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The Blasphemous Teddy Bear

British primary school teacher Gillian Gibbons was arrested in Sudan, accused of insulting Islam’s Prophet by letting her class of 7-year-olds name a teddy bear Mohammed. 

It probably seemed like the most innocent of ideas to the newly arrived teacher from England, still set​tling into life in the Sudanese capital Khartoum. She asked her class of six- and seven-year-olds to dress up and name a teddy bear, and keep a diary of his outings. And the children chose the name for their bear: Muhammad. 

Gillian Gibbons, 54, spent two nights in a Sudanese prison, accused of insulting Is​lam’s Prophet. She faces a public lashing or up to six months in prison if found guilty on charges of blas​phemy. And Unity High School – one of a number of exclusive British schools in the Sudanese capital – has been closed as staff fear reprisals from Islamic extremists. “This was a completely innocent mistake”, said Robert Boulos, the school’s director. “Miss Gibbons would have never wanted to insult Islam”.

“We tried to reason with the police but we felt they were coming under strong pressure from Islamic courts”, said Boulos. “There were men with big beards asking where she was and saying they wanted to kill her”.

A similar angry crowd had gathered by the time she arrived at the Khartoum police station where she is being held.

This British school is very prestigious. Many of its pupils come from well-to-do Sudanese families. But Sudan is ruled by religious conservatives. Sharia law was introduced in 1991; alcohol is banned and women must wear headscarves. Convicted criminals are routinely flogged or executed.

The bizarre turn of events that led to the teacher’s arrest began in September, soon after she arrived in the country. Her young class studied the behavior and habitat of bears, so she suggested that pupils bring in a teddy bear to serve as a case study. A seven-year-old girl brought in her favorite cuddly toy and the rest of the class was invited to name him. After considering the names Hassan and Abdullah, they voted overwhelmingly in favor of Muhammad – the first name of the most popular boy in the class.

“No parents or teachers complained because they knew she had no bad intention”, said Boulos. Until last week. Parents from another class raised concerns with the school. Then Sudan’s feared police came at the weekend. 

Bishop Ezikiel Kondo, chairman of the school council, said: “The thing may be very simple, but they just may make it bigger. It’s a kind of blackmail”. Khartoum exploded with anger at accusations of blas​phemy in the past. Several years ago angry demonstrators denounced cartoons of the Prophet that appeared in Danish newspapers. 

Most parents arriving at the school gates were supportive of the British teacher. One mother, whose seven-year-old son was in Gibbons’ class, said her family had not been offended by the name. “Our Prophet Muhammad tells us to be forgiving”, she said. “So she should be released. She didn’t mean any of this at all”.
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ACROSS

3. (n.) The legal dissolution of a marriage.

6. (n.) A person who takes away people by force and demands money for their return.
8. (adj.) Not guilty.
9. (n.) A police officer or a private investigator whose function is to obtain information and evi​dence of ille​gal activity.
11. (v.) To take the property of another or others without permission or right.
14. (n.) A thing or things helpful in forming a conclusion or judgment; in law, the documentary or oral statements and the material objects ad​missible as testimony in court.
16. (v.) To seize by the authority of the law; to make someone a prisoner.
17. (n.) A claim by an accused person of having been elsewhere when an offense was committed.
DOWN

1. (n.) A correctional institution meant for punishment and/or rehabilitation of offend​ers.

2. (n.) A public official who hears and decides cases in a law court.

4. (n.) A person who suffers injury, loss, or death as a result of criminal activities or other circumstances.
5. (adj.) Prohibited by law or by official rules.
7. (n.) A penalty inflicted for an offence.
10. (adj.) Relating to the rights of private individuals and legal proceedings concerning these rights as distinguished from criminal proceedings.
12. (n.) The act of putting someone to death as a lawful penalty.
13 (n.) The illegitimate use of force and violence to create fear in order to gain a political or some other objective when innocent people suffer.
15. (v.) To take or receive (property, a right, a title, etc.) by succession or will

Andrei Chikatilo

Andrei Chikatilo, one of the world’s worst serial killers, murdered up to 53 young girls and boys in Russia starting in 1982 and ending in 1990, when he was captured. Starting from June 1982 the bodies of his victims were found in the Ukraine. They contained a numerous amount of stab wounds, and their eyes were ripped off. The fact that the information about the series of crimes was not published for fear of panic and embarrassment made it difficult to catch the killer. But the detectives managed to link the cases and realized that the killer lured his victims at the train sta​tion in town. The stations were then monitored by plain-clothes detectives, looking for any suspi​cious behaviour. Chikatilo was discovered in the train station trying to pick up children. The po​lice apprehended him and searched his bag. They found a rope, dirty towels and a kitchen knife. But the blood tests seemed to indicate that he was not involved in the series of crimes. Chikatilo was then released.
A profile of the killer was compiled by a leading Russian psychologist. He called the killer “Citizen X” and concluded that X possibly had a wife and children (which was later confirmed). He called the killer a sadist, and mutilating his victims was some form of dominance.
Years later Chikatilo was detained again. He admitted to at least 53 murders and also led police to some undiscovered victims. Chikatilo’s reasons for gouging at his victims eyes was that he believed that the victims eyes kept an image of the killer in them after. Chikatilo spent his 6-months trial in a steel cage. He was found legally sane and sentenced to death. He was executed by a gunshot to the head in 1994.
