gone largely unnoticed by many people. It is Khomeini who helped make The Satanic Verses a bestseller.

The 100,000 copies first distributed in the United States quickly sold out. Another 200,000 copies were expected any day. I was told on the day I sought out my own copy. I was 90th on a waiting list at at a St. Louis Brentano's bookstore, where 200 copies of the book were due momentarily.

The call came on a Tuesday night. The books are in. We will hold your copy until Saturday. I quickly asked the saleswoman to put it on my card and ship the book via UPS next-day delivery. I immediately laughed at myself because somewhere deep down I felt afraid someone -- a Muslim radical! -- would somehow find out I had ordered the forbidden book. I pushed aside these foolish feelings. I am safe in Poplar Bluff, I kept telling myself. Besides, I don't know any Muslims, much less fanatics.

The book arrived on Thursday, concealed in an unmarked brown envelope. I sensed I somehow had achieved my own small victory over the fearsome and oppressive Khomeini as I broke open the book and eased back its stiff new bindings, and breathed in deeply the fresh ink of its pages.

My eagerness was tempered as I reminded myself the book apparently had brought pain to a great many Muslim faithful, and as I knew only a little about Muslims, their faith or their culture, I sensed I may somehow be mocking them by reading it.

My devotion to freedom of expression won out, however, as that was the reason I pursued the book at all.

I would describe Rushdie's novel as a discourse on the age-old topic of good versus evil and the question of which is the inherent nature of man. Rushdie's imagination is incredibly diverse and his use of language brilliant. His plot, however, seemed to me extremely complicated as the action shifts among his characters and their changing states of consciousness. But popping up like corks in a tide of confusing, twisted plots are profound statements about life. The work is rich in allegory, perhaps to a fault, and brings forth some poignant aphorisms.

In reviewing this book, I will provide a basic outline of the plots, describe several of the passages reportedly found to be especially offensive by Muslims, and share some of the book's passages I find to be exceptional. In doing so, please rejoice with me in the fact that as Americans we are able to read what we like, discuss what we like and express what we like. But perhaps more importantly, we are unable to silence that which we do not like.
	Our story begins as the two central characters -- both Indian actors -- find themselves falling out of the sky as their jetliner bound for London is blown to bits by terrorists. Gibreel Farishta, a dashing leading man and film star in Bombay, has left his world of fame and fortune to pursue the love of his life, a woman of adventure who has climbed Mount Everest, in London.

His reluctant companion is Saladin Chamcha, a successful commercial voice-over man with a talent for impersonation. The two middle-aged actors have an animated conversation as they hurtle toward earth. They somehow land safely, but then their troubles begin anew. Gibreel dreams himself into the persona of the archangel Gabriel; Chamcha grows horns and hooves and temporarily turns into the devil.

An extravagant cast of characters leads us from the deserts of ancient Arabia to the slums of modern London,and a tortuous plot ends on a pleasingly sentimental note. Along the way, the author writes about his schooling and young adulthood in Britain, about his love for Bombay, and the death of his father. He explores the roots of his Muslim faith and retells some legends of the Prophet Muhammed in whimsical and outrageous ways, taking care to offer up these sequences as dreams or even dreams within dreams by characters who may or may not be mad.

Some of the most congested sequences in the book are those describing the birth of a religion that looks very much like Islam. These events, dreamed by Gibreel in the course of a drawn-out mental breakdown, are derived form traditional accounts of Muhammed's life, but Rushdie spins them into fantasy and embroiders them with irreverent touches of sex, humor and politics.

Rushdie's fictional prophet is called Mahound, the name that 19th century Christian missionaries mockingly used in the medieval religious plays for a satanic version of Muhammed. At least one of Mahound's followers, "a bum from Persia" who shares the author's first name, becomes convinced that Mahound is little more than a charismatic charlatan. Salman commits an unthinkable sin. His job is to write down the revelations of God as recited by Mahound, but he repeatedly changes Mahound's words. When the prophet realizes this, he explodes: "Your blasphemy cannot be forgiven." The punishment is death. But Mahound is merciful and finally spares the life of Salman the book character. But the same cannot be said for Salman Rushdie. His passages satirize a belief at the heart of Islam, that the Koran is the word of God revealed to Muhammed by the archangel Gabriel.

Another of Rushdie's bitterly disputed passages deals with the famous Satanic Verses from which the novel takes its title. Here Mahound is tempted by Gibreel to cut a deal with the enemies of his embryonic faith and tolerate the worship of three of their goddesses alongside the one God. Gibreel later tells Mahound the idea came from Satan and the prophet orders acceptance of the rival deities to be stricken from the holy text.

Perhaps the most sensational episode takes place in a brothel and bestows on prostitutes the names of Muhammed's wives. This is outrageous to Muslims since they revere their prophet's spouses as "mothers of all believers." Rushdie does not present Mahound's wives as fallen women, though; rather, the prostitutes borrow the names and gradually take on the identities of the wives to mock Mahound. One Muslim, quoted in Time, likens this episode to "presenting the Virgin Mary as a whore."

Defenders of the book point out that, as in the brothel scene, scurrilous material is often not Rushdie's own characterization of Muhammed and his followers but is instead the accusations of the idolaters whom the prophet is seeking to overthrow.


While Rushdie's book is somewhat tedious, the author makes many humorous, and at times outrageous, observations. Among them:

Gibreel the movie star has a particularly nasty case of halitosis, which his irreverent leading lady Pimple Billimore describes as "breath of rotting cockroach dung. Damn good for him the movies don't smell, or he wouldn't get a job as a leper even." The author remarks, "in life, unlike the cinema, people know if you stink."

Of God and science: "The leaflet argued that even the scientists were busily re-inventing God, that once they had proved the existence of a single unified force of which electromagnetism, gravity and the strong and weak forces of the new physics were all merely aspects ... avatars, one might say, or angels, then what would we have but the oldest thing of all, a supreme entity, controlling all creation ... You see, what our friend says is, if you have to choose between some type of disembodied force-field and the actual living God, which one would you go for, na? You can't pray to an electric current. No point asking a wave-form for the key to Paradise."

Of religion: "From the beginning man used God to justify the unjustifiable."

Of the state of man: "Something was badly amiss with the spiritual life of the planet ... Too many demons inside people claiming to believe in God."

Of expression: "The real language problem: how to bend it, shape it, how to let it be our freedom, how to repossess its poisoned wells, how to master the river of words of time of blood: about all that you haven't got a clue ... Language is courage: the ability to conceive a thought, to speak it, and by doing so to make it true."

Rushdie is a master of understatement as it relates to the bizarre plot and the course of events that befall the character Chamcha:

"When you've fallen from the sky, been abandoned by your friend, suffered police brutality, metamorphosed into a goat, lost your work as well as your wife, learned the power of hatred and regained human shape, what is there left to do but, as you would no doubt phrase it, demand your rights?"

The ironies of life are evident in the book's two main characters: the movie star angel whose thoughts are evil and the voice-over devil whose thoughts are more innocent: "Are they not conjoined opposites, these two, each man the other's shadow? -- One seeking to be transformed into the foreignness he admires, the other preferring, contemptuously, to transform; one, a hapless fellow who seems to be continually punished for uncommitted crimes, the other called angelic by one and all, the type of man who gets away with everything."

Rushdie's own fate is foretold in the fate of the first passenger to be executed by the hijackers: an apostate traitor who became their target because of his decision to give up the turban and cut his hair, which made him a traitor to his faith.

On the author's fate as a writer: "The writer agrees to the ruination of his life, and gains (but only if he's lucky) maybe not eternity, but posterity, at least. Either way, it's the Devil who wins."

Presented in 1989 to the members of the Monday Literary Club, 
1997 Webcurrent Communications , www.webcurrent.com/currents.html
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