
THE EVOLUTION OF ETHAN POE: BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
While my novels feature gay and transgender individuals, the idea behind them is that these are just stories 
about people. All kinds of people. And just as I hope they are read by people whose sexual identities cross all 
the  lines,  I  hope  that  each  time  someone  reads  one  of  my  books  they  learn  some  things  they  didn’t  already  
know. 
 
The Evolution of Ethan Poe introduces several topics that are worthy of further exploration.  
 

Sexual Orientation  

Evolution vs. Intelligent Design 

Shamanism and Power Animals 

 
 
HOMOSEXUALITY 
 
Ethan  Poe  is  gay.  He  doesn’t  question  his  attraction  to  boys  and  men,  doesn’t  ask  himself,  “Is  this  natural?”  If  
he had, he might well have considered the question – and the answer – moot. Max Modine, however, the boy 
he’s  most  interested  in,  is  the  younger  brother  of  the  boys’  biology  teacher,  Sylvia.  As  the  story  opens,  neither  
boy is out; but while Ethan is biding his time and looking for the right openings to let people know about this 
part of himself, Max is more insecure about revealing his own nature.  
 
Sylvia  has  deduced  her  brother’s  orientation  and  has  explained  the  science  of  it  to  him. She has told him that 
homosexuality is a natural, normally-occurring phenomenon, in humans and in non-human mammals, and 
Max, a less intuitive person than Ethan, clings  to  the  facts  he’s  learned  like  knots  on  a  lifeline. 
 
And here are these facts.  
 
The hypothalamus,  located  in  what’s  known  as  the  mammalian  brain,  is  responsible for (among other things) 
detecting sex pheromones and determining what the response should be for the individual in question.  
 
A study by the National Academy of Science (report released in 2005) indicated that while straight men 
respond sexually only to female pheromones and not at all to male pheromones, gay men respond sexually 
only to male pheromones. Here are two articles that go into more detail: 

For Gay Men, an Attraction to a Different Kind of Scent (The New York Times) 
"Sexy" Smells Different for Gay, Straight Men, Study Says (National Geographic News) 

 
Although there is some controversy regarding the incidence of homosexuality in various animal species, the 
controversy is limited to the number of species and is not a question of whether it occurs. It could be that the 
different conclusions result from the studies using different definitions or requiring different proof. But there is 
no doubt that it exists 

NewsMedical – 1,500 species (2006) 
Yale Scientific – 450 species (2012) 

 
 
EVOLUTION VS. INTELLIGENT DESIGN 
 
This story was inspired by events that took place in 2004-2005 in Dover, Pennsylvania. As I watched a two-
hour broadcast of NOVA (PBS, or Public Broadcasting Service) called Judgment Day: Intelligent Design On 
Trial, I became fascinated by the pattern that emerged in the community and decided to create a fictional story 
based on that pattern. 
 
In Dover, there was some negative reaction to a mural painted by a public high school student. It depicted the 
progress of homo sapiens evolving over time from a creature resembling an ape to the contemporary image of 

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/10/science/10smell.html?_r=0
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2005/05/0510_050510_gayscent_2.html
http://www.news-medical.net/news/2006/10/23/20718.aspx
http://www.yalescientific.org/2012/03/do-animals-exhibit-homosexuality/
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/evolution/intelligent-design-trial.html
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/evolution/intelligent-design-trial.html


an upright man. The offended individuals included the local school board members. First, the mural was 
destroyed. Then, the concept of Intelligent Design (commonly referred to as ID) was introduced in the public 
school classroom as a competing theory to evolution for how life on earth came to be what it is today.  
 
Amendment I to the Constitution of the United States opens with this phrase, commonly known as the 
establishment  clause:  “Congress  shall  make  no  law  respecting  an  establishment  of  religion.”  Based  on  this  
amendment, on related language in the Constitution of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and on the fact 
that the school in question was a public school supported by taxes and, therefore, subject to all laws applying 
to government agencies, eleven families sued the Dover school board for introducing religion into science 
classrooms in the form of ID. 
 
The court battle that ensued revolved largely around the question of whether ID is religion or science. The 
determination of the court, outlined in the written final opinion by United States District Judge John E. Jones III, 
was that ID was, in fact, based on religious beliefs and not on science. The ruling of Judge Jones declared the 
introduction of ID into science classrooms to  be  “…an  imprudent  and  ultimately  unconstitutional  policy.”  
Referring  to  the  school  board,  it  further  states,  “The  breathtaking  inanity  of  the  board’s  decision  is  evident  when  
considered against the factual backdrop which has now been fully revealed through this trial. The students, 
parents, and teachers of the Dover Area School District deserved better than to be dragged into this legal 
maelstrom…” 
 
Also from the ruling:  
 

“Both  Defendants  and  many  of the leading proponents of ID make a bedrock assumption which is 
utterly false. Their presupposition is that evolutionary theory is antithetical to a belief in the existence of 
a supreme being and to religion in general. Repeatedly in this trial, Plaintiffs’  scientific  experts  testified  
that the theory of evolution represents good science, is overwhelmingly accepted by the scientific 
community, and that it in no way conflicts with, nor does it deny, the existence of a divine creator. 
 
“To  be  sure,  Darwin’s  theory of evolution is imperfect. However, the fact  that a scientific theory cannot 
yet render an explanation on every point should not be used as a pretext to thrust an untestable 
alternative hypothesis grounded in religion into the science classroom or to misrepresent well-
established  scientific  propositions.”  

 
During the course of the law suit, the NOVA production shows an increasing level of animosity between 
residents on opposite sides of the question. The pattern that emerged, the one that inspired my novel, was that 
this animosity progressed to open expression of fury, hatred, and even violence – all of it coming from those 
supporting the defendants (that is, those supporting ID). The outcome of the trial was that ID was declared to 
be based on religion, not science. So this means that it was the supposedly religious (in this case, Christian) 
community members perpetrating hatred and committing violence.  
 
This animosity is the stuff of stories. But the question of what science is and is not is equally interesting.  
 
In  my  story,  Ethan’s  mentor,  Etta  Greenleaf,  is  running  for  an  open  school  board  seat  in  opposition  to  Carl  
Phinney, who supports ID. Etta would have agreed with Judge Jones. She answers a question from Ethan 
about  why  she’s  running  like  this:   
 

“The testing  in  true  science  is  not  done  to  prove  a  hypothesis  right.  It’s  done  to  see  if  it  can  be  proven  
wrong.  The  people  who  want  ID  treated  as  science  aren’t  willing  to  consider  that  it  might  be  wrong  in  any  
way.  And  that’s  because  it’s  based  on  faith.  Not  science.”   

 
Etta also points out to Ethan that Francis Collins, the scientist who led the human genome project, is an 
evangelical Christian. Collins has said that he believes in a harmony of science and faith. He rejects ID in favor 
of theistic evolution, which might be said to be evolution supported by God. 
 
Taking the opposite position is, among others, a man named Kent Hovind. At one point in the story, Ethan 
overhears a video his brother Kyle is playing.  It’s  a  lecture,  or  presentation,  by  Hovind  (100 Reasons Why 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&cad=rja&ved=0CEMQFjAE&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.aclu.org%2Ffiles%2Fevolution%2Flegal%2Fcomplaint.pdf&ei=hsCxUqLBCMbLsQSZ9YLwCA&usg=AFQjCNFLcECi_dwXA-G4eBvjiBJrsHf79A&bvm=bv.58187178,d.cWc
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francis_Collins
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q8DDIe_2cHM


Evolution Is STUPID!), who sides with the ID proponents. What Ethan hears – despite  Hovind’s  assertion  that  
he loves science – is a condemnation of the ways in which science has proven itself wrong, which Hovind 
declares is stupid. When Ethan leaves the room, effectively removing himself from the engaging, humorous 
banter of Hovind’s  presentation  style, he decides that what actually would be stupid is science not constantly 
testing itself, not challenging its own position, and not admitting when it had come to a mistaken conclusion.  
 
In my opinion, the willingness to test – to admit and even introduce doubt – goes to the heart of the debate. 
Faith,  to  follow  Etta’s  point,  doesn’t  provide  or  requires  facts,  testing  or  proof.  Science requires all of that and 
more, without even implying the absence of God. This does not make one or the other better; it means they are 
different. To treat religion as science is to do a disservice to both. 
 
 
SHAMANISM AND POWER ANIMALS 
 
To  Ethan,  Etta  describes  her  friend  Heidi  Wolcott  as  someone  who  reads  other  people’s  energy.  When  Ethan  
meets Heidi, he also learns a little bit about power animals. Heidi gives him a stuffed bat, suggesting that Bat 
would be a good power animal for Ethan at this point in his life. 
 
In the way she reads energy, and in working through power animals, Heidi is practicing shamanistic 
techniques. At one point, she leads Ethan and Max through a grounding exercise that points Ethan toward 
other potential power animals. 
 
Typically no one would assign or even suggest a power animal for someone else. In fact, shamanic 
practitioners  don’t  go  looking  for  a  specific animal; they let the animal communicate its allegiance. This takes 
place during what is referred to as a journey to the lower world. Commonly accepted practice is for the 
journeyer to approach the animals she encounters and inquire whether it is her power animal. If the answer is 
No, the animal is likely to lead the journeyer to another animal, and the question is repeated. 
 
Anyone might have one, two, or more power animals at any one time, so shamanic practitioners journey from 
time to time. They also journey to spend time with their power animals, to learn from them, and to bring back 
enhanced understanding. Practitioners also journey in the middle world, where they encounter people and 
spirits of a fairly prosaic nature, and to the upper world, where they meet spirit guides and gain knowledge on a 
more cosmic level than in the other two worlds.  
 
A practitioner might perform journeys on behalf of another person who has requested this service, with the goal 
of  returning  with  deepened  understanding  and  enhanced  knowledge  for  that  other  person’s  benefit.  
 
In researching shamanic practices, I spoke with individuals following the practice and also read books such as 
the three below. 

x Awakening to the Spirit World: The Shamanic Path of Direct Revelation (Sandra Ingerman and Hank 
Wesselman) 

x Shamanism As a Spiritual Practice for Daily Life (Thomas Dale Cowan) 
x The Way of the Shaman (Michael Harner) 

 
 

 
 


