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Abstract

This essay sets out to compare the classical definition of sin to the view of sin as 

presented by Philip Pullman in the trilogy His Dark Materials. The trilogy conveys a story 

about Lyra and Will, two children who end up being in the center of a battle between 

reason and oblivion. The classical definition of sin is found in the original meaning of the 

word, and in the traditions handed down through the years by the Bible, important 

theologians, and the Church. Pullman’s view is found in the clever way he presents the 

characters of the books and places them in situations riddled with ethical questions and 

spiritual pondering. The main difference between the perspectives is that the classical 

definition considers sin as something inherently bad, while Pullman considers sin as

capable of both being good and bad, but mostly good. This difference originates in the 

fundamentally different assumptions the two perspectives have made on the goodness 

of God.
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Introduction

The first time I read His Dark Materials I was captivated. It is considered a trilogy for 

young adults and adolescents, and these groups can most certainly enjoy the books. The 

trilogy can also appeal to adults, however. Many philosophical and theological ideas are 

used, and several of these are beyond the scope of the casual reader. When a subject for 

this essay was to be chosen, it was not difficult to choose this trilogy as my focus. I 

wanted to examine the whole trilogy, even though the first book is mostly of an 

introductory nature. This was because it is a complex story and whatever argument I 

would try to present would be lacking if the whole trilogy could not be examined at the 

same time. The author, Philip Pullman, raises questions of spirituality, ethics, and 

religion at large, questions which I think are important to think about as society is 

growing more global every day, and different cultures and ideologies clash more often.

To decide exactly what in the trilogy to examine was a bit harder, but it was finally 

decided that the essay would focus on a comparison between the classical definition of 

sin and how sin was portrayed in the books. Pullman’s view is one which I found 

refreshing, and I wanted to present it in comparison to the traditional view in order to 

try to make people reflect further on their own by pointing out that there is a difference.

The important thing is not for people to agree, but for people to decide what is right for 

themselves, and be able to listen to the ideas of other people with an open mind.

The reason why this essay focuses on the concept of sin is that, firstly, it is an ever-

present theme in the trilogy, and, secondly, that in society today there are many 

discussions, in certain parts of society, concerning what should be considered sinful and 

what should not. The exact term “sin” is not always used in these arguments, but 

nevertheless, that is what it is about. “Sin” is a religious concept, and large topics such as 

gender issues and homosexuality partially stem from, and find arguments in, religion.

Regarding gender, I have chosen to refer to God as “he” simply because of wanting to 

maintain a flow in the line of thought, which would be disrupted by the rebellious use of 

“she”. “It” would have been a possible alternative, but referring to a supreme and 

conscious being as a thing would, once again, disrupt the line of thought. In the case of 
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the Authority, Pullman has chosen to make this character a male figure, so no choice had 

been left open. Furthermore, “God” with a capital G has been used when mentioning the 

specific supernatural entity of the Judeo-Christian belief, while “god” is used to refer to a 

god in general.

The classical definition of sin has been found by examining etymological, pre-historic, 

biblical, theological, and doctrinal aspects. These parts together have formed a 

chronological perspective on sin and conclusions that could be drawn. Pullman’s 

perspective on sin is something underlying the whole trilogy, and as such it had to be 

pieced together from parts evident in all the texts. A lot of material on Pullman’s 

perspective was available, but merely a fraction of it was used in this essay, in order to 

keep it at a reasonable length.

Indeed, one of the main reasons why I like His Dark Materials is that I find that my own 

thoughts are reflected there. That cannot be denied. Furthermore, Pullman’s view has 

been given much more room than the classical definition. Even so, the aim of the essay 

has not been to promote the perspective delivered in the trilogy. I found that the 

classical definition of sin, even though it is not what people might expect at first, did not 

need as much explanation as Pullman’s view. The aim demanded that several aspects of

the trilogy be examined in order to discuss that which mattered: Pullman’s views on sin.
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1 Philip Pullman

Philip Pullman was born in Norwich in 1946 and was educated in several places: 

England, Zimbabwe and Australia, since it took a while for his family to settle.1 His father 

was an officer in the Royal Air Force and died when Pullman was seven years old. After a 

while his mother remarried with another officer of the air force and after a few years in 

Australia they settled in North Wales.2 At the age of 25 Pullman began teaching at 

different Middle Schools in Oxford, and later moved on to Westminster College in 1986, 

where he remained for eight years, and ever since he has maintained an interest in

education.3

During his time as a teacher he began writing and has since then published close to 

twenty books, most of them children’s books. His very first book was The Haunted Storm 

(1972). His first children’s book was Count Karlstein (1982) which was followed by The 

Ruby in the Smoke (1986), the latter a part of the Sally Lockhart series.4

However, Pullman is most renowned for the His Dark Materials-trilogy. The first book in 

the series, Northern Lights, was published in 1995, the second, The Subtle Knife, in 1997, 

and the third book, The Amber Spyglass, in 2000. Pullman has received several awards 

for this trilogy and also two awards for his work in general, including the Astrid 

Lindgren Award.5

Pullman’s grandfather was a clergyman, and his family, as most others in that time, went 

to church every Sunday. Pullman confirmed and he was also a member of the church 

choir. Pullman’s own experience of Christianity was a positive one. His grandfather was 

a kind man who loved Pullman and his brother, but despite this Pullman admits that he 

has some resentment towards religion. He says that: “Every single religion that has a 

monotheistic god ends up by persecuting other people and killing them because they 

                                               
1 Web source: Philip Pullman (2009). About Philip Pullman. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.philip-pullman.com/about.asp>
2 Web source: Huw Spanner (2002). Heat and Dust. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.spannermedia.com/interviews/Pullman.htm>
3 Web source: Philip Pullman (2009). About Philip Pullman. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.philip-pullman.com/about.asp>
4 ---
5 ---
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don’t accept him. Wherever you look in history, you find that. It’s still going on”6. The 

criticism Pullman launches towards organized religion is “anti-authoritarian and anti-

ascetic rather than anti-doctrinal”7. For example, Jesus Christ is never mentioned in His 

Dark Materials, and as Jesus is the very central character of Christianity he ought to be 

the figure facing the harshest criticism if the trilogy would have actually been a criticism 

of doctrines (more specifically the Christian doctrine). Pullman’s quarrel is with the 

“ideological tyranny and the rejection of this world in favor of an idealized afterlife”8.

Despite the clear messages in His Dark Materials, Pullman claims that: “My intention is to 

tell a story – in the first place because the story comes to me and wants to be told”9. That 

this is his actual intention and that there still are obvious themes which seem more 

likely to be the actual reason, can be explained with the fact that Pullman even as a boy 

had a fascination with ideas10, and that he has an interest in education, as previously 

mentioned.

                                               
6 Web source: Huw Spanner (2002). Heat and Dust. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.spannermedia.com/interviews/Pullman.htm>
7 Web source: Laura Miller (2005). Far from Narnia.  Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2005/12/26/051226fa_fact?currentPage=all>
8 ---
9 Web source: Huw Spanner (2002). Heat and Dust. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.spannermedia.com/interviews/Pullman.htm>
10 Web source: Laura Miller (2005). Far from Narnia.  Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2005/12/26/051226fa_fact?currentPage=all>



-5-

2 The Fantasy Genre

Works of fantasy are among the oldest literary works, even if the genre itself has not 

been around for so long. For example, The Epic of Gilgamesh originates from the Hittite, 

Assyrian, and Babylonian empires in around 2500 BCE, through which it survived into 

later times by oral tradition. It was first recorded, to our knowledge, on clay tablets 

around 2100 BCE.11 A wealth of tales of gods and humans performing incredible acts 

and experiencing unbelievable things, which would today be called fantasy, have from 

many of the world’s cultures, been preserved through history up to today.

“Fantasy” as a word stems from the Middle English fantasie (meaning “imaginative 

faculty” or “mental image”) through the Latin phantasia from the Greek phantasía

(meaning “an idea”, “notion”, or “image”).12 The Greek meaning, if used to describe the 

fantasy-genre, gives a clear, although general, sense of what fantasy is about. It is about 

having an idea or image in one’s mind and showing it to other people through stories. All 

authors have this ability, but fantasy writers seem to have an extra fantastic image in 

their heads.

The term “fantasy” has been used as a very broad term to catch a wide variety of tales 

that have been created throughout human history. Its broad definition suggests that it is 

not well-defined and lacks clear-cut boundaries; still, a stereotype does exist. Elves and 

dragons are often what first spring to mind when mentioning “fantasy”, even though 

many fantasy-stories do not contain them at all. This is probably due to The Lord of the 

Rings-trilogy by J.R.R. Tolkien, and various novels inspired by his work, in which elves 

play a vital role. Dragons, in turn, have captured the human mind for many years as 

mythological explanations and exaggerations of encountered animals.

Some authors who have defined the fantasy-genre are J.R.R. Tolkien (mentioned above), 

David and Leigh Eddings (The Belgariad-series and The Malloreon-series, among others), 

                                               
11 John Clute & John Grant, eds. The Encyclopedia of Fantasy. (London; New York: Orbit: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1997) 410
12 Web source: Entry: Fantasy. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/fantasy>
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and Terry Brooks (the Shannara novels). All of these are set in a medieval environment, 

their plots concern saving the world (or a part of it), and magic plays some part.

However, fantasy is more than elves and dragons, and a medieval setting or magic does 

not necessarily contain either. According to The Encyclopedia of Fantasy (EF), fantasy is 

defined as something that “when set in this world, it tells a story which is impossible in 

the world as we perceive it; when set in an otherworld, that otherworld will be 

impossible, though stories set there may be possible in its terms”13. When considering 

this definition it is clear that a story, to be classified as fantasy, does not have to have any 

of the common, and rather specific, elements stated above. As long as a sense of 

“impossibleness” is present it can be classified as fantasy.

Encyclopedia Britannica (EB), in turn, focuses not on the impossible, but describes 

fantasy as “imaginative fiction dependent for effect on strangeness of setting (such as 

other worlds or times) and of characters (such as supernatural or unnatural beings)”14. 

EB then, is even less restrictive in its definition than EF, since the determining attribute 

it subscribes to the fantasy-genre is “strangeness” instead of “impossible”, even though 

the “strangeness” in question possibly involves supernatural (which borders on the 

impossible) creatures.

Yet another definition comes from The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Fantasy (UEF) which 

says: “Popular fantasy, a body of stories that deals in the marvelous, the magical and the 

otherworldly – what could be summarized as ‘tales of impossible things’ – is […] a fiction 

of the Heart’s Desire”15. Again, “impossible” is used to try to define the genre. UEF 

furthermore mentions “the Heart’s Desire” pointing out that a work in the fantasy-genre 

is a product of our imagination, which ties back to the Greek original meanings of the 

word (“an idea”, “notion”, or “image”).

The main problem with defining fantasy is to decide where regular fiction crosses the 

line and becomes fantasy fiction. As seen above, a common denominator when trying to 
                                               
13 John Clute & John Grant, eds. The Encyclopedia of Fantasy. 338
14 Web source: Entry: Fantasy. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/689765/fantasy>
15 David Pringle, ed. The Ultimate Encyclopedia of Fantasy - the definitive illustrated guide. (London: 
Carlton, 1998) 18
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define fantasy is the “impossibleness” of a story (or, according to EB, the vaguer 

expression “strangeness” which still resides in the same area as impossible), but when 

does something cease to be possible and become impossible/strange? Are fairies 

impossible? Is God impossible? Is Spider-Man? Indiana Jones? If the definition of fantasy 

would be simply that something is impossible, then a huge amount of “realistic fiction” 

would have to be classified as fantasy. If the boundary is made even more blurry by the 

use of “strange”, close to all fiction might have to be called fantasy.

Even so, far from all fiction is called fantasy. James Bond is a good example. His 

remarkable ability to stay alive, his incredible accuracy and deadliness with handguns, 

his ever-repeating world-saving, and his everlasting youth, all fall under the category of 

impossible, or the very least under strange. Despite this, James Bond is not classified as 

fantasy, so clearly, there must be something more besides “impossibleness” that is 

needed to be titled as such. It is an easier (and perhaps the only valid) method to go 

about the problem by pointing out why fantasy-stories are fantasy, than to define the 

genre first and afterwards put the correct stories in it.

The His Dark Materials-trilogy is commonly regarded as fantasy, but Pullman is not 

satisfied with the label. Pullman does not deny that it is part fantasy, but in an interview 

where Dave Weich comments on Pullman’s preferred term “stark realism” Pullman gives 

the explanation:

Well, when I made that comment [about stark realism] I was trying to distinguish 
between these books and the kind of books most general readers think of as fantasy, 
the sub-Tolkien thing involving witches and elves and wizards and dwarves. Really, 
those authors are rewriting The Lord of the Rings.

I'm trying to do something different: tell a story about what it means to grow 
up and become adult, the experience all of us have and all of us go through. I'm 
telling a story about a realistic subject, but I'm using the mechanism of fantasy. I 
think that's slightly unusual.16

What is it, then, that defines His Dark Materials as fantasy, even despite the author’s own 

viewpoint? Mainly two things contribute to this: Magic and world-saving. In most 

fantasy-stories of today “saving the world”, as mentioned above regarding a few famous 

                                               
16 Web source: Dave Weich (2000). Philip Pullman Reaches the Garden. Retrieved on November 28, 2009. 
<http://www.powells.com/authors/pullman.html>
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works, is a critical element which gives an epic and unreal feeling to the story. However, 

saving the world is not unique for the fantasy-genre (note that it is also not an absolute 

demand) so there must be more to it. Magic in His Dark Materials is present as Dust, and

even though Dust is so called elementary particles (and as such has a scientific-sounding 

explanation) the fact remains that the role Dust plays in the trilogy is a highly magical 

one, enabling Lyra to get the answer to anything through the alethiometer and giving the 

gift of consciousness to a variety of creatures, as well as making prophecies possible. 

Lastly, the dæmons of Lyra’s world are of a typically fantastic nature as they, essentially, 

are talking animals which can morph (in the adolescent state) between shapes at will,

depending largely on the emotions of their humans.
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3 The Definition of Sin and Sin in His Dark Materials

3.1 The Classical Definition of Sin

Since the His Dark Materials-trilogy was written by an author whose encounter with 

religion has mainly been with Christianity, it makes sense to focus the exploration of the 

classical view of sin, on how it has been defined by Christianity and leave other religious 

groups out of the discussion. The classical definition of sin is somewhat hard to identify,

partly due to the fact that, regarding the Christian perspective, many different people 

have tried to define sin and have passed on their views into the many different branches 

of Christianity. Furthermore, it is a highly subjective topic which has few common

denominators, the Bible being one. The Bible itself is far from a reliable and objective

source on the matter, considering the thousands of years of history and interpretation it 

has accumulated, and the numerous copies, translations, re-translations and copies of 

translations and re-translations that it has often been subjected to. This has led to a 

multitude of possibilities for new interpretations to shine through, and for plain and 

simple errors to occur. However, the goal here is not to define what sin is, but rather 

what sin is thought of as being.

3.1.1 The Concept of Sin

Sin as a concept stems from an older and more inclusive concept: “It is about the 

breaking of taboos, crimes, and sacrilege”17. This might sound like how we perceive sin 

today. The difference, however, is that the sin, for example murder, was a sin not 

because of the act of hurting a fellow man or woman, but because of it being a rebellion 

against the gods and that it disturbed the order of the cosmos. This was something that 

could very well bring the gods’ punishment on to the people, and since the gods were 

superior beings actions that they punished were considered evil. The corresponding 

Greek word for sin at the time was “hybris”, meaning pride or arrogance, which 

indicates that to sin was to be arrogant to the gods. A vital component of today’s 

layman’s concept of sin is the presence of a feeling of personal guilt, and this “developed 

from the older, collectively decided shame of a performed act”18. However, the classical 

                                               
17 Stefan Ewald, ed. Entry: Synd. Religionslexikonet. (Stockholm: Forum, 1996) 514, my translation
18 --- my translation
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definition of sin is found not in the collective mind of the people, but in the organizations

which carry with them the traditions and views of earlier times.

A straightforward definition of theological sin, similar to the original meaning of sin 

mentioned above, can be found in an up-to-date dictionary: “Deliberate disobedience to 

the known will of God”19. As this indicates, and as will be seen later, the idea of sin as 

disobedience towards a god, or gods, has lived on to the present day.

3.1.2 Biblical Sin

The story of Adam and Eve depicts how original sin and sin in general made its entrance 

into the world. Through the seduction of the snake the two ate of the fruit of the tree of 

knowledge of good and evil, thereby breaking the one law that God had given them to 

follow. The words of the snake indicate why Adam and Eve broke the law of God: “For 

God doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes shall be opened, and ye

shall be as gods, knowing good and evil”20. Apparently, at least part of the reason for the 

defection of Adam and Eve was that they wanted to be as gods, which would be seen as 

defying the supremacy of God. Furthermore, in the first epistle of John in the New 

Testament it is found that “sin” is defined as “transgression of the law”21. “The law” in 

this case refers to the law of God, and as such it is again seen that sin is to be disobedient 

to God.

However, it is important to note that the doctrine of original sin, the evil inherent in 

every human being, is nowhere to be found in the Bible itself, but rather something 

which has been chiseled out afterwards.22 In the Creation story, grave punishments are 

given when Adam and Eve break the law, but none of these speak of their souls having 

been damaged or something similar. God says that their lives will be filled with physical 

hardships, but he does not mention a spiritual consequence. However, through 

supplementary thinking, the punishments of eating the fruit, presented in the Bible was 

                                               
19 Web source: Entry: Sin. Retrieved on December 30, 2009. <http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/ 
sin>
20 King James Version. The Holy Bible. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997) Gen:3:5, my italicizing
21 --- 1 John 3:4
22 Peter C. Hodgson & Robert H. King. Christian Theology: An Introduction to its Traditions and Tasks. 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994) 196
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considered to be merely one part of the consequences, because all of humanity,

descended from Adam and Eve, had been flawed by the sinful act they committed. With 

good will, some evidence for there having been a spiritual decline in Adam and Eve (and 

therefore their descendants) can be said to be found in the creation story. God says that 

if they eat of the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, they will die.23 This can 

be interpreted as spiritual death as well as bodily death, hence through scripture 

defending the claim that the souls of all humanity have been flawed. Indeed, this 

interpretation has been made by the Catholic Church: “Therefore he (Adam) transmitted 

to the whole human race not only bodily death and other penalties (consequences of 

sin), but also sin itself as the death of the soul”24.

3.1.3 Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas

Augustine of Hippo (354-430 CE) is by McGrath described as “probably the greatest and 

most influential mind of the Christian church throughout its long history”25, and one of 

the debates he participated in was the so called Pelagian controversy which dealt with 

the nature of sin and grace. The name of the controversy comes from Augustine’s 

adversary in the debate, Pelagius (around 350-440 CE), who was an ascetic monk from 

Britain.26 The two presented two fundamentally different perspectives on sin.

Pelagius saw sin as something which men and women chose by themselves, and as such 

the church should be welcoming only those who had high moral standards. Augustine, 

on the contrary, claimed that sin was a disease inherent in every human being, and 

therefore “was happy to regard the church as a hospital where fallen humanity could 

recover and grow gradually in holiness through grace”.27 As an aside it can be mentioned 

that Augustine also debated against the Donatists who claimed that fallen priests could 

not be allowed to return to the church with their right to perform valid sacraments. 

Augustine’s perspective, which contradicted the opinion of the Donatists, was to 

                                               
23 King James Version. The Holy Bible. Gen 2:17
24 Web source: The Vatican. General Audience â€” October 1, 1986. Retrieved on December 31, 2009. 
<http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/audiences/alpha/data/aud19861001en.html>, my 
italicizing
25Alister E. McGrath. Christian Theology - An Introduction. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007) 11
26 --- 18
27 --- 365



-12-

welcome the fallen back, because “the church must always contain a mix of righteous 

and sinners”.28

Augustine used the following analogy to explain the existence of sin in humans:

Consider a pair of scales, with two balance pans. One balance pan represents 
good and the other evil. If the pans were properly balanced, the arguments in 
favour of doing good or doing evil could be weighed, and a proper conclusion 
drawn. […] But what, asks Augustine, if the balance pans are loaded? What 
happens if someone puts several weights in the balance pan of evil? The scales 
will still work, but they are seriously biased toward making an evil decision. 
Augustine argues that this is exactly what has happened to humanity through 
sin. The human free will is biased toward evil. It really exists, and really can 
make decisions – just as the loaded scales still work. But instead of giving a 
balanced judgment, a serious bias exists toward evil.29

Looking further one sees that the consequences of Pelagius’ view is that human beings 

are born free from sin and later choose to behave sinfully or with goodness, while 

Augustine’s stand-point was, as stated above, that sin is something inherent in every 

person.

Furthermore, Augustine and Pelagius had different views on the nature of grace. To 

Augustine, grace was a great and undeserved gift from God with which humankind could 

recover from a sickness (original sin, brought upon ourselves and handed down through 

generations from Adam) from which we are unable to recover. Pelagius thought of grace 

as something given to us by God, yes, but not as a cure for a disease, but rather a tool 

which, if used correctly, could be used to avoid sin entirely. These tools were our reason 

and our will, and Pelagius also believed that grace was an external aid which God had 

given humanity, such as the Ten Commandments and the stories of the life of Jesus 

Christ. These were clues as to how to live a moral life, but humans had to choose to live 

by these examples by themselves. No active aid was given to help us live without sin. As 

McGrath summarizes it: “For Pelagius, grace was something external and passive, 

something outside us. Augustine understood grace as the real and redeeming presence 

of God in Christ within us, transforming us; something that was internal and active”30.

                                               
28 Stefan Ewald, ed. Entry: Donatism. Religionslexikonet. 104, my translation
29 Alister E. McGrath. Christian Theology: an introduction to its traditions and tasks. 363
30 --- 366
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The Augustinian thought system was built on the assumption that the creation is good, 

and therefore also everything in it is good, including human beings. Humans strive for 

goodness, and that which God has declared to be good. Evil is the voluntary defection 

from the natural order, goodness, which God has created, in other words: turning away 

from God.31 Turning away from God is a voluntary act, but it is not a balanced choice, as 

McGrath conveyed earlier. This is how Augustine explains how human beings can have 

free will and by nature be inclined to do good, but still sin.

In western theology the Augustinian perspective gained ground and became more 

prominent. The synod of Arles in about 470 CE witnessed the dismissal of Pelagianism 

and the confirmation of Augustianism, since some thoughts that were clearly Pelagian

were rejected there, and some Augustinian thoughts were approved.32

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1276) was another very influential person who spread his 

words about 900 years after Augustine. Some of his teachings were rejected by the 

Church, but the Dominican order made them a norm which set in motion a series of 

events which lead to Aquinas being canonized in 1323, and as such his place as one of 

the greatest theologians and philosophers of the western Christian world was 

established.33 Aquinas processed the work of Augustine, reconstructing and 

constructing as much of theological thinking (not only that of Augustine) as possible on a 

foundation of Aristotelian philosophy. This process led to his teachings becoming one of 

the pillars of the Catholic Church. Thomas Aquinas described sin as “a word, deed, or 

desire, contrary to the Law of God”34, which goes hand in hand with the original meaning 

of sin mentioned in the beginning as well as the Augustinian perspective.

3.1.4 The Vatican Perspective

The Augustinian perspective, reinforced by Thomas Aquinas, that sin is to turn away 

from God, has lived on until today. The Vatican defines sin as “disobedience, a revolt 

against God through the will to become ‘like gods,’ knowing and determining good and 

                                               
31Peter C. Hodgson & Robert H. King. Christian Theology: An Introduction to its Traditions and Tasks. 198-9
32Alister E. McGrath. Christian Theology: An Introduction. 367
33Stefan Ewald, ed. Entry: Thomas av Aquino. Religionslexikonet. 529, my translation
34 Web source: Thomas Aquinas (1920). Summa, II-I, Q.71, art.6. Retrieved on December 31, 2009. Through 
Kevin Knight (2008). <http://www.newadvent.org/summa/2071.htm#article6>
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evil. Sin is thus ‘love of oneself even to the contempt of God.’ In this proud self-

exaltation, sin is diametrically opposed to the obedience of Jesus, which achieves our 

salvation”35.

The Vatican definition above can be seen as a construction of the judicial model, one of 

the views of sin found in the Epistle of St. Paul to the Romans, presented by Ehrman. 

Ehrman shows that Paul talks of sin as “human disobedience that brings a death 

penalty”36, which is the definition of sin in the judicial model. Another model is the 

participationist model wherein sin is “a cosmic power that enslaves people”37. This 

model too is found in the Epistle of St. Paul, but the judicial model is more in line with 

the view of the Vatican.

The Orthodox Church has a view which mainly corresponds to the Vatican, for example

the Orthodox doctrine also speaks of sin as the transgression of God’s law.38 There are 

large differences between the two churches, but about sin as a general concept they 

stand fairly united, even if they differ in some of the details of the question.

3.1.5 Conclusion about the Classical Definition of Sin

In an attempt to find the core definition of sin, interesting details and sidetracks have 

been avoided as far as possible to steer clear of a lengthy and largely irrelevant

discussion of the subject, in an attempt to give a somewhat direct and clear picture at the 

expense of a more complete one. Despite lack of a whole picture an accurate definition of 

sin can be derived from the above, considering that the sources that have been examined 

have quite some weight in the Christian world.

Regarding the classical definition of sin, it has been seen that sin throughout the ages has

been mainly regarded as breaking the law of one or several gods. This was punishable 

and as such also regarded as bad acts, since god/gods had the moral high ground.

                                               
35 Web source: The Vatican. Catechism of the Catholic Church. Retrieved on December 31, 2009. 
<http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P6A.HTM> 
36Bart D. Ehrman, ed. The New Testament: A Historical Introduction to the Early Christian Writings. (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2003) 357
37 ---
38 Web source: Orthodox Church in America. The Orthodox Faith. Retrieved on December 31, 2009. 
<http://www.oca.org/OCchapter.asp?SID=2&ID=16>
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Carrying this definition, sin took its first steps through human history, and strode forth

in essence untransformed through the Bible to the minds of Augustine of Hippo and

Thomas Aquinas, to finally take its stand in the doctrine of both the Catholic and the 

Orthodox Church.

3.2 Sin in His Dark Materials

Dust (which are elementary particles which grants consciousness to beings) and sin in 

the His Dark Materials-trilogy are rather complicated concepts. Dust clearly plays a vital 

role in the story, something which is made clear in the beginning of the trilogy when 

Lord Asriel shows the pictures of Dust to the scholars of Oxford University39, but the 

introduction of sin comes much later and is only hinted at until the end of the first book. 

Pullman has written the trilogy like a crime-novel, where the identity of the murderer is 

kept a secret until the end, although hinted at many times. The murderer in this case is 

Dust, and its alias is “sin”.

3.2.1 Summary of the Trilogy

To begin with, a summary of the trilogy is necessary. In the first book, Northern Lights

(NL), the story begins with 12-year old Lyra Belaqua and her dæmon Pantalaimon, 

Lyra’s soul personified as a shape shifting animal, finding out about Dust. She overhears

when her uncle Lord Asriel talks to the scholars of Jordan College, her home. She is given 

an alethiometer, truth-reader, which looks like a golden compass and, if one can use it 

correctly, can answer any question. She meets with Mrs. Coulter, who is later revealed to 

be her mother, and finds out that she is involved with the Gobblers (or General Oblation 

Board). They have been kidnapping children from all over England, among others Lyra’s 

best friend Roger, which causes Lyra to run away from Mrs. Coulter and meet the 

nomadic Gyptians. Together they set out to the north to rescue the children. Lyra is told 

that Lord Asriel is her father and that he is imprisoned by the armored bears of 

Svalbard, far in the north, and she is convinced by the alethiometer that she is supposed

to bring the alethiometer to him. Once in the north, Lyra befriends Iorek Byrnison, the 

exiled rightful king of the armored bears, and Mr. Lee Scoresby, an aëronaut. Lyra is 

                                               
39 Philip Pullman. His Dark Materials. (London: Scholastic Ltd, 2008) 23-6
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captured by mercenaries and taken to Bolvangar, the science station of the Gobblers.

There she learns that the Gobblers are experimenting with intercision, the procedure of 

cutting a human from its dæmon, which is an unthinkable horror in Lyra’s world. She 

also finds Roger, and they manage to escape from Bolvangar together with all the other 

children, just as the Gyptians launch their attack at the station. Lyra, Roger, and Iorek

hitch a ride with Mr. Scoresby’s balloon and travel to Svalbard. Serafina Pekkala, a witch 

who Lyra has met before, and her clan aid them in their travels. Once there, Lyra 

deceives the usurper king Iofur Raknison into accepting a challenge by Iorek for the 

throne. Iorek is victorious, and helps Lyra and Roger to journey to Lord Asriel. Lyra is 

disappointed that Lord Asriel does not want the alethiometer. Lyra has misinterpreted 

the message of the alethiometer. What it really said was that she would bring Lord Asriel 

what he needs, and this happened to be Roger. In the night, Lord Asriel takes Roger with 

him and goes up to a hill where he has a machine which can manipulate the aurora. By 

performing an intercision on Roger and his dæmon, a tremendous amount of energy will 

be released and a bridge to alternative worlds will open. Lyra tries to rescue Roger, but 

she is too late. Roger is killed, and Lord Asriel, after trying to convince Mrs. Coulter to 

come with him but failing, walks into another world. Lyra and Pantalaimon decide that 

they must try to stop Lord Asriel and the Gobblers from doing what they intend, to 

destroy Dust (whatever it is), and therefore they too go into the other world.

The second book, The Subtle Knife (TSK), begins with Will and his mother who live in a 

world identical to the “real” world. Will is of the same age as Lyra, and his mother seems

to have some kind of mental disorder. People who claim to be from the government 

harass them, and Will decides to leave his mother with an acquaintance while he himself 

runs away for the time being. He accidentally finds a hole into another world, Cittàgazze,

and in there he meets Lyra. Will does not have a dæmon, something which Lyra is 

surprised by, as Will is surprised by Pantalaimon. They conclude that they might as well 

stay together for the time being, and they go through the hole to Will’s world in order for 

Will to find clues to his father’s (John Parry) whereabouts, and for Lyra to visit a 

scientist named Dr. Mary Malone. Will finds out that his father probably has found a hole 

into another world and disappeared. In talking to Dr. Malone, Lyra learns about so called 

shadow-particles which appear to be the same as Dust, conscious particles. Meanwhile, 

Ruta Skadi, Queen of Serafina Pekkala’s witch clan, is led by rebel Angels to the fortress 
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that Lord Asriel is building, and she is intrigued by what he is creating. Through a series 

of events, Lyra’s alethiometer is stolen by a man named Lord Charles Latrom and to get 

it back, Lyra and Will must obtain a weapon named the subtle knife and give it to him in 

return. Lyra and Will return to Cittàgazze, where the knife is supposed to be, and acquire

it. Will is told by the previous knife-bearer, Giacomo Paradisi, that Will is the new bearer, 

and is shown how to use it. The knife is what makes the holes between the worlds, and 

Giacomo teaches Will how to open and close these. With the help of the knife, Lyra and 

Will are able to steal back the alethiometer, and in return Lyra promises that she will 

help Will find his father. In Lyra’s world, Mr. Scoresby has been searching for a famous 

scientist by the name of Stanislaus Grumman and finally finds him. Grumman tells Mr. 

Scoresby that his real name is John Parry (Will’s father) and that he, Parry, must find the 

bearer of the subtle knife in order to tell him what he must do. Parry does not yet know 

that Will is the knife-bearer. Mr. Scoresby decides to help Parry, and as such they set off 

in search of Will. In Cittàgazze, Will and Lyra are rescued from a mob of children by 

Serafina Pekkala and her witches. Dr. Malone is told by the shadow particles that she 

needs to help Will and Lyra, and as such she sets off to try and find them. Ruta Skadi tells 

Serafina Pekkala and the other witches about the plans of Lord Asriel; that he intends to 

go to war against the Authority (God). Mr. Scoresby and Parry are pursued by zeppelins 

sent by the Magisterium and are forced to land. Parry continues on foot while Mr. 

Scoresby holds off the soldiers as long as he can, dying in the end. Will wakes up from his 

sleep one night, and walks up on a mountaintop. There he meets Parry and they realize 

that they are father and son. Parry tells Will that the knife is capable of killing the 

Authority, and that he must seek out Lord Asriel. Juta Kamainen, a witch whose love 

Parry once rejected, suddenly appears, kills Parry and then herself. Overcome with grief, 

Will makes his way back to camp only to find that Lyra and the witches are gone, and 

that two angels are waiting for him.

The last book of the trilogy, The Amber Spyglass (TAS), begins with Lyra in a cave, 

anaesthetized by Mrs. Coulter who took her from the camp when Will was meeting with 

his father. The two angels present themselves to Will as Baruch and Balthamos and tell

him that their mission is to bring him to Lord Asriel. They are attacked by Metatron, the 

Regent of the Authority, but escape to another world. Will refuses to go with them to 

Lord Asriel since he feels he must find Lyra first. The angels decide that Balthamos will 
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stay with Will and help him, while Baruch will go to Lord Asriel and tell him of Will’s 

decision. Baruch, after having been attacked by the forces of the Authority, finds Lord 

Asriel and tells him about Will, and about Lyra having been kidnapped by Mrs. Coulter. 

Then he dies from his wounds. Lord Asriel sends out a rescue team to save Lyra. The 

Magisterium too has launched forces to apprehend Lyra, though they have no moral 

concerns about her dying in the process. Dr. Malone finds her way to the world of the 

mulefas, sentient creatures who use large seedpods from huge trees as wheels to move 

about. In the meantime, Will and Balthamos find Iorek who agrees to help in rescuing 

Lyra. They succeed in this, and Lyra and Will decide to go to the world of the dead to 

rescue everyone who has been trapped there. In doing this they have to leave their 

dæmons behind, and Will now discovers that he has a dæmon, though it has been inside 

of him: his soul. They manage to rescue all the ghosts. Back in the world of the mulefas, 

Dr. Malone makes a lens through which she can see Dust. She puts it in a cylinder, and 

the amber spyglass is made. The mulefas ask her to try to find out what is happening to 

their precious trees, which are dying. A bomb is directed at Lyra, and Mrs. Coulter tries 

to stop it, but fails. However, the explosion is redirected and makes a huge hole, called 

the Abyss. Will and Lyra are told that their dæmons are hiding in the world of Lord 

Asriel and make their way there. They find the Authority who is being attacked by cliff-

ghasts, and rescue Him, but He dies. They find their dæmons and escape into the world 

of the mulefa, where they meet Dr. Malone. Mrs. Coulter lures Metatron to the Abyss and 

she and Lord Asriel manage to throw him into it, though they too fall in. Dr. Malone tells 

Will and Lyra about love. Father Gomez tries to kill Lyra, but is stopped and killed by 

Balthamos. Will and Lyra realize that they are in love, and the stream of Dust that flows 

down the Abyss is slowed by this. Will and Lyra are told by the angel Xaphania that they 

must live in their own worlds and that Dust is disappearing through the holes made by 

the subtle knife. Only one hole may be left open, and that is the hole through which 

ghosts can escape from the world of the dead. Everyone returns to their own worlds.

Lyra has lost her ability to read the alethiometer, but is told that she can learn to read it

again, if she spends her life studying.
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3.2.2 Something Evil and Wicked40

Firstly it will be shown that, in the multi-verse Pullman has created, Dust and sin are two 

different words for talking about essentially the same thing.

In a number of places in NL, Dust is talked about in such a way that “sin” could easily 

replace it not only as a word, but as a concept. Quoting Mrs. Coulter: “Dust is something 

bad, something wrong, something evil and wicked. Grown-ups and their dæmons are 

infected with Dust so deeply that it is too late for them”41. To think about sin in this way, 

as something “evil and wicked”, is not farfetched. Mrs. Coulter also sees a connection 

between puberty and Dust: “[…] but at the age we call puberty, the age you’re coming to 

very soon, darling, dæmons bring all sorts of troublesome thoughts and feelings, and 

that’s what lets Dust in”42. When people come of age, so to speak, they are suddenly 

beginning to attract Dust, as opposed to when they were adolescents. The “troublesome 

thoughts and feelings” Mrs. Coulter speaks of are probably about becoming an individual 

(which can be a rather rebellious time in the family) and about sexual identity, both of 

which are traditionally closely connected to sinful behavior. Furthermore, the witch 

Serafina Pekkala says: “[…] where there are priests, there is fear of Dust”43, which can be

interpreted as fear of sin, fear both in the priests themselves, and invoked in the people 

by the priests who preach about the consequences of sinning. Lord Asriel, towards the 

end of NL, claims that priests have been preaching about Dust for centuries, though 

calling it something else44, hence hinting at sin and Dust being the same thing.

Finally, Lord Asriel tells Lyra that the Magisterium (the Church of Lyra’s world) has 

declared Dust as physical evidence for original sin45, and, as seen above, this is a 

perspective that has been slowly revealed throughout NL.
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3.2.3 When Matter Begins to Understand Itself46

So far it has been proven that Dust is thought of as sin in His Dark Materials. The next 

step is to examine what that means. What is the effect of Dust and, hence, sin?

In TSK, Lyra meets Dr. Mary Malone for the first time, and is told by her about the 

shadow particles that Dr. Malone and her colleague have discovered. The most 

perplexing thing that they have found out about these particles is that they are 

conscious47, and this fact is reinforced in a dialogue between Dr. Malone and the shadow 

particles, which could be held by the use of a specially designed computer, known as the 

Cave48. In this dialogue several things are revealed. Shadow particles are, quite 

obviously, conscious, and they tell Dr. Malone, among other things, that they are the 

same as the Dust that Lyra has told her about. This has earlier been implied when Lyra 

used the same device as Dr. Malone, and made it visualize the alethiometer so that she 

could more easily communicate with it49. This is an implication because it has previously

been revealed, by Lord Asriel in NL, that Dust is what makes the alethiometer work50.

Worth mentioning at this point is that Dust, shadow particles, dark matter (a scientific 

term), and sraf (the mulefas word for Dust) are all different names for the same 

particles. In addition, there are more ways that Dust can communicate with people other 

than just through the alethiometer and the Cave (the name that has stuck to Dr. Malone’s 

computer). Among others, the I Ching of Asia, a tool of prediction which is in Dr. 

Malone’s possession51 and which she will be using later on.

Knowing what Dust is, it is now time to figure out its origins. In the words of the angel 

Balthamos: “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”52. 

From this it can be concluded that Dust comes from consciousness. Further evidence can 

be acquired from Mrs. Coulter, who has some intercisioned humans under her command
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(that is, people who have been cut from their dæmons): “[…] they have no fear and no 

imagination and no free will, and they’ll fight till they’re torn apart”53. These people, 

however, had been intercisioned not as children, but only once they had achieved 

adulthood. In Lyra’s world, a kind of intercision has been made by tribes in Africa as 

well, which has led to horrifying stories about zombies, and “zombie” is a rather good 

word for describing intercisioned people.

In NL intercision was being experimented with on children, as a way to stop them from 

being influenced by Dust before puberty. The boy Tony Makarios, who had been subject 

to intercision and who Lyra has heard of through the alethiometer and has come to save, 

reacted in the following way the first time he saw the great bear Iorek Byrnison: “He 

came helplessly, showing no surprise and no fear at the great white beast standing so 

close, and when Lyra helped him to sit on Iorek’s back, all he said was: ‘I dunno where 

my Ratter is’”54. Ratter, which Tony asks for, is his dæmon. One thing that does differ 

from the behavior of those who have been intercisioned as adults is that Tony, shortly 

after the rescue, dies because of it. However, it is possible that only some survive 

intercision, even among adults, and as such this may not be a definite difference 

between child-intercision and adult-intercision. The cause for Tony’s depression seems

to be not the lack of Dust, since he did not have any Dust to begin with (as he was still a 

child), but rather the fact that he had been separated from his dæmon, his soul, and even 

worse, his connection to her had been severed, which apparently was a trauma too great 

for him to endure. At any rate, an intercisioned individual, child or adult, shows clear 

signs of mental disturbances. In the case of the adults, intercision has led to them no 

longer being imaginative or feeling beings, hence no longer producing Dust.

It has been shown that Dust is a bi-product of matter understanding itself. However, 

there is more to it than that. Dr. Malone discovers, in TAS, that Dust suddenly flows out 

to sea in a great stream. In this moment she thinks about what she has learned from the 

mulefas, and one of those things is:

Dust came into being when living things became conscious of themselves; but 
it needed some feedback system to reinforce it and make it safe, as the mulefa 

                                               
53 --- 489
54 --- 108



-22-

had their wheels and the oil from the trees. Without something like that, it 
would all vanish. Thought, imagination, feeling, would all wither and blow 
away, leaving nothing but a brutish automatism.55

It is said that a number of qualities would “wither and blow away”, and this is exactly 

what is happening with Dust at the moment, and the “brutish automatism” mentioned 

sounds strikingly much like the personalities of Mrs. Coulter’s intercisioned people. This 

indicates that, as Dust is a product of understanding, it is also a necessity for 

understanding. Dr. Malone too shows this through her thoughts after the experience up 

in the top of one of the high trees in the world of the mulefas, where her consciousness is 

almost swept away by a flood of Dust:

Part of her was subject to this tide that was moving through the cosmos. And 
so were the mulefa, and so were human beings in every world, and every kind 
of conscious creatures, wherever they were. And unless she found out what 
was happening, they might all find themselves drifting away to oblivion, every 
one.56

This suggests that with the disappearance of Dust every shred of consciousness will

disappear as well. The angel Xaphania says that Dust is created “’by thinking and feeling 

and reflecting, by gaining wisdom and passing it on’”57, and she tells Will and Lyra that 

they need to show people to be “kind instead of cruel, and patient instead of hasty, and 

cheerful instead of surly, and above all how to keep their minds open and free and 

curious…’”58 in order to create as much of Dust as possible. That both Xaphania and 

earlier Dr. Malone mention not only pure knowledge as a factor in the production of 

Dust but also feelings, shows that “matter understanding itself” is not only a question of 

collecting facts. It is also about striving towards feelings, such as kindness and love, of 

which the latter will be shown to play a vital role in the trilogy (3.2.4). The attribute 

“good” that Xaphania seems to think is vital to have in the feelings is, however, not

supported in the rest of the trilogy. It is understandable that she would promote good 

feelings, but it is likely that bad feelings could produce Dust as well.
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Consciousness, and as such Dust, brings with it a number of consequences. Among these 

are traditionally sinful acts such as murder, infidelity, lying, and so on. These, and other 

acts as well, must be put in a context to be able to define their goodness or negative 

sides. “Sin” as a concept has a wide range of uses, and these need to be addressed. This 

will be done, however in a later part of the essay (3.2.6).

3.2.4 So That Was How I Stopped Being a Nun59

Dr. Malone was once a nun. Towards the end of TAS she tells Lyra and Will about the 

experience which made her leave the Church: ”’[…] And he took a bit of marzipan and he 

just gently put it in my mouth, I remember trying to smile, and blushing, and feeling so 

foolish, and I fell in love with him just for that, for the gentle way he touched my lips 

with the marzipan […]’”60. That was something which had happened in her youth before 

becoming a nun. And then, later in her life when she had become a nun, someone gave 

her a marzipan and all the memories from that earlier episode came back to her, and she 

had a revelation: “’There's no one to fret, no one to condemn, no one to bless me for 

being a good girl, no one to punish me for being wicked. Heaven was empty. I didn't 

know whether God had died, or whether there never had been a God at all’”, and when 

taking a walk down at the beach: “’[…] I took the crucifix from around my neck and I 

threw it in the sea. That was it. All over. Gone. So that was how I stopped being a nun”61.

This particular scene is remarkably similar to that of the creation story where Eve gives 

Adam to eat of the forbidden fruit and hence gives rise to sin. Dr. Malone is given a piece 

of marzipan, and as a result denies her faith, turns away from God. However, this is not a 

definite connection between her renouncing God and accepting Dust. The connection 

comes later. It begins with her being asked by Will if she ever missed God, and she 

answers: “’Yes […] terribly. And I still do. And what I miss most is the sense of being 

connected to the whole of the universe. I used to feel I was connected to God like that, 

and because he was there, I was connected to the whole of his creation. But if he’s not 

there, then…’”62. In the following chapter Dr. Malone is out in the night by her tree, when 

the flow of Dust suddenly becomes much stronger and clouds, leaves, wind, grass hurls
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towards the flow of Dust to try and stop it. She sees this, and once again she experiences 

a revelation:

Matter loved Dust. It didn’t want to see it go. That was the meaning of this 
night, and it was Mary’s meaning too. Had she thought there was no meaning 
in life, no purpose, when God had gone? Yes, she had thought that. ‘Well, there 
is now,’ she said aloud, and again, louder: ‘There is now!’.63

Here it is seen that the place which God earlier had had in Dr. Malone’s life has finally 

been replaced by Dust. She turned from God and towards Dust. This is a trend seen 

among several of the characters in the book. Lord Asriel and Mrs. Coulter are two good 

examples of people who turn away from the Magisterium, the Authority’s voice on earth, 

so to speak, in Lyra’s world. Lord Asriel pretends to be standing on the side of the 

Magisterium, but is actually trying to amass an army to be able to defend himself and his 

followers from the Authority. Mrs. Coulter realizes this: “’You said. Come with me, and 

we’ll destroy Dust for ever. You remember saying that? But you didn’t mean it. You 

meant the very opposite, didn’t you? I see now’”64, and Lord Asriel does not deny it. Mrs. 

Coulter, in turn, changes her allegiance when she realizes that she loves her daughter 

too much for Lyra to be sacrificed for some beliefs. When Will comes to rescue Lyra from 

Mrs. Coulter she explains her actions to him: 

’Frankly, I think [the Church] want[s] to kill her. So I found myself in a 
dilemma, you see: obey the church, or save my daughter. And I was a faithful 
servant of the church, too. There was no one more zealous; I gave my life to it; 
I served it with passion. ‘But I had this daughter… […] I saw the danger that 
she was in, and three times now I’ve tried to save her from it: I’ve had to 
become a renegade and hide in this remote place’.65

So Mrs. Coulter defies the Magisterium because she loves her daughter, an effect of Dust. 

It is not an easy choice for her, but never the less it is her final decision.
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3.2.5 He Was Never the Creator66

Is this effect of Dust something good? Is Dust good at all? In the end of NL Pantalaimon 

airs a thought on this to Lyra. He reflects that everyone they know who has proved to be 

bad, also wants to destroy Dust. This makes him think that Dust actually might be

something good, and this thought is so convincing that they set out to try and save 

Dust.67

Since the Authority and his minions (ranging from individuals to large religious 

organizations) play a large part in His Dark Materials, and that the effect of Dust must be 

put in relation to the Authority in this case, a description of him will now follow. That 

which is often called God is, according to Balthamos, nothing more than the first angel: 

“The Authority, God, the Creator, the Lord, Yahweh, El, Adonai, the King, the Father, the 

Almighty. 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”68. Throughout the trilogy this 

entity is referred to as the Authority, and he is very powerful. Not so because of his 

individual strength, because he has grown old and weak, but for the tremendous support 

he has built up during his life. This support exists not only as his army, but as the many 

believers of his who pray to him and follow his command, such as the believers of Lyra’s 

world and of Will’s world. The Authority is, however, as Balthamos indicated above, and

also later in the same dialogue says with certainty, a deceiver: “The first angels 

condensed out of Dust, and the Authority was the first of all. He told those who came 

after him that he had created them, but it was a lie”69. This lie is what has gained the 

Authority his many supporters. In tricking them into believing that he is God, and by 

backing this up with the fact that he already has great support from those earlier 

deceived, his influence has surpassed any other power in existence. As the Authority 

grew old he withdrew from the public eye and made Metatron, a powerful angel, his 

regent70, and this character is as close as Pullman comes to a main antagonist in the 

trilogy.
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It is safe to say that Pullman wants to portray the Authority (God) as someone not 

worthy of worship or submission. Furthermore a competition can be seen to be taking 

place between the Authority and Dust, as might have been understood from earlier. The 

angel Baruch tells Lord Asriel about the Authority and his plans: “’The Authority 

considers that conscious beings of every kind have become dangerously independent’”71, 

and goes on explaining that the Authority and Metatron intend to “set up a permanent 

inquisition in every world”72. This passage has two points in it. Firstly, it shows that the 

Authority is not happy with the effect that Dust has on beings. He feels that it needs to be 

contained and controlled. Secondly, the mentioning of an “inquisition” is a very direct 

hint at the evil of the Authority, since the word has connotations that indicate far from 

good intentions.

The instance where Mrs. Coulter saved Lyra and told Will why she did this (mentioned 

earlier), is an example of how Pullman presents a sin (defection from the Magisterium)

as something good. This is due to Mrs. Coulter proving that she loves her daughter more 

than she loves the Authority, an act which, despite its sinfulness, is considered morally 

upright in the book.

From Father Gomez, who is sent by the Magisterium to assassinate Lyra, three

additional important conclusions can be drawn regarding the good/evil of the Authority.

Close to the end of TAS, Father Gomez observes Lyra and Will. First of all, credit must be 

given to Father Gomez for he is unwilling to sacrifice Will: “The one thing he didn’t want 

to do was hurt the boy. He had a horror of harming an innocent person”73. This is 

evidence that the law of the Authority is not uniformly evil, and that the followers of the 

Authority are not evil per definition. This is important to keep in mind. Furthermore, 

Father Gomez shows signs of doubt when he sees Lyra: “[…] he could not understand 

how anyone so steeped in evil could look so radiant with hope and happiness”74. This

makes him lose the opportunity to shoot her, but the hesitation is more due to him being 

slightly uncertain about the holiness of the law than of an inherent good quality in it. The 

mere fact that the Magisterium gave Father Gomez the mission to kill Lyra shows that 
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there is something wicked about the organization and its highest leader, even though the 

mission was given in order to serve a greater good. The Magisterium was aware of and 

acknowledged the thought of murder as a sin, however, and Father Gomez had been 

preparing for a sinful act all his life through preemptive penance.75 This does not make it 

a less negative act, however, not even in the eyes of the Authority and the Magisterium 

itself.

The world of the dead is the most outstanding aspect of the great machinery that the 

Authority has created to control the masses. Everyone comes to the world of the dead in 

the end76, and no one is allowed to leave. They have to leave their dæmons, also known 

as souls, behind77, which is very painful and depressing78. In this world there are harpies

(mythological beings that are a cross between a human female and a bird) who have the

ability to see the deepest fears of people79, and who fly about and terrorize the billions 

of inhabitants of the world of the dead with these fears80. The ghosts are miserable and 

long back to their dæmons and to their lives81. The fact that this is a place for believers 

and non-believers alike, for both allies and enemies of the Authority, shows that the 

promises of heaven and eternal life, which is central to the religion of Pullman’s multi-

verse are all lies.

These facts, and the last in particular, show that the Authority, despite the few good 

things with his rule, is a cruel dictator who may have good intentions, but these are not 

in line with what other conscious creatures define as good. Consequently, since Dust 

enables creatures to turn away from the Authority and make their own decisions in life, 

the effect of Dust and Dust itself, as Pullman presents it, should be regarded as 

something good.
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81 --- 835-6
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3.2.6 Bad and Good Sins

The heart of the comparison between the classical definition of sin and sin as Pullman 

presents it, is to see the differences in the core meaning. However, before being able to 

take on that challenge, one more area must be covered: the area of bad sins. As seen 

above, Pullman presents sin in such a way that it is something inherently good, but even 

so there are acts, covered by the concept of sin, which are considered bad.

In the end of NL, Lord Asriel harnesses the immense power received from when the 

bond between a human and his or her dæmon snaps, to open up the bridge to the other 

worlds.82 He did this with the intention of building an army to confront the Authority, a 

certainly sinful act, but a good one. However, to achieve this goal he murdered an 

innocent child, Roger, Lyra’s friend, and this is a bad sin which Pullman does not, from 

what can be understood from the text, try to promote in any way.

The witch Juta Kamainen kills John Parry (known as Stanislaus Grumman or Jopari in 

Lyra’s world), Will’s father. She does this because Parry has renounced her love, and this 

is something that, being a witch, she could not forgive him for.83 Again, this is a bad sin

which Pullman does not put a favorable light in the text. The direct consequence is that 

the witch, when she finds out that Parry was Will’s father, kills herself (though probably 

due to her love for Parry and despair over his death too). Will is of course not happy 

about having his father taken away from him.84

Both of the actions described above are consequences of Dust and consciousness. In the 

case of Lord Asriel, his will to preserve Dust and break free from the Authority drives 

him to perform the bad sin. This is, however, merely a surface effect. Lord Asriel’s (and 

every other conscious being’s) ability to arrive at conclusions through the process of 

free thinking is the true reason behind his actions. This ability is granted to him through 

the deeper influence of Dust. As regards Juta Kamainen, Dust is yet again the underlying 

cause since the love she feels for Parry could not have come to be if not for Dust, and her 

decision to kill him is based on feelings, though dark, which are invoked through Dust.

                                               
82 --- 321
83 --- 586
84 --- 587
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Furthermore, her decision to kill Parry is one which could not have been made if not for 

her consciousness. As such, it is seen that there are instances when sin is bad and 

something not desirable. This is not something that Pullman tries to hide, though he 

does not focus on it.

From the perspective given by the classical definition of sin, the two cases of Lord Asriel 

and Juta Kamainen would have both been considered sinful and bad, just as in the case 

of Pullman. However, the difference is that in the classical definition they are bad 

because they are actions which break the law of God. In the case of Pullman they are bad 

because they lead to the breaking of an undefined moral code.

The line between right and wrong, good and evil, is blurred and, according to Pullman,

highly subjective. This opinion is manifested in several places throughout the book. The 

examples of Lord Asriel and Juta Kamainen are two to begin with. In both cases it is 

obvious that their actions from their point of view were on the good side of their 

morality, otherwise they would not have performed the acts. In Lord Asriel’s case his 

morality told him that the cost of the life of one innocent child was well worth the

billions of lives and the existence of Dust that he could save. The easily offended nature 

of witches, regarding love affairs, has formed their society in such a way that the 

morality behind the decision of Juta Kamainen, to kill Parry, was from her point of view

correct. This decision, though, was based on her knowledge about the situation before 

she knew about Will being his son.

The moral gray-zone and subjective morality which Pullman presents is made evident in 

several other places throughout the trilogy. For example, Iorek eats the body of his dead 

friend Mr. Scoresby in his honor85, Will keeps some bad things about Lyra’s mother from 

her86, Will and Iorek discuss “change” and have different opinions on if it is good or 

bad87. Lastly, Will explores the concept of “fairness” and how some bad things are not 

anyone’s fault, while others are88.

                                               
85 --- 631
86 --- 747
87 --- 752
88 --- 967
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3.3 Comparison of the Two Perspectives

Two things have now been proven about the classical definition:

A. Sin is perceived as only something bad

B. To sin is to break the law of God

Regarding Pullman’s concept of sin five things have been shown:

1. Dust is sin

2. There are bad sins and good sins

3. Sin is consciousness and being able to have and show feelings

4. Sin enables beings to turn away from the Authority

5. To be able to choose to turn away from the Authority is something good

It is seen that one of the points of the classical definition is in direct conflict with two of 

the points of Pullman’s concept of sin. (A) contradicts (2) and (5). This will be returned 

to, but first the other points will be discussed.

(1) is a requirement to the rest of the points of Pullman’s, and serves little purpose on its 

own. (3) and (B) can at first glance be thought of as contradictory, but in fact they are 

complementary. (B) does not specify in what way the law is broken, and (3) does not 

claim to be in line with any law at all. (4), in turn, is almost synonymous with (B), with 

the small difference where (4) is telling what sin enables one to do, and (B) what sinning 

is. If one would perform a sin as (4) suggests, one would end up at (B), one would break 

the law of God, and vice versa.

Now returning to the conflicting points. In the classical definition, sins of all sorts are 

bad. There are no compromises or exceptions. Even though Augustine did argue for the 

Church being open for sinners and saints alike, it did not mean that sinning was good in 

any way. In the same way as a hospital should be open for the sick, but without 

encouraging disease. (2) and (5) are claiming the opposite of (A). In Pullman’s multi-

verse, the essence of sin is consciousness, feeling and free thinking, which gives rise to a 
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wide range of actions. Some of these are considered good and some bad, but many of 

them are, by the Authority and the Magisterium, indiscriminately labeled as sins, and 

bad ones at that. This is the core of the conflict between (2) and (A). In the case of (5) 

and (A) Pullman presents the Authority as a deceiver and tyrant not worthy of worship 

of any kind. As such, to turn away from the Authority is one of the good sins. Since a 

good sin is not compatible with (A) there is, again, a conflict.

The discrepancy between the classical definition of sin and Pullman’s view can be 

explained by fundamentally different points of origin. The classical definition assumes

that God indeed is the Creator and omnipotent, and has good intentions with every 

single rule and law, and is in the right with every action he performs. In Pullman’s case 

the assumption is made that the Authority (God) is a fraud and is not all-knowing in any 

way, meaning that there is no inherent right in his actions, nor is he working for the best 

of everyone. In the end, these different assumptions are the reasons for there being a 

disagreement between the two perspectives of sin that have been examined.

A final comment: In theory, the classical definition sees the world in black and white, 

while Pullman’s view is more relativistic. In practice, the classical definition might have 

a hard time deciding exactly what actions go against God and which do not, forcing 

judgment to be less strict. In contrast, Pullman’s perspective is in practice hard to always 

follow, because not every aspect of every action can be taken into account, meaning that

a less relativistic view than is desirable would be in use. As such, though fundamentally 

different in theory, the two perspectives might give rise to similar results.
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4 Summary and Conclusion

What has been shown is that the classical definition of sin boils down to sin being the 

breaking of the law of one or several gods. This definition is found in the earliest uses of 

the concept, where being arrogant to the gods was thought to be something that could 

bring drought, starvation, or war upon the people. The Bible, whose Old Testament

connects the beliefs of the pre-historic times with Christian theologians, preserves this 

view. Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas rely heavily on the Bible, as they are 

Christians, and reinforce the core-meaning of sin. In the end, the belief presented above 

was fully adopted by both the Catholic and Orthodox Church. Sin is in the classical 

definition considered something inherently bad, and something that should be despised.

The classical definition has been presented as being in contrast to the view of sin as 

presented by Philip Pullman in his trilogy His Dark Materials. In the trilogy sin is made 

concrete through the use of elementary particles called Dust. These particles are both 

the product and the cause of consciousness. Once the particles and their mysterious 

behavior were discovered, the Church declared that Dust was physical evidence for sin, 

which is an assumption that comes very close to the mark. However, as Pullman

presents it, sinning is something good overall. There are good and bad sins, but the 

advantages of the good sins weigh much more than the disadvantages of the bad. For 

example, the right to pursue love away from the Authority (whether it is successful or 

not) would weigh more than the occasional murder. For example, a bad sin would be

when Juta Kamainen murders John Parry, and a good sin would be when Mrs. Coulter 

saves Lyra from the evil intentions of the Magisterium. They are both consequences of 

sin, but part of it is good and part of it is bad.

The difference of opinion regarding sin between the classical definition and Pullman’s 

perspective, originates from them making different assumptions about God. In the 

classical definition, God is believed to be ultimately good, an assumption made by, 

among others, Augustine of Hippo. Pullman, on the other hand, assumes that God is not

ultimately good. He even goes so far as to present God as a deceiver, a dictator who 

clings to his dishonestly earned power.
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It is not possible to say that one of the perspectives is better or worse. It all comes down 

to one’s perspective of God, if one has one. What can be learned from this is that a 

difference of opinion in one question might have its roots in a simple discrepancy in 

another question. In the case with the classical definition and Pullman, the reason for

why sin is considered good or bad has little to do with sin itself, but rather with whether 

God is a worthy leader or not. If he is, then his law should be followed. If he is not, then 

one should seek definitions of right and wrong elsewhere.
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