
BY PERRY GLANZER

A
PRODUCTION of it
staged at the National The-
atre in England provoked
a storm of controversy. Al-
so in the U.K., the Associ-
ation of Christian Teach-
ers called it “blasphemy.”1

New Line Cinema is already
developing it into a movie. And, even be-
fore the movie’s release in the U.S., a few
trendy English teachers may be assigning it,
and some elementary teachers may be read-
ing selections from it to their classes. Soon
religious parents in America will start to
hear about it and become concerned. Some
may actually read it. Yet, in this case, a close
reading and some background research will
raise even more questions and probably pro-
voke even more outrage.

What is it? It is Philip Pullman’s best-
selling trilogy, His Dark Materials. And the
reason it will cause such commotion is that,
unlike J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series,
Pullman’s books contain material that will
offend Christians for clear reasons. The tril-
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ogy contains direct attacks on Christianity, not just
the supposed promotion of a form of witchcraft. In
fact, throughout Pullman’s entertaining and creative
stories, one finds anti-Christian pokes, anti-Christian
symbolism, and even occasional anti-Christian diatribes.
Readers are treated to such arguments as “Every church
is the same: control, destroy, obliterate every good feel-
ing,” as well as rants about the church’s obsession with
original sin. Pullman also enjoys reinterpreting the bib-
lical story of the Fall as the actual beginning of true hu-
man freedom. To top it off, his trilogy ends with what
is clearly meant to represent the death of the Christian
God — the “Authority” — a demented, decrepit angel
with delusions of past grandeur.

The content of the book will not be the only source
of controversy. In an article appearing in the Washing-
ton Post, Pullman espoused his hatred for The Chroni-
cles of Narnia and its author, C. S. Lewis, claiming Lewis
celebrated “bullying, racism, misogyny.” In the same
article, Pullman admitted that he was “trying to under-
mine the basis of Christian belief” through his work.2

All in all, Pullman gives plenty of ammunition to re-
ligious critics.

So what will educators do when the Philip Pullman
controversy erupts? They could try to haul out the same
defenses used for the Harry Potter series — the books
inspire kids to read, they are moral tales after all, the
message is really quite harmless, censorship is not an
appropriate liberal response to controversial literature,
etc. And certainly one can find evidence to support some
of these claims. The fact that Pullman’s books have sold
over four million copies means that kids — not just
libraries and literary critics — are gobbling up the work.
The trilogy also ends with a rather clear moral message.
After helping to get rid of the church, the senile god,
and stupid conceptions of the afterlife, Lyra, the hero-
ine in the story, argues that now “we have to be all those
difficult things like cheerful and kind and curious and
patient,” and “we’ve got to study and think and work
hard, all of us, in all our different worlds, and then we’ll
build . . . the Republic of Heaven.” In other words, there
is still a moral to Pullman’s story.

Yet it should be obvious that such defenses will fall
flat. If public school teachers started reading from or
requiring their students to read works by Tim LaHaye
and Jerry Jenkins, authors of Christian fiction books
that have made the New York Times list of best sellers,
groups like Americans United for Separation of Church
and State would be up in arms and rightfully so. Al-
though these books might inspire kids to read or en-

courage virtuous behavior, they preach a particular re-
ligious world view. Of course, what makes Pullman’s
work even more unusual is that it is not really a posi-
tive presentation of a world view as much as it is an
attack on a different one. His Dark Materials feeds on
Christianity.

Furthermore, educators cannot claim that such ac-
cusations against Pullman’s works are unsophisticated.
Despite the boast of Joan Slattery, the publishing direc-
tor of Knopf Books for Young Readers and Pullman’s
U.S. editor, that “it’s a testament to the intelligence of
his fans that nobody has objected to it,”3 it’s actually
a testament to their ignorance. Just as thoughtful athe-
ists like Pullman understand and detest the symbolism
behind Lewis’ Narnia tales, thoughtful Christians who
read His Dark Materials will take offense at Pullman’s
rather clear message (he doesn’t even trifle with allegory).

So what will school administrators and school boards
do when the objections start flying and the protests start
mounting? First, they should actually read the books,
which are wonderfully written tales, apart from the mo-
ments of preachiness. They are three parts literary ge-
nius and one part propaganda. Next, educators will have
to decide whether to handle the matter as a censorship
case or as a social justice question. If school authorities
decide not to censor the use of the books, with the usual
allowances for parents to exempt their children from
the assignment, those on the usually secular left may be
happy, but religious parents will have good reason to
question the neutrality of the public school system to-
ward religion. 

Alternatively, school boards and administrators could
admit that this kind of ideologically inspired fiction
raises ethical issues of fairness and not just censorship
concerns. They could start asking constructive questions
such as “How can educators be fair to parents who will
rightly understand the books as attacking their faith?”
In this scenario, school leaders might encourage teach-
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ers to balance any presentations of Pullman’s books with
similar works that discuss Christian themes positively.
For example, teachers could also assign or read from John
Milton’s Paradise Lost, which Pullman admits is a sort
of inspiration for his writing, although he confesses that
Milton “would be horrified” by his work,4 or John Bun-
yan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. After all, presenting both sides of
the story is what education is all about.5

Usually, presenting both sides of an issue is not quite
so complicated because many books on religious themes
provide their own balance. For example, in The Brothers
Karamazov, Dostoyevsky has the brothers and their
father present arguments for various world views. One
brother makes the case that if God does not exist then
all is permitted, while another brother delivers a mon-
ologue on the suffering of children that is still one of
the most powerful arguments against the goodness of
God. Pullman’s books contain no such subtlety or bal-
ance.

Schools could also follow the advice of Rowan Wil-
liams, the Archbishop of the Anglican Church, and Charles
Haynes and Warren Nord, scholars who address religion

and education in their work, and use the books as a spring-
board for intelligent discussions about religious faith.
The only caveat that Williams, Haynes, and Nord is-
sue is that, if teachers are going to conduct these discus-
sions, they will have to be educated about religion them-
selves. For example, while Williams has welcomed Pull-
man’s books and the National Theatre production as
useful tools for sparking conversations, he has expressed
a concern about whether “teachers are equipped to tease
out what in Pullman’s world is and is not reflective of
Christian teaching as Christians understand it.”6 Ed-
ucational leaders will need to equip teachers with the
necessary knowledge in this sensitive area.

Whatever occurs, any use of Pullman’s books will
force educational leaders to confront a fact they usu-
ally avoid — literature classes are never neutral. Good
literature usually represents or argues in favor of a par-
ticular world view and thus downplays other perspec-
tives. Literature classes cannot be and never have been
neutral; the best that parents can hope for is that the
teacher will try to be fair.

What makes Pullman’s trilogy deserving of special
attention is that it lacks subtlety, attacks a sacred world
view instead of a moral issue (like class hypocrisy, ra-
cism, or human destruction of the environment), and
picks on a specific religious group. If the books are taught
in the public schools, Christian parents will understand-
ably be concerned about the supposed neutrality of pub-
lic education. Presenting sophisticated anti-Christian
fiction without ensuring that balance is provided in the
classroom betrays the true purpose and spirit of edu-
cation.

Ironically, Pullman may have hoped to “undermine
the basis of Christian belief ” through His Dark Ma-
terials, but if his works ignite a controversy in Ameri-
can public schools that is not handled wisely by school
authorities, he may actually aid the school choice move-
ment and boost the popularity of Christian schooling.
One can almost hear the backers of school choice say-
ing, “Maybe God does work in mysterious ways.”
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