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PHILADELPHIA

Back in the fall of 2007, with only the most practical motives in mind,

George Kalman took his pen to the standard form for creating a limited

liability company in Pennsylvania.

Mr. Kalman had already formed one such corporation for his information-

technology business and now wanted the same status for his sideline as a

filmmaker, the better to write off expenses on his income taxes.

The first line on the document asked Mr. Kalman to supply his chosen
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corporate name, and he printed it in: I Choose Hell Productions, LLC. In a

personal bit of existentialism, Mr. Kalman believed that, even if life was

often hellish, it was better than suicide.

A week later, the daily mail to Mr. Kalman’s home in the Philadelphia

suburb of Downingtown brought a form letter from the Pennsylvania

Department of State. His corporate filing had been rejected, the letter

explained, because a business name “may not contain words that constitute

blasphemy, profane cursing or swearing or that profane the Lord’s name.”

ADVERTISEMENT

Mr. Kalman felt quite certain, he recalled here the other day, that the letter

was some kind of prank. Nobody had even signed it. And though he did not

know it at the time, Pennsylvania had granted corporate designation to

entities like Devil Media, Vomit Noise Productions and Satanic Butt

Slayers.

After a couple more readings, though, Mr. Kalman realized that the

rejection was genuine. Pennsylvania, it turned out, indeed had a law

against blasphemy. In the short term, Mr. Kalman successfully filed for

incorporation as ICH Productions, LLC. In the longer run, he put in a call

to the state branch of the American Civil Liberties Union and set in motion

a challenge to the state law.

Unlock more free articles.
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“They’re actually imposing their religious beliefs on me,” said Mr. Kalman,
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49. “They’re saying that you either believe what we believe or we won’t let

you live your life.”

Narrowly speaking, the suit filed last month in Federal District Court in

Philadelphia — George Kalman v. Pedro A. Cortés, Pennsylvania’s secretary

of state — seeks to have the state law struck down as unconstitutional.

More broadly and more interestingly, the litigation has lifted the rock off an

obscure remnant of American jurisprudence: the continuing existence of

blasphemy laws.

Such statutes remain on the books in Massachusetts, Michigan, Oklahoma,

South Carolina and Wyoming in addition to Pennsylvania, said Sarah

Barringer Gordon, a law professor at the University of Pennsylvania who is

an expert on blasphemy statutes.

ADVERTISEMENT

While they are “arcane and rarely enforced,” as Professor Gordon put it in

an interview, the laws provide the states with a “symbolic power” of moral

condemnation, as well as the prospect of actual punishment. To cite just

one example, Oklahoma’s statute authorizes as much as one year in prison

and a $500 fine for anyone convicted of blasphemy.
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The problem, at least for opponents of these laws, is that in a nation

without a state religion and with a formal separation of church and state, a

nation with a panoply of faiths and a growing proportion of nonbelievers,

blasphemy is defined by religious, often overtly Christian, terms. Several of

the state statutes explicitly outlaw verbal attacks on God, Jesus Christ, the

Holy Ghost and “Scripture.”

Pennsylvania’s law may be the most idiosyncratic of all, because it covers

George Kalman ran up against
Pennsylvania blasphemy laws in naming
his film company.
Jessica Kourkounis for The New York Times
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only the matter of corporate names. And, rather than being a dusty vestige

of the 19th century, it was enacted (and overwhelmingly so) only in 1977. A

Democratic legislator, Emil Mrkonic, wrote the bill after a mail-order fire-

arms dealer filed incorporation papers for the God Damn Gun Shop.

The statute provides no guidance on what exactly constitutes profaning the

Lord’s name. Nor does it specify who will make that decision, or how it will

be made.

“The fact that there’s some bureaucrat in Harrisburg who decides what’s

blasphemous is outrageous,” said Thomas H. Lee II, a lawyer with the firm

of Dechert LLP, who is handling the case for the A.C.L.U. pro bono.

As for the plaintiff, Mr. Lee added: “Whose Lord are they talking about?

There are Lords in so many religions in the world.”

ADVERTISEMENT

Charlie Young, deputy press secretary for the Pennsylvania Department of

State, said the attorney general’s office was still drafting a formal answer to

Mr. Kalman’s suit. In the absence of such detail, Mr. Young issued this

statement: “The Department of State is upholding the law of the

commonwealth, which was established by the Legislature.”

Subjectivity has long been central to blasphemy laws in the United States.

The big difference in their 19-century heyday, Professor Gordon said, was

the largely unquestioned assumption that the United States was a Christian

country and that “when you insulted God and Jesus, you insulted the
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people.” These early statutes also conflated blasphemy with forms of sexual

immorality.

During the 20th century, however, separate laws emerged to deal with

pornography, profanity and indecency. A landmark Supreme Court

decision in the 1952 case of Burstyn v. Wilson struck down New York

State’s ban on the Roberto Rossellini film “The Miracle,” which had

outraged the Roman Catholic hierarchy with its portrayal of a peasant who

thinks she is the Virgin Mary.

“It is not the business of government in our nation,” the court stated in its

decision, “to suppress real or imagined attacks upon a particular religious

doctrine.”

What mystifies Mr. Kalman a half-century later is that he had not even

intended such an attack. He said he counted both atheists and born-again

Christians among his friends and described his own attitude about God as

“don’t know.”

His views on the Constitution, however, are plenty clear.

“When you read the First Amendment, this is something you can be proud

of,” he said. “If you care about the human condition, then you care about

the First Amendment.”

E-mail: sgfreedman@nytimes.com

Trending

https://www.nytimes.com/trending/


A Man’s Existentialism, Construed as Blasphemy - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/21/us/21religion.html[11/27/2020 5:41:26 PM]

via Mount Sinai Hospital
Dr. Mary Fowkes, 66, Dies; Helped Science Understand the Pandemic
Nov. 26

Damon Winter/The New York Times
Will Wilkinson
Opinion: Why Did So Many Americans Vote for Trump?
Nov. 27

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/health/dr-mary-fowkes-dead.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=514745484&impression_id=6e708bd0-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=0&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/health/dr-mary-fowkes-dead.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=514745484&impression_id=6e708bd0-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=0&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/health/dr-mary-fowkes-dead.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=514745484&impression_id=6e708bd0-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=0&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/opinion/trump-democrats-coronavirus.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=159972711&impression_id=6e708bd1-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=1&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/opinion/trump-democrats-coronavirus.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=159972711&impression_id=6e708bd1-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=1&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/opinion/trump-democrats-coronavirus.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=159972711&impression_id=6e708bd1-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=1&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/opinion/trump-democrats-coronavirus.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=159972711&impression_id=6e708bd1-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=1&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular


A Man’s Existentialism, Construed as Blasphemy - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/21/us/21religion.html[11/27/2020 5:41:26 PM]

Margeaux Walter for The New York Times
I Don’t Want to Be the Office Grandma
4h ago

Christoph Niemann
Why Is My Uncle So Mad About Student Debt Forgiveness?
Nov. 26

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/business/work-friend-advice-roxane-gay.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=579229476&impression_id=6e708bd2-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=2&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/business/work-friend-advice-roxane-gay.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=579229476&impression_id=6e708bd2-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=2&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/business/work-friend-advice-roxane-gay.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=579229476&impression_id=6e708bd2-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=2&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/style/student-debt-forgiveness-backlash.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=997218807&impression_id=6e708bd3-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=3&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/style/student-debt-forgiveness-backlash.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=997218807&impression_id=6e708bd3-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=3&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/style/student-debt-forgiveness-backlash.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=997218807&impression_id=6e708bd3-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=3&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular


A Man’s Existentialism, Construed as Blasphemy - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/21/us/21religion.html[11/27/2020 5:41:26 PM]

Schaun Champion for The New York Times
He Stopped by Her Table, and Then Into Her Life
8h ago

Jesse Dittmar for The New York Times
Why This Billionaire Will Never Leave New York
Nov. 26

ADVERTISEMENT

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/style/he-stopped-by-her-table-and-then-into-her-life.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=333696356&impression_id=6e708bd4-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=4&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/style/he-stopped-by-her-table-and-then-into-her-life.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=333696356&impression_id=6e708bd4-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=4&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/27/style/he-stopped-by-her-table-and-then-into-her-life.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=333696356&impression_id=6e708bd4-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=4&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/nyregion/leonard-lauder.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=617136577&impression_id=6e708bd5-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=5&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/nyregion/leonard-lauder.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=617136577&impression_id=6e708bd5-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=5&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/26/nyregion/leonard-lauder.html?action=click&algo=bandit-all-surfaces-15min&block=lone_trending_recirc&fellback=false&imp_id=617136577&impression_id=6e708bd5-3101-11eb-a7e4-f1fe7802265a&index=5&pgtype=Article&region=footer&req_id=975553039&surface=most-popular


A Man’s Existentialism, Construed as Blasphemy - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/21/us/21religion.html[11/27/2020 5:41:26 PM]

Advertisement
Continue »
Go to Home Page »
news
Opinion
Arts
Living
Listings & More
news
Home Page
World
Coronavirus
U.S.
Politics
Election Results
New York
Business
Tech
Science
Climate
Sports
Obituaries
The Upshot
International
Canada
Español
中文网
Today's Paper
Corrections
Opinion
Today's Opinion
Op-Ed Columnists
Editorials
Op-Ed Contributors
Letters
Sunday Review
Video: Opinion
Arts
Today's Arts
Art & Design

Access more of The Times by creating a free account or logging in.
Access more for free.
EXPAND

Create a free account or log in to
access more of The Times.

CONTINUE

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/world
https://www.nytimes.com/news-event/coronavirus
https://www.nytimes.com/section/us
https://www.nytimes.com/section/politics
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/11/03/us/elections/results-president.html
https://www.nytimes.com/section/nyregion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/business
https://www.nytimes.com/section/technology
https://www.nytimes.com/section/science
https://www.nytimes.com/section/climate
https://www.nytimes.com/section/sports
https://www.nytimes.com/section/obituaries
https://www.nytimes.com/section/upshot
https://www.nytimes.com/international/?action=click&region=MobileNav&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.nytimes.com/ca/?action=click&region=MobileNav&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.nytimes.com/es/
https://cn.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/todayspaper
https://www.nytimes.com/section/corrections
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/columnists
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/editorials
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/contributors
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/letters
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/sunday
https://www.nytimes.com/video/opinion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/design
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/auth/register?response_type=cookie&client_id=freex&asset=Dock&application=Free_Experience&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2Fsubscription%2Fmultiproduct%2Flp8KQUS.html%3FcampaignID%3D7FHH8%26EXIT_URI%3Dhttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2F
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/auth/register?response_type=cookie&client_id=freex&asset=Dock&application=Free_Experience&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2Fsubscription%2Fmultiproduct%2Flp8KQUS.html%3FcampaignID%3D7FHH8%26EXIT_URI%3Dhttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2F
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/auth/register?response_type=cookie&client_id=freex&asset=Dock&application=Free_Experience&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2Fsubscription%2Fmultiproduct%2Flp8KQUS.html%3FcampaignID%3D7FHH8%26EXIT_URI%3Dhttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2F
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/auth/register?response_type=cookie&client_id=freex&asset=Dock&application=Free_Experience&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2Fsubscription%2Fmultiproduct%2Flp8KQUS.html%3FcampaignID%3D7FHH8%26EXIT_URI%3Dhttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2F
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/auth/register?response_type=cookie&client_id=freex&asset=Dock&application=Free_Experience&redirect_uri=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2Fsubscription%2Fmultiproduct%2Flp8KQUS.html%3FcampaignID%3D7FHH8%26EXIT_URI%3Dhttps%3A%2F%2Fwww.nytimes.com%2F


A Man’s Existentialism, Construed as Blasphemy - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/21/us/21religion.html[11/27/2020 5:41:26 PM]

Books
Dance
Movies
Music
Pop Culture
Television
Theater
What to Watch
Video: Arts
Living
At Home
Automobiles
Games
Education
Food
Health
Jobs
Love
Magazine
Parenting
Real Estate
Recipes
Style
T Magazine
Travel
More
Reader Center
Wirecutter
Live Events
The Learning Network
Tools & Services
Multimedia
Photography
Video
Newsletters
TimesMachine
NYT Store
Times Journeys
Manage My Account
Subscribe
Home Delivery
Digital Subscriptions
Games
Cooking
Email Newsletters
Corporate Subscriptions
Education Rate
Mobile Applications
Replica Edition
International
Canada
Español
中文网

© 2020 The New York Times Company

NYTCo Contact Us Work with us Advertise T Brand Studio Your Ad Choices Privacy Policy Terms of Service Terms of Sale

Site Map Help Subscriptions

https://www.nytimes.com/section/books
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/dance
https://www.nytimes.com/section/movies
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/music
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/pop-culture
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/television
https://www.nytimes.com/section/theater
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/what-to-watch
https://www.nytimes.com/video/arts
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/at-home
https://www.nytimes.com/section/automobiles
https://www.nytimes.com/games
https://www.nytimes.com/section/education
https://www.nytimes.com/section/food
https://www.nytimes.com/section/health
https://www.nytimes.com/section/jobs
https://www.nytimes.com/section/fashion/weddings
https://www.nytimes.com/section/magazine
https://www.nytimes.com/section/parenting
https://www.nytimes.com/section/realestate
https://cooking.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/style
https://www.nytimes.com/section/t-magazine
https://www.nytimes.com/section/travel
https://www.nytimes.com/section/reader-center
https://www.nytimes.com/wirecutter/
https://timesevents.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/learning
http://www.nytimes.com/marketing/tools-and-services
https://www.nytimes.com/section/multimedia
https://www.nytimes.com/section/lens
https://www.nytimes.com/video
https://www.nytimes.com/newsletters
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/browser
https://store.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/times-journeys
https://myaccount.nytimes.com/seg
https://www.nytimes.com/hdleftnav
https://www.nytimes.com/digitalleftnav
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/games?campaignId=9LRLQ
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/cooking.html
https://www.nytimes.com/newsletters
https://www.nytimes.com/corporateleftnav
https://www.nytimes.com/educationleftnav
http://www.nytimes.com/services/mobile/index.html
http://eedition.nytimes.com/cgi-bin/signup.cgi?cc=37FYY
https://www.nytimes.com/international/?action=click&region=Footer&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.nytimes.com/ca/?action=click&region=Footer&pgtype=Homepage
https://www.nytimes.com/es/?action=click&region=Footer&pgtype=Homepage
https://cn.nytimes.com/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014792127-Copyright-notice
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014792127-Copyright-notice
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014792127-Copyright-notice
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014792127-Copyright-notice
https://www.nytco.com/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115015385887-Contact-Us
https://www.nytco.com/careers/
https://nytmediakit.com/
http://www.tbrandstudio.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/privacy/cookie-policy#how-do-i-manage-trackers
https://www.nytimes.com/privacy/privacy-policy
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014893428-Terms-of-service
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014893968-Terms-of-sale
https://spiderbites.nytimes.com/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription?campaignId=37WXW


A Man’s Existentialism, Construed as Blasphemy - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/21/us/21religion.html[11/27/2020 5:41:26 PM]


	nytimes.com
	A Man’s Existentialism, Construed as Blasphemy - The New York Times


	8yMS91cy8yMXJlbGlnaW9uLmh0bWwA: 
	button0: 
	button0_(1): 
	button0_(1)_(2): 
	button0_(1)_(2)_(3): 
	button0_(1)_(2)_(3)_(4): 
	button0_(1)_(2)_(3)_(4)_(5): 
	button5: 



