SAKAPPEAL: THERE IS ALMOS | NU VIEW |HAT DOES NOT OFFEND SOMEBODY

WD?ENATAR

THE tssue of Sax Appealis but
the ldfest of many instances of
kumotir that have elicited public
mchgmztmn According to reports, at
lenst $wo Christian groups have
Jodged: format complaints. UCT's
responge has been to offer multipie
mnres@ived apologies; while Pick n
Pay thstanced itself from the offend-

mg mmtent and pulled remaining

Ve%eof Sax Appeal from s
shetl

Is the outrage warranted? Are
apologies due? To answer those
questigns, we need to establish the
facts hnd evatuate the obiections.
The céntribution that caused the
mast gffence was a two-page spread

bing 10 black-and-white pho-
topraphs. Captions and speech bub-
$es doniaining religious siogans
zmd proposed retorts were added,

Although the contribution was

Pemad ‘"Pop Ten Atheist Retorts to
Funddmentalist Christians”, only
two réferred specifically o Chris—
fifanity

Thise were alse the two that
sroused most indignation. Tn one,
somebody says: “Jesus died to save
ws from our sins,” to which some-
Baody else replies: “1 bet he feels like
& tool now” The second s a photo-
graph of a lone suitcase on a bag-
gnge-retrieval conveyer belt. One of
the people standing adjacent to it
ways: “Praise the Lord, it's amiracle
S to which somebody else
mrsponds: “No you stupid C.UNT
@Christian who Understands No
‘Theorems), statisticadly they happen
@very 35 days.”

Thers was also a complaimt about
Eapire’s full-page carteon, in which
The recycles a famous sative of the
argument that homesexuvality is
fmmmoral because there is a biblical
fimfunction against it. Here a ques-
tioner asks a religious authority for
gwsdance on how best to follow other
iblical laws, including ones that
#mpose the death penzlty for violar-
img the Sabbath, and others that
parmit slavery

One objection that has been lev-
#lled against the above contribea-
#ions is that they discriminate
mgainst Christians because no other
weligion is ridiculed. Although it is
tirue that Christians were singied
@ut for special mention, the objec.
ifion is, nonethejess, inadequate.

First, the Zapire contribution,
although ostensibly directed at Een-
meth Meshoe, a Christian leader;
applies equally to anybody invoking
= bibitcal verse to argue that home-
mexuality is immoral In eariier
iincarnations the safire was
wddressed to Laura Schlessinger,
who then self-identified as an ortho-
Wox Jew, Thus, it is not rue that
«hristiznity alone has been subject
o ridicule.

Becond, to the extent that some of
#the other humowr is specifically
mhout Christianity there may be an
entirely innoruous explanation. K
@ne wanted %0 lampoon religious
"heliefs, the obvicns target wonld be
thiose that are most widespread in
society, quite simply becuuse they
wroszid be best knowr: and the satire
would have greater reach. Just as

hould we grant moral veto to the

HARD COPY: UCT students sell Sax Appoa! in Long Strest. The writer questions whether the offence taken by some Christians aver material in this year's edition requires an apology.

there are certain advantages that
come with being part of the major-
ity - one’s main holidays can
bécome public holidays, for example
-~ 50 there are also certain disadvan-
tages. We do not hear those who
have objected to Sax Appeal object-
ing to the discrimination in favour
of South Africa’s majority religion.

Third, there are two ways of rec-
tifying the purported diserimina-
tion. The one is to desist from Tidi-
culing any religion, but the other is
to extend the range of religions that

However, If Sax Appeal promised
to mock other religions I fohure
fssues, we can be assured that the
offended Christlans would not be
appeased, This suggests that the
discrimination objection is but a
paripheral objection.

The central objection is that the
humowr is Bmmoral because it is
blasphemons, However, this ohjec.
tion, too, is inadequate.

First, while it is clear that many
rejigions prohibit blasphemy there
is disagresment abowt what consii-
tutes blasphemy Even where there
is agreement, showing that there is
a biblical prohibition against it does
not suffice to show that it is
immoral.

Many biblical prohibitions are
non-moral in nature. They concern
ritual matiers, rather than how we
should treat one another The bibli-
¢l prohibition on consuming leav-
ened food at Passover is presumnably
of thiskind.

In response, it might be argued
that it is always immoral to disobey
God, even if the commangments in
guestion are nonamoral ones. Let's
assume, for a moment, that this is
tree. # would follow that not only
blasphemous hunour, but also every
other religiouslty prohibited action
is immorat. Thus, Muslims conld
claim that consuming alechol is
immoral Non-Muslims would then

need to desist and to apologise fo
Muslims if they imbibed.

The obvioas retort to this is that
Christians do not believe that God
has prohibited aleohol, But that very
retort is open to atheists, who do not
belfeve that God exists and thus do
not believe that he coukd have pro-
hibited blaspheriy This Ieaves those
offering the blasphemy objection in
a bind. However much they may
believe they are right, they have to
realise that others hold different
heliefs with equal conviction,

In the absence of a publicly
acressibie manner of rationally
settling these disputes, others have
no greater reason to curtail their
words o accord with Christian
beliefs than Christians have reason
1o restrict thetr own words to accord
with the convictions of others.

The point, then, isnot that Chris-
tians are wrong, but rather that
they have no publicty accessible way
of proving they are right. H some

Christians, nonetheless, think that
Christian beliefs should determine
the social standards of behaviour
for non-Christians, then they are
advocating discrimination in favour
of Christianity We have already
seen, however, that those leading the
complaints against Sax Appeal are
opposed to religious diserirination.

The foregoing also shows why we
may not now fall back on a common
argument against much hamour -
namely, that i offends. It simply can-
nol be the case that people’s sensitiv-
ities are morally decisive, for this
waonld grant a moral veto to the most

“hypersensitive,

Given the great range of sensifiv-
ities, there is almost no view that
does not offend somebody And those
with opposing views would effec
tively kave a moral veto over one
another. Atheism offends some reft:
gious people, but religion offends
some atheists. The offence objection
is, thus, too expansive. Nor can reli-

glous sensitivities be prioritised.
Although reftgion means a great
deal o many pecple, 50 political
views, ethnicity racial identity or
moral views mean af Jeast as much

1 others.

Perhaps the objection, then, Is
that the hamour is wrong because bt
offends gratuitously While I agree
that gratuitons offence is presump-
tively wrong, it is unclear whether
the offending humour falis into this
category. Many of the “jokes” are
attempts at humorously portraying
serious critiques of religious clabtms.
Tor example, many religions people
iake some relatively rare but
favourable event, such as a recovery
from cancer, as miraculons. Critics
of such claims note that statisticaily,
4 certain number of those treated
will recover, fherchy denying that
the attribution of a miracle is appro-

e,
While these sericus points offend
some people, they are not gratuitous

because they are part of the open
exchange of ideas that is necessary
for the pursait of {ruth. The offence
is often greater when the same
points are made light-heartedly
However, it does not follow that the
offence thereby becomes gratuitous.

The humorcus medinm for
conveying the ideas has cevtain
afvantages. While it often lacks the
sophistication of an extended philo-
sophical argument, it can reach a
wider audience and do so in & pithy
WAy

Anather ohjection is that the
huunour disrespects Christlans. But
15 this really so? It is quite cleay thar
the beliefs of some Christians are
Leing lampooned. 1 say “some”
beeanse, contyary to what some crit-
ics of Sax Appeal have alleged, it is
not the case that all Christians were
referred to as C.UN.Ts, Instead, it
seerns thaf this crass and ridiculous
acronym refers to those Christians
who do not understand “theorems”
—read “probability”, i is only if one
thinks that there ave ne Christians
with # more scphisticated view of
miracles that cne would infer that
the acronymn refers to all Christians.

Although the beliefs of {(some)
Christians are being ridiculed, there
is an important distinction betwean
thinking that somebedy’s heliefs are
Tudicrous and disrespecting that
person. Some Christians draw a par-
ailel distinction when they say that
they “hate the sin bt love the sm—

Bat & it not insulting - d1sre~
spectful of @ person, rather than his
bellefs - {o call him a “stupid
C.UNT"? Well, it ceriainly would be
if one said ¥, in all earnestness, toa
real person. But it does not follow
that it i insulting in a umorous
context. Sometimes the humour lies
in the incongruity of somebody
saying something a decorous person
would never say in real life.

The failvre fo see this 1s a fihue
to understand that there are differ.
ences between humour and reality
This is ot to deny that humotwr can
sometimes do real harm and shonld
ihen be taken seriounsty I is to say
only that those wishing te {ake jocu-
1ar insuts seriously need to demon-
strate, rather than merely assert,
that the rest of us should interyret
the humeour that way This will be
more diffioult than demonstrating
the insult inserious statemenis that,
for example, homosexuals are an
“abomination”.

In the light of the above, i is far
from clear that the offending Sax
Appeal humour is tmmoral. While it
is regrettable that some people have
been offended, to pander fo these
sensitivities only encourages more
indignatien and graduzily shuls
down the range of matters about
which we can joke. This is deeply
troubling, not least because we need
to he gble to laugh at ourseives more,
rather than less, This applies not
only to religicus peaple of various
leinds, butalssto non-religions ones,
many of whom mistakenly think
that religicus people have a monop-
oly on stupidity
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