
Philip Pullman’s award-winning and highly successful His Dark Materials trilogy offers a rousing, often gripping, epic fantasy. His two principals, twelve year olds Lyra and Will, must face many dangers and overcome harrowing obstacles before the final pages. In retelling Paradise Lost, heavily infused by William Blake’s and  the Swedenborgians’ Gnosticism, Pullman infuses his story with sometimes long passages that argue for his worldview—atheism—in ways that not only seem preachy but which end up sounding more like diatribes than like rational arguments. By examining the arguments, such as they are, and the evidence, as little as there is, we can see that Pullman explores no new territory and in fact leaves many readers with a sense of frustration. While I for one do not mind him using fantasy to convey his worldview—many writers do this—Pullman disappoints; a vigorous argument is as enjoyable as a vigorous fantasy, but Pullman commits too many logical fallacies to give his arguments much validity. Like Dust, his reasons ultimately just are—a brute fact.

For the sake of time, I will focus my arguments on Pullman’s inherent contradictions. I should first say that I realize he was writing a fantasy, and these are in the end books, but there are here early signs of what has become known as the New Atheist movement—books by people such as Christopher Hitchens and Richard Dawkins top the best-seller lists. In popular fiction, books by Dan Brown and Philip Pullman seem to be trying to do the same thing, and therefore deserve some response. As Abanes reminds us, works of fantasy “often include deep moral lessons relating to one’s conscience, morality and sometimes even the afterlife. They are prime examples of the kind of stories that have the potential to communicate deep truths about humanity, the world and the metaphysical realm” (19). It is not enough simply to put the book down and say “I don’t believe it” when so many young people are having the seeds of doubt planted. On the other hand, we should not try to censor the books, as they give us the opportunity to interact with important ideas; besides, where the critiques are right, we should be open to being corrected.

For the sake of time, I will focus on one of Pullman’s central contradictions: the area of morality. One of the charges he lays at the church is that it has abused its powers; it has allowed power-hungry men (and an occasional woman) to serve their own ends, killing and torturing anytime it suits their purpose. Ruta Skadi describes it thus: 
For all its history . . . [the Church has] tried to suppress and control every natural impulse. And when it can’t control them, it cuts them out. . . . There are churches . . . that cut their children. . . . They cut their sexual organs, yes, both boys and girls; they cut them with knives so that they shan’t feel. That is what the Church does, and every church is the same: control, destroy, obliterate every good feeling. (Subtle 44-45)

Mary Malone repeats a similar sentiment when she describes how she lost her faith—when she first felt the pangs of love for a man, it “gradually seemed to me that I’d made myself believe something that wasn’t true” (443). She realizes that she must either force herself to continue as a nun and deny her feelings, or join the real world where she can experience love and all the things that go with it (namely, sex—she lives with several men). The church, it seems, does not allow for anything in between. She finally concludes, “The Christian religion is a very powerful and convincing mistake, that’s all” (441). Later, the angel Xaphania tells her that the Authority and his churches have always tried to keep minds closed (479).
These views of the Church are especially troubling for the syllogisms they present. While we can certainly grant the church’s abuses (and the church has done this repeatedly; in fact, there have been a number of reformations and apologies for them), Mary’s argument seems to be this:

Premise 1.
Men make me feel good.

Premise 2.
Being a nun does not allow me to be with men.

Conclusion:  Therefore, God does not exist.

Clearly, this non-sequitur is ludicrous, but because Mary is one of the heroes, and she tells a compelling story (it takes almost five pages), we are lulled into accepting her argument without question. Indeed, Lyra and Will, who have closely questioned angels and every other authority, here simply nod and hold hands as they accept her words.
Ruta Skadi’s argument is similar: The church kills every good (that is, “natural”) feeling, so it must be evil. She never offers evidence for these cuttings she mentions, but we can assume that any form of circumcision is seen as an imposition by the church to control people. However, as with Mary, she conflates one aspect of the church to an argument for opposing God. In other words, I don’t like what people who claim to believe in God do, so I am justified in leading an army against Heaven. This seems as extreme as the views Pullman accuses the Church of.
Notice that the church (and by implication any organized religion) is automatically opposed to the natural which is assumed to be inherently good. Ruta Skadi is a witch, someone close to nature, so she would be against the Church; however, she is also one of the heroes, and one of the few key characters to have no faults ascribed to her. Therefore, her words take on Pullman’s voice, and since there is no counterpoint, the reader is left to assume that Ruta Skadi’s views are accurate and worth considering. Even when a witch kills, as when Juta Kamainen kills Will’s father, she does so because that is her nature—he has spurned her, and a witch’s nature causes her to seek vengeance. This is not condemned, just regretted, and atoned for by Juta’s suicide, but the church’s actions are seen as unnatural and ruthless. In the same way, Mary Malone realizes the church will only stifle the pleasant yearnings she has for a man, so she must leave it—there is no middle ground.

The church mirrors the way the Authority (God) works—might has put him into power, and he allows no dissention that might threaten it. The angel Balthamos explains his creation story to Will:

The Authority, God, the Creator, the Lord, Yahweh, El Adoni, the King, the Father, the Almighty—those were all names he gave himself. He was never the creator. He was an angel like ourselves—the first angel, true, the most powerful, but he was formed of Dust as we are, and Dust is only a name for what happens when matter begins to understand itself. Matter loves matter. It seeks to know more about itself, and Dust is formed. The first angels condensed out of Dust, and the Authority was first of all. He told those who came after him that he had created them, but it was a lie. One of those who came later was wiser than he was, and she found the truth, so he banished her. We serve her still. And the Authority still reigns in the Kingdom. . . . (Amber 31-32)

If matter is self-forming, and the process is evolutionary, then there is no reason for worshipping one being over another—all are in essence the same. The only reason the Authority gets to rule is through deception and power. God, then, is perverting nature, and that seems to be the biggest crime of all, for Dust needs to do as it wills. However, Pullman goes even further by having the Authority appear near the end as a babbling, feebleminded old fool who dissolves into nothing when the wind hits him (411).

Thus, the morality of the Church is seen as oppressive where the morality of the heroic characters are natural and good. When they do err, they are simply making mistakes; they are not out to control or trying to gain power. However, I would contend that if, as Pullman argues, God is just another creature, then Pullman’s morality (or that of his heroic characters) has no real grounding. They may not like the church, but to what ultimate morality are they appealing?

This leads to a number of paradoxes regarding the characters’ moral choices. Lyra’s lying is seen at times as a good thing—she can convince those trying to harm her not to, e.g. However, when God lies that he is greater than the other angels, that is ultimate evil. Mrs. Coulter deceives throughout the series as the ruthless villain, until the end, when her corrupt nature is seen as a positive feature when it allows her to trick Metatron; her deception, because it allows the ending Pullman wants, is seen as ultimately sacrificial and therefore good, even though all of her other deeds are as corrupt as those of the Authority (indeed, she is the closest foil to the Authority in the books as she also cuts children). Lord Asriel wants to found a Republic of Heaven by forcing it on those who do not want it—how is this very different than what the Authority had done in the first place? All of the moral claims against the church are thus self-refuting.
By reducing God, Pullman has fallen into the Euthyphro dilemma—is something good because it is inherently so, or is something good because those in power say it is? While Pullman wants to move morality’s center of gravity to humanity, he has no way to ground what is good, so there is no reason for Lyra and Will to want to do good for others. After all, if Dust has evolved, then Pullman is only left with materialism, and ideals and morality cannot be grounded in materialism as they are reduced to chemical reactions and physical laws. One wonders, then, how the daemons work—when Will leaves his “soul” behind on the shores of Hell, he feels that part of it is mental and part is physical (Amber 285), but how can a mental state have a physical manifestation? Somehow, physical Dust connects it all and has evolved to manifest itself in various ways, but there is still no ultimate grounding for what makes something morally true.

For Pullman, “Matter and Spirit are one” (Subtle 221), and “the best part is the body” (Amber 439), so intangibles such as morality, love, and freedom are merely the by-products of chemistry; thus, no morality really exists. Furthermore, we believe because we believe; our thoughts and actions are just brute facts, but this seems counter-intuitive. Beckwith and Parrish argue, “If everything is a brute fact, including all our thoughts, then there are no rational relations between our thoughts and reality. This undercuts any justification we have for believing anything” (162).

This, then, one could argue, leads to the conclusion that people behave as they do because that is how they evolved—it is in their makeup. They are like the harpies who are created with the power to feed on the worst in others, and thus are not morally culpable for their actions. There is no room for the ideals Pullman clings to—these ideals are remnants from the Christian worldview he despises.

 However, Pullman’s lead characters seem to have strong moral compasses; they are moved to compassion a number of times, and regret many of their violent acts. Lyra inspires almost all who meet her to feel love for her and want to sacrifice themselves for her, even her evil mother. They bargain with the harpies for a better, more pleasant Hell for the souls. However, if matter and spirit are one, then Lyra makes no real free choices—she is simply following the dictates of her biology, as are the harpies she bargains with.
This raises other issues about the grounding of ethics. As Beckwith and Parrish point out, ethics “has to do with persons, and not non-personal entities. One cannot rationally command a rock not to steal” (124-25). If Dust is conscious matter, it does not necessarily means it is personal, especially when everything is made up of Dust. Thus, there is no universal source of ethics that is binding.

Indeed, if all is material, then Pullman’s ultimate triumph seems hollow, for his goal is to get souls out of Hell (or whatever he calls his afterlife). As with any great epic, Lyra and Will go to the underworld wasteland to free the souls cruelly trapped there. These souls linger in a dull landscape forever—“The land of the dead isn’t a place of reward or a place of punishment. It’s a place of nothing” (320). When the heroes open a door out of the wasteland, the souls get to leave and become part of the universe: Lyra promises them that their atoms will become part of “the air and wind and the trees and the earth and all the living things. They’ll never vanish. They’re just part of everything. . . .You’ll drift apart . . . but you’ll be out in the open, part of everything alive again” (Amber 319). Of course, the ghost of a priest tries to stop them for their heresy!
When the ghosts do emerge, most of them go happily “into the night, the starlight, the air”; Roger even leaves behind “such a vivid little burst of happiness that Will was reminded of the bubbles in a glass of champagne” (364). When Lee gives up the ghost, it is described as a peaceful and pleasant experience:

. . . the last little scrap of consciousness that was Lee Scoresby floated upward, just as his great balloon had done so many times. Untroubled by the flares and the bursting shells, deaf to the explosions and the shouts and cries of anger and warning and pain, conscious only of his movement upward, the last of Lee Scoresby passed through the heavy clouds and came out under the brilliant stars, where the atoms of his beloved daemon, Hester, were waiting for him. (418)

Farder Coram finds it comforting that there is a way out of the afterlife: “To know that after a spell in the dark we’ll come out again to a sweet land like this, to be free of the sky like the birds, well, that’s the greatest promise anyone could wish for” (Amber 502). But is it, really?

(Some ghosts, like Lee Scoresby and Will’s father, seem to have the ability not to dissolve until they desire to, raising a question as to why any of them have to dissolve—why can’t they just stay around as ghosts?)
It is this view that death is simply a glorious melding with the cosmos that Veith points out this may be Pullman’s ultimate paradox:

The irony is that Pullman is doing what atheists have always criticized religious people for doing, replacing reason with imagination, indulging in wish-fulfillment and escapism. Pullman surely knows that if the physical body is all there is, and if the body dissolves into its constituent chemicals, there can be no consciousness, nothing to feel “happiness” in merging with a blade of grass or with the air, nothing to “be alive” in becoming a part of the worms that eat us and the birds that eat them. (178)

While the conservation of matter would argue that the material body does become part of the universe, Pullman leaves us with the idea that it will be conscious of this in some way, and that is a better alternative than Heaven.

This is the ultimate frustration, then—everyone ends the same, and there is no punishment or reward for good behavior. The evil church leaders will share the same fate as the good witches, but is this really morally fulfilling? Where is the sense of justice, and what would motivate a Mother Theresa to be better than a Mussolini? The only motivation to do good is that Dust responds to kind acts and gaining wisdom (491-92), which allows for more goodness.
What, then, are we to make of Pullman’s cosmology and moral grounding? He certainly tells an interesting tale; as Veith says, “Pullman makes atheism heroic and exciting, in contrast to the drab and cowardly conformity of faith. He makes atheism seem moral, the force for kindness and acceptance, over against the cruelty and intolerance of God and his followers. He makes atheism into a worldview full of mystery and mysticism. This is a significant advance in the history of atheism.” (Veith 177).

Pullman himself argues that his stories can lead people to change their beliefs when he said, “I think if you’re convinced by one part of the story, you’re a little more than willing to believe the rest of it.” This is why we need to be aware of the contradictions in his story, for they plant seeds of belief. We love Lyra and Will, and their daemons, so we listen to the arguments against the repressive church. However, we need to also point out that Pullman confuses hierarchy with tyranny, and his feeble old man does not resemble the great God and Savior many of us know, a being who loved me so much He took on flesh, lived, and died as a sacrifice for me. For all the sacrifices in Pullman’s trilogy, none come close to this, and the hope my Savior offers is much better than Pullman’s alternative—either eternity in a bland wasteland or dissolving into nothingness. Thankfully, he gives us no real reason or evidence to change our minds, and the subtle knife of logic cuts both ways—his worldview depends on evidence as much as mine, and his books leave us wanting.

Matthew Greene puts it well when he says:
the best thing we can do for our kids is to help them know for a surety in their hearts that Christ is alive, to teach them to discern the difference between Pullman’s god and the God and Father of Jesus Christ, and to equip them to discuss Pullman’s ideas with their friends and schoolteachers. . . . This, of course, isn’t to say that Pullman’s ideas aren’t dangerous but they are much more dangerous to people who don’t have a living faith in Christ, than those who do. (Greene)
