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Introduction*

In a letter written in 1958, Tolkien says, “there are a few basic facts [about myself] 

which … are really significant.  I am a Christian (which can be deduced from my stories) and 

in fact a Roman Catholic,” (L, 288).  Yet how are we to understand Tolkien’s claim that The 

Lord of the Rings is “a fundamentally religious and Catholic work”? (L, 172).  Where is the 

religious sensibility in the book?  After all, there are no religious sanctions for behavior in 

any of the cultures Tolkien creates.  There are no cultic practices, except perhaps for a brief 

moment of silence before meals in Gondor.  The story happens before Christ’s birth, and 

has nothing to do with historical Christianity.  None of Tolkien’s characters anticipate Christ 

explicitly.1

One intuitive approach is to read the story allegorically.  Another is to argue that 

Tolkien’s underlying Catholic sensibility influenced the ways he employed symbolism, theme, 

or narrative structure in his fiction, and go on to mine the books to find examples.2  Yet 

Tolkien discouraged both.  In the Foreword to Lord of the Rings, he writes,  

I cordially dislike allegory in all its manifestations, and have always done so since I 
grew old and wary enough to detect its presence.  I much prefer history, true or 
feigned, with its varied applicability to the thought and experience of readers.  I think 
that many confuse “applicability” with “allegory”; but one resides in the freedom of 
the reader, and the other in the purposed domination of the author (LoR, 7). 

                                                 
* This paper was originally given as part of the lecture series “The Catholic Imagination” at Villanova 
University on December 8, 2004.  Thanks to my good friend and Kevin Hughes of Villanova University for 
conversations that helps me frame the issues of this paper. 
 I will give internal citations to Tolkien’s works throughout the paper according to the following 
scheme: The Hobbit (H); The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien (L); The Lord of the Rings (LoR); “On Fairy Stories” (FS).  I 
used the following editions of these works: The Hobbit: Or There and Back Again (NY: Houghton Mifflin, 1997); 
Humphrey Carpenter and Christopher Tolkien (eds.), The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1981); The Lord of the Rings (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1994); “On Fairy Stories” in Christopher Tolkien (ed.), 
The Monsters and the Critics (London: Harper Collins, 1997). 
1 Tom Shippey articultates these questions well in J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century (NY: Houghton Mifflin 
Company, 2000), 174-182. 
2 For good examples of this approach, see C.N. Sue Abromaitis, “The Sacramental Vision of J.R.R. Tolkien” in 
Kenneth D. Whitehead (ed.), The Catholic Imagination (South Bend, IN: St. Augustine’s Press, 2003), 56-73; 
Bradley Birzer, J.R.R. Tolkien’s Sanctifying Myth: Understanding Middle Earth (Wilmington: ISI Books, 2003); 
Christopher Garabowski, “Tolkien’s Middle-earth and the Catholic Imagination” Mallorn: The Journal of the 
Tolkien Society 41 (2003): 9-11. 
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So Tolkien’s religious imagination does not work by setting up a one to one relationship 

between his characters, events, or plot devices, on the one hand, and his beliefs on the other.  

Tolkien also disliked the notion of seeking to understand the meaning of a work primarily 

through its influences.3  Certainly Catholics like Tolkien believe in sacraments, priesthood, 

tradition, apostolic succession and the like.  The question is not merely whether those things 

are thematized or symbolized in his fiction.  In some sense, of course, they are.  Rather, the 

questions I am concerned with are, “Why do people like Tolkien believe in these things in 

the first place?  Is there something behind or underlying those particular beliefs that can 

illuminate his fiction?”  It seems that such particular beliefs point to deeper convictions 

about reality.  That is, these particular beliefs bespeak an existential orientation towards God 

and the world that illuminates every aspect of experience.  Religious belief is not merely a 

matter of holding certain propositions.  More deeply, it is a way of standing in and walking 

through the world.  Moreover, it is a way of allowing oneself to be transformed by that 

seeing and standing.  Theologian Robert Barron remarks, 

Christianity is, above all, a way of seeing.  Everything else in Christian life flows from 
and circles around the transformation of vision.   Christians see differently, and that 
is why their prayer, their worship, their action, their whole way of being in the world 
have a distinctive accent and flavor.  What unites figures as diverse as James Joyce, 
Caravaggio, John Milton, the architect of Chartres, Dorothy Day, Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, and the later Bob Dylan is a particular and distinctive take on things, a 
style, a way, which flows finally from Jesus of Nazareth.4

 
So belief is not only a matter of assenting to particular doctrines.  That is a dimension of 

religious belief, but it is probably not the most important one.  People assent to particular 

doctrines because they see reality through a specific lens.  They believe in these realities 

                                                 
3 See his opening reflections in, “Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics” in Christopher Tolkien (Ed.), The 
Monsters and the Critics and Other Essays (NY: Harper Collins Publishers, 1990), 7ff. 
4 Robert Barron, And Now I See…: A Theology of Transformation (NY: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 1998), 
1. 
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because they believe something about reality.5  In this vein Tolkien says, “I have not put in, 

or have cut out, practically all references to anything like “religion,” to cults, or practices, in 

the imaginary world.  For the religious element is absorbed into the story and the 

symbolism” (L, 172).  That is, he refuses to place any particular religious practices or 

doctrines into his stories because they would only obscure the vision as a whole.  So when 

we ask, “What is Tolkien’s Catholic Imagination?” we are asking, “How do Catholic artists 

like Tolkien see the world and how is that vision incarnate in their art?”6  As Flannery 

O’Connor wrote, a Catholic work of fiction is “one in which the truth as Christians know it 

has been used as a light to see the world by.”7

Perhaps the most intuitive approaches to the question of the place of Tolkien’s 

Catholicism in his work fail because they are not ambitious enough.  Even as Tolkien denies 

that his story is allegorical, he emphasizes that it is applicable because of its historical form.  

The historicity of Tolkien’s work resists both the typical moralism of allegory as well as the 

imposition of the author’s views on the reader.  Tolkien’s objections to allegory has to do 

with its limited capaciousness.  Allegory limits the scope of the reader’s imagination, placing 

restrictions on how to apply the stories.  Tolkien’s point is partly that if the author uses 

allegory, he or she is limiting the reader’s freedom to allow the author’s vision to in form 

(and thus perhaps transform) their own experience, whatever that is.  Yet Tolkien also 

invites us to think broadly about the applicability of his stories to that experience.  In a work 

suffused with a religious vision of the world, the artist illuminates and informs every 

                                                 
5 For an exploration of this sense of belief, see Wilfred Cantwell Smith, Faith and Belief (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1979), Chapter 5: Credo (pp. 69-101). 
6As Maritain says, “The cathedral builders did not harbor any sort of thesis…  They neither wished to 
demonstrate the propriety of Christian dogma nor to suggest by some artifice a Christian emotion.  They even 
thought a great deal less of making a beautiful work than of doing good work.  They were men of Faith, and as 
they were, so they worked.  Their work revealed the truth of God, but without doing it intentionally, and 
because of not doing it intentionally.  Jacques Maritain, Art and Scholasticism (Joseph W. Evans, tr.) (NY: Charles 
Scribner’s Sons, 1962), 63. 
7 Mystery and Manners (Sally and Robert Fitzgerald, eds.) (NY: Farrar, Straus, & Giroux, 1962), 173. 
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dimension of his or her experience through the lens of belief.8  Put another way, Tolkien’s 

stories impart a vision of human life and the world, reading them places a responsibility on 

us that goes beyond the uncovering of the origins of symbols and themes to a rumination on 

the vision that the art discloses. 

Let me suggest that one of the things that define a Catholic imagination is a sense of 

mediation.  If we want to understand the way Tolkien’s religious vision suffuses his writings, 

we have to understand the way mediation works in a Catholic cast of mind.  To see reality 

through the lens of mediation is to assent to the notion that God is manifest everywhere and 

in everything.  It is to believe that God’s creative activity is not something that happened a 

long time ago and then ceased.  Further, a Christian belief in creation is not a belief in a 

scientific doctrine or in a particular historical event.  Rather, it is to hold that there is an 

ongoing relationship between God and the world, wherein the divine abundance at the heart 

of the Trinity sustains and is manifest in the order and beauty and goodness of the cosmos 

around us.9  To look at the world through this lens entails believing that everything and 

everyone we encounter is a vehicle or a go-between for divine presence.  If everything and 

everyone in Creation bespeak a Creator, then everything is a kind of sacrament of divine 

presence.  For Catholics, as for all Christians, Christ is the ultimate mediator, and in a sense 

nothing else compares with Him.  Yet precisely because Catholics hold that God-in-Christ 

                                                 
8 One interpreter puts it this way: “Tolkien, instead of letting the Christian element remain on the surface, 
where it might be easily dismissed with little thought – by those who agree with it as well as by those who 
disagree – lets his faith be absorbed into the story and the symbolism.  It is there to be pondered, thought, and 
reflected upon: to bring new insights with each subsequent reading,” Matthew Dickerson, Following Gandalf: 
Epic Battles and Moral Victory in Lord of the Rings (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2004), 218-9. 
9 For an excellent account of this notion of Creation, see David R. Burrell, Knowing the Unknowable God: Ibn-Sina, 
Maimonides, Aquinas (Notre Dame. IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986), especially chapter 6. 

 5



redeemed all aspects of creation, everything else can be seen as an analogous mediator as 

well, including the writer’s art.10  At least, this is Tolkien’s conviction.11

So one way of understanding the place of Catholicism in Tolkien’s fiction is to 

explore the meaning of mediation in his work.  Perhaps the main problem with this strategy 

is a surfeit of material to choose from.  All sorts of things mediate meaning in Tolkien’s art: 

certain characters,12 nature, sacrifice, wisdom, stewardship, suffering, weakness, contingency, 

hierarchy, mercy, failure, justice, death, and pilgrimage, to name but a few.  To shorten the 

argument, I will focus my attention on the mediating role of tradition.  One reason for 

choosing tradition is that it provides an opportunity to examine some of the most serious 

and plausible criticism of Tolkien’s work.  Another is that some of his central themes are 

cast in a different light when considered through the lens of tradition. 

Tradition and Eurocentric Imperialism? 

One explanation for the extraordinarily widespread appeal of Tolkien’s fiction can be 

found in modern readers’ identification with the experience of losing a tradition that 

provides an overarching sense of meaning.  The Hobbit and the Lord of the Rings draw the 

reader in by eliciting a sense that their even their rich alternate reality is really just a small 

window onto a larger story from a golden past.  As the hobbits engage their quests, they 

meet ancient tales, poems, creatures, architecture and traditions that bespeak a lost culture 

greater than anything in their present.  Most readers of the Silmarillion are led to it precisely 

                                                 
10 It has been argued that Tolkien was influenced by his friend Owen Barfield’s work, Poetic Diction, where he 
writes, “’Meaning’ itself can never be conveyed from one person to another; words are not bottles; every 
individual must intuit meaning for himself, and the function of the poetic is to mediate such intuition by 
suitable suggestion” quoted in Clive Tolley, “Tolkien’s ‘Essay on Man’: a Look at Mythopoeia” in Ian Boyd and 
Stratford Caldecott (eds.), Hidden Presences: The Catholic Imagination of J.R.R. Tolkien (South Orange, NJ: The 
Chesterton Press, 2003), 53. 
11 “Probably every writer making a secondary world, a fantasy, every sub-creator, wishes in some measure to be 
a real maker, or hopes that he is drawing on reality: hopes that the peculiar quality of this secondary world … 
are derived from Reality, or are flowing into it.” (FS, 155). 
12 Shippey argues that Frodo is a “hinge, a mediation,” Author of the Century, 187.  For Tolkien’s claim that the 
Valar mediate, see Letters, 193-4. 
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because they want more information about all this.  Yet in its turn, the Silmarillion evokes the 

sense of a fragmentary whole, compiled by some redactor at the end of the Third Age who is 

struggling to get the bits and pieces of the story straight before elves depart forever, leaving 

the world permanently diminished.  Nicholas Boyle writes, 

The Lord of the Rings… has been able to provide symbols of some of the decisive 
public experiences of the twentieth century as many, indeed most, of that century’s 
narratives have not.  The alliance of its dark forces with the powers of 
mechanization, authoritarian discipline, mass society, and environmental desolation 
has provided an imaginative vocabulary, however schematic, for generations of 
dissenters… More subtle is its portrayal of the experience of coming after a period in 
which a unified system of life and belief held sway, of stumbling across survivals of 
memories or past meanings.  Most significant of all, because it is deeply felt, is its 
depiction of the experience of historical change – of the transition from one age to 
another and of the cost of those who are called on to live through such a crisis.  That 
experience has been virtually universal in the twentieth century.13

 
Does all this regret help explain the creative force behind the story as well as its 

appeal?  Does it point to a sublimated desire to return to the safety of a womblike tradition, 

born from an inability to deal with the pain of real life?  As one Freudian review of Lord of the 

Rings puts it, 

Occult systems always look impressively difficult from the outside…  This is one 
reason people find them so attractive.  Something different, some special form of 
knowledge, just for me.  But the system turns out to be tremendously easy to get 
grips with.  Every bit joins up with every other bit, which is of course not surprising, 
given that these are artificial creations, and this is exactly what they were designed to 
do.  This is why occult systems appeal to vulnerable people.  You can feel secure 
inside them, no matter what is going on in the nasty world outside.  The merely 
weakling can be master of this cosy little universe.  Even a silly little furry hobbit can 
see his dreams come true…  

                                                 
13 Nicholas Boyle, Sacred and Secular Scriptures: A Catholic Approach to Literature (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2005) 265.  Norman Cantor makes a similar point: “[C.S.] Lewis and Tolkien wanted not 
only to preserve but to vitalize through their writing and teaching this Anglo-Edwardian retromedieval culture.  
In the mechanistic, capitalistic, aggressive age of Harold Macmillan and Margaret Thatcher, it looked as though 
their program of cultural nostalgia would have little long-range impact.  In the 1990’s we cannot be so sure of 
that,” Inventing the Middle Ages: The Lives, Works, and Ideas of the Great Medievalists of the Twentieth Century (NY: 
William Morrow and Company, 1993), 209-210.  
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Was Tolkien… trying to recover his lost parents, his lost childhood, an 
impossibly prelapsarian sense of peace?  When he discovered he could not have it in 
this world, did he turn his energy to building a new universe in which he might?14

 
Tolkien himself identifies escape as one of the main attractions of fantasy (FS, 

147ff).  Such escape might be considered relatively harmless if pursued in private.  Yet in 

some readings, Tolkien’s dramatization of his regret exhibits a will to power that exacts 

revenge on those who threaten him.  Moreover, his flight from the pain of his youth feeds a 

longing for the security of imperial Christendom, with overarching sense of meaning and 

purpose.  After all, in Tolkien’s map of Middle Earth, Mordor and its allies more or less line 

up geographically with Islamic and north African nations; while the Shire corresponds 

roughly with England; Gondor with Rome (or perhaps Vienna, one bulwark of western 

Europe in its struggle with Islam).  Does Tolkien’s fiction appeal to those whose 

disillusionment with globalization and multiculturalism finds revenge in a tale of western 

European heroes slaughtering dehumanized orcs and dark-skinned people from the south?15  

Is Tolkien’s regret over a loss of the Christian narrative in Western Europe and America 

related to a Eurocentric imperialism encoded in his fiction?  Does Tolkien’s celebration of 

the western tradition implicitly advocate a resurgent western colonialism against Islam and 

Africa in particular?  Does his work foster a resentment that western culture is under attack? 

How we answer these questions depends on how we look at the evidence.  It seems 

to me that whatever might be encoded subconsciously in Tolkien’s fiction, he was not a 

racist extolling an Aryan ideal.16  The more plausible charge stems from Tolkien’s sense of 

European history and geography.  Yet what time frame are we bringing to bear when we 

                                                 
14 Jenny Turner, “Reasons for Liking Tolkien” London Review of Books. November 2001 (23:22); 
http://www.lrb.co.uk/v23/n22/print/turn03_.html. 
15 This is the thesis of Anderson Rearick III, “Why is the Only Good Orc a Dead Orc?: The Dark Face of 
Racism Examined in Tolkien’s World” Modern Fiction Studies Volume 50, number 4: 861-874. 
16 See, for example, his disdain for “that ruddy little ignoramus Adolf Hitler” (L, 55).  
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make these comparisons?  Do we presume that Tolkien’s historical perspective is limited to 

his present?  A twentieth century lens might lead us to think that Gondor, for example, must 

stand for the western powers in World Wars I and II.  Yet perhaps Tolkien’s geography is 

more medieval or Renaissance than contemporary.  After all, the World Wars in Europe 

were fought primarily by western powers against each other.  Tolkien’s geography may 

reflect the mindset of a scholar of ancient and medieval languages who would have been 

deeply affected by the pervasive sense in the middle ages that Rome and its glory had been 

lost.  Further, it may reflect the medieval and Renaissance sense of being under siege from 

powers outside the west.  We rightly look with horror on the Crusades and part of the blame 

must be laid on notions of Christendom which fed expansionist desires.  Yet another 

precipitating cause was the rapid extension of Islam, which conquered previously Christian 

lands like North Africa, and parts of the Iberian and Balkan peninsulas.  Poland, which has 

always considered itself more part of Western Europe, bore the brunt of invasions from the 

East during this period as well.  Taking up another historical lens, practically none of 

Europe’s boundaries were stable or uncontested around 1500.  In the northwest, the 

Scandinavian colonies in Greenland had died out.  In the Southeast, the Island of Cyprus 

was one of the only survivors of the western crusades of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 

and was being threatened by Orthodox forces.  The largest problem for Western Europe in 

1500, however, were the Ottoman Turks, the dominant power in the area at the time.  

Around this time, Suleyman the Magnificent conquers territories in Egypt and Syria as well.  

Eventually, the Ottoman Empire captured Constantinople and subsequently destroyed the 

Hungarian empire.  It was only turned back in 1529 after laying siege to Vienna.  If we 

expand our time frame, Tolkien’s fictional history and geography may provoke less an 

imperialist fear of diversity among readers than the realization that Western Europe was not 
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always in the secure position it enjoys today.  At the least, such brief sketches argue against 

easy attempts to charge Tolkien with promoting modern western colonialism.  In any case, 

as Tolkien insists, “it would be difficult to fit the lands and events (or ‘cultures’) into such 

evidence as we possess… concerning the nearer or remoter part of what is now called 

Europe; though the Shire, for instance, is expressly stated to have been in this region” (L, 

283). 

Yet what positive things can we say about the mediating character of tradition in 

Tolkien’s art?  I will first explore the way Tolkien’s notion of tradition influenced his 

approach to his fiction.  Second, I will examine the way stewardship of a tradition for 

Tolkien is a bridge to our humanity.  In that part of the argument I will say something more 

about how tradition can go wrong, and how Tolkien dramatizes and responds to that 

problem.  This may put us in a better position to see how Tolkien’s understanding of the 

mediating power of tradition is one of the things that unsettles the attraction to the kind of 

imperial power project he is accused of promoting. 

Tradition and Recovery 

How did Tolkien’s love of tradition color his art?  Part of the answer lies both in 

Tolkien’s biography and the events that shook his culture when he was young.  Tolkien was 

born in South Africa, and his mother moved him away from there when he was about three.  

His father remained behind and died about a year later.  Tolkien’s mother passed away when 

he was twelve.  He was raised by a Catholic priest who was a friend of the family, and once 

he went to school he made some unusually close friendships with a group of five boys.  

Each was a budding artist, and part of their fellow-feeling stemmed from a sense that they 

had a special responsibility to put their mark on the world in a way that would remake it 
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through art.17  It is easy to see how Tolkien’s affection for his friends would be especially 

acute insofar as the intimacy he experienced with them may have compensated in some 

small measure for the intimacy he lost with his parents.  Tolkien fell in love with a young 

woman named Edith Bratt.  But his guardian refused to allow them to see each other until 

they were of age.  World War I broke out.  Tolkien enlisted and suffered through the Battle 

of the Somme for four months until he was shipped home with trench fever.  By time he 

recovered, four of his five best friends had been killed.  In short, until he was twenty years 

old, Tolkien led a life of unrelenting loss, and grief and suffering.  As Tolkien’s biographer 

comments, Tolkien’s early experiences gave him “a deep sense of impending loss.  Nothing 

was safe.  Nothing would last.  No battle would be won forever.”18  It is crucial to read 

Tolkien’s work in light of these experiences.  It renders the melancholy of Lord of the Rings 

and Silmarillion art all the more poignant.  However, it is also important to note that part of 

Tolkien’s personal grief had their origins partly in the history of his time.  The story of his 

personal grief must be told alongside the story of his culture’s. 

We know that those who lived through it experienced World War I as a kind of 

watershed moment.  In particular, there is a clear connection between literary Modernism 

and the experience of the Great War.19  As Robert Pippin has argued, Enlightenment 

modernity has always had a debate with itself over the meaning and scope of reason.  A faith 

in Enlightenment notions of rational inquiry and natural science coincided with the 

inclination to question those ideals.  In Nietzsche, there is the presentiment that “some 

massive, traumatic event, the ‘great event’ of modern times, has occurred.  Some possibility 

                                                 
17 John Garth, Tolkien and the Great War (NY: Houghton Mifflin, 2003). 
18 Humphrey Carpenter, J.R.R. Tolkien: A Biography (NY: Houghton Mifflin, 2000), 39. 
19 For recent attempts to draw this link, see Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (NY: Oxford 
University Press, 1981); Trudi Tate, Modernism, History and the First World War (Manchester, England: 
Manchester University Press, 1998). 
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of going on as before has come to some sort of end.”20  Tolkien’s fiction is born from the 

same soil that gave birth to literary Modernism.  It is strikingly similar thematically in its 

concern with exploring the nature of evil,21 the particularism of its imagination,22 or in its 

depiction of a civilizational crisis that demands a decisive break with a passing age and the 

advent of a new one.  However, “in form in content, in everything about it, The Lord of the 

Rings is the most anti-Modernist of novels.”23  How do we account for this similarity and 

difference? 

 World War I began a process that might be call the unveiling of implications of the 

modern project.  This project was begun to relieve our estate – to dignify our lives, to ease 

our suffering and liberate us from the supposed hostility and poverty of nature.  The 

promise was that this could be accomplished through the harnessing and application of 

various kinds of power.  Scientific power would make us healthier and allow us to harness 

the power of nature for a multitude of uses.  Technological power would make our lives 

easier and more convenient.  Economic power would make us richer.  Military power would 

make us more secure.  Political and bureaucratic power would make our societies more 

rational and stable.  Yet in World War I the paradoxical fruits of this project began to be 

revealed.  The powers that were supposed to dignify life often became vehicles for 

degradation and suffering.  A project that sought to improve on the stinginess and 

indifference of nature, ruined nature.  A project that claimed it would create rational, stable, 

secure political organization, created states that were criminally stupid, murderous, insecure 

and unstable.  In short, people began to suspect that the project that aimed to liberate, also 

enslaved.  Many experienced this senseless, violent mechanized war between modern nation 

                                                 
20 Robert Pippin, Modernism as a Philosophical Problem (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 78. 
21 Shippey, Author of the Century, 312-318 “Tolkien and Modernism” 
22 Cantor, Inventing the Middle Ages, 216. 
23 Turner, “Reasons for Liking Tolkien,” 2. 
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states not as a deviation from modernization, but as its culmination.  If a vision of life that 

promises to make life more human, makes life more inhuman, disillusionment will result.   

Of course this had massive political and cultural consequences.  The Great War 

caused a breakdown in the established language of liberal modernity – the cultural norms of 

public reason and civic rationality.24  In art, the lost generation explores themes of shattering, 

of remaking, of disorientation, and loss of perspective.  Philosophically, the point was to find 

the origins of the modern project and take it apart so that it could be transcended.  Some 

argued that the problems of modernity could be explained by looking back to the very 

origins of western civilization, and consequently we needed to clear the ground from the 

beginning so as to create fundamentally new and different.  Heidegger, for one, called for a 

return to thinking so that we could uncover the will to power at the heart of western 

rationality from its very origins, and which is supposedly the origin of the modern problem.  

Perhaps in their different ways these movements are manifestations of the same impulse: to 

overturn the modern; to get behind it to discover the cause of what ails us; and so to 

construct an alternative future.  In short, the point is to reject what came before, perhaps 

especially to reject the western tradition that seemed to have caused the crisis in the first 

place. 

Tolkien shares with these movements the belief that some fundamental break with 

what came before is necessary.  The Lord of the Rings is nothing if it is not a book about the 

ending of one age and the beginning of another.  The difference for Tolkien can be put this 

way: while many literary and philosophical movements in the wake of World War I sought 

relief from the sense of crisis by turning their back on the western tradition, Tolkien sought 

it in the imaginative reconception of tradition through fantasy.   While these early post-

                                                 
24 Vincent Sherry, The Great War and the Language of Modernism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
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modern movements sought to undo western tradition that was thought to be at the heart of 

the contemporary crisis, Tolkien sought to reaffirm at least the Catholic elements of the 

western tradition, the abandonment of which he believed precipitated the crisis.   

As we have seen, one way of looking at Tolkien’s work is to say that his turn to 

fantasy is an escape.  In this view, Tolkien’s response to the crisis of post-War Europe is an 

immature reaction, with potentially disastrous personal and social consequences.  His fiction 

runs away from the horrors of his own life and the events of the time, and this escapism may 

have sinister implications, as we have seen.  Yet is this the most convincing account?  One 

way of getting at these questions is to ask why Tolkien wrote fantasy in the wake of his 

experiences of biography and history.  Tom Shippey argues that “The dominant literary 

mode of the twentieth century has been the fantastic.”25  Fantasy writers as different as 

Tolkien, Ursula LeGuin, William Golding, George Orwell, Aldous Huxley, J.K. Rowling, 

C.S. Lewis, Kurt Vonnegut, or Bill Pullman understand their work as a kind of recovery 

from disillusionment and disenchantment.  For Shippey,  

If one considers the whole history of Tolkien’s youth and middle age, from 1892 to 
1954, a period marked not only by two world wars and the rise of Fascism, Nazism, 
and Stalinism, but also by – I give them more or less in chronological order – the 
routine bombardment of civilian populations, the use of famine as a political 
measure, the revival of judicial torture, the ‘liquidation’ of whole classes of political 
opponents, extermination camps, deliberate genocide and the continuing 
development of ‘weapons of mass destruction’ from chlorine gas to the hydrogen 
bomb, all of these absolutely unthinkable in the Victorian world of Tolkien’s 
childhood, then it would be a strange mind which did not reflect, as so many did, 
that something had gone wrong, something furthermore which could not be safely 
pushed off and blamed on other people.26

 

                                                 
25 J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century (NY: Houghton Mifflin, 2000), vii.  As Bruno Bettelheim has pointed out, 
“Myths and fairy stories both answer the eternal questions: What is the world really like?  How am I to live my 
life in it?  How can I truly be myself?” The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales (NY: 
Alfred Knopf, 1976), 45. 
26 Tom Shippey, The Road to Middle Earth (NY: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2003), 324-5. 
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Like Tolkien, several of these fantasy writers lived through various horrors of the twentieth 

century, and  

were bone-deep convinced that they had come into contact with something 
irrevocably evil.  They also… felt that the explanations for this which they were 
given by the official organs of their culture were hopelessly inadequate, out of date, 
at best irrelevant, at worst part of the evil itself.27

 
Yet these authors went beyond disillusionment.  They found that they needed to 

create an alternative reality in which questions could be asked with a fresh voice, and new 

answers to those questions could be explored.  They created fantasy in order to get a new 

purchase on reality. For Tolkien, a survivor of the Somme, the “realism” that the official 

organs of his culture promoted was revealed as at best unrealistic about the human condition 

and at worst disastrous. 28  Tolkien insists that his stories are primarily about recovery.  Or, 

they are about an escape from a false view of human life and the world, to a more real view 

of human life and the world, which can be achieved by creating alternative realities in which 

traditions and virtues can be rediscovered because they are being portrayed in a fresh light.  

For Tolkien, fantasy seeks an escape, but everything depends on what we mean by escape.  

He asks, “Why should a man be scorned, if, finding himself in prison, he tries to get out and 

go home?” (FS, 149).   

Tolkien’s desire for recovery from the horrors twentieth century leads him to reject 

the conventions of the modern novel.  Since its inception, the characteristics of the modern 

novel dictate that its readers will encounter only reality.  That is, we will read about people 

more or less like us, and situations that we would expect to encounter in everyday life.  

Supernatural beings will not enter the story, nor will it suspend the physical laws that govern 

the natural world.  In this sense, the birth of the modern novel signals the death of the 

                                                 
27 Shippey, Author of the Century, xxx.   
28 For accounts of Tolkien’s experiences during World War I and its effect on his work, see John Garth, Tolkien 
and the Great War. 
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ancient and medieval worldview.  It expresses disenchantment with the notion that the 

fantastic can intrude into everyday life. 

Don Quixote is considered… the first – and probably the greatest – novel in the 
European tradition in part because it makes this claim to represent “ordinary life” a 
central and profound aspect of the plot.  Cervantes’ fiction is a sort of birth 
announcement – droll and yet decisive – for realism itself.  It betokens a new human 
attitude.  By showing Quixote driven mad by the involuted, highly stylized, comically 
implausible heroic romances of the later Middle Ages,… Cervantes was not just 
spoofing an out-of-date literary mode; he was also marking the obsolescence of the 
philosophical world-view it embodied.  Don Quixote is far more, one soon realizes, 
than just a comic assault on some fanciful old stories; in its deepest aspect it is a 
metaphysical statement – a revolutionary affirmation of that secular and humanistic 
point of view we associate with modernity itself.29

   
So Tolkien’s fantasy can be thought of as an attempt to “re-enchant” a world that, in 

Weber’s phrase, had been “disenchanted” through the powers of modern science and 

technology.  Tolkien’s Catholic sense of the sacramental, mediating character of the created 

order is clearly in line with such an understanding of the tasks of fantasy.  Moreover, while a 

lot of fantasy was being written in response to the horrors of the twentieth century, 

Tolkien’s is unique: he calls it history.  It is made-up history to be sure, but it is still a form of 

history.  His fiction is suffused with the sense that one can glimpse meaning in history, and 

that one way to do so is to reflect on the way tradition is sustained and handed down. 30  The 

story of the Ring, it turns out, is part of a much larger and longer story, as Sam and Frodo 

realize as they engage their quest.31  If the reader becomes enchanted by the Lord of the Rings 

and read some of Tolkien’s earlier work like the Silmarillion or the Book of Lost Tales, he or she 

                                                 
29 Terry Castle, “High Plains Drifter” The Atlantic Monthly (January/February 2004), 186-87. 
30 “[I]f the salvation offered by God is in fact the salvation of the human race, any account of this salvation will 
naturally take a historical form – it will be the history of the penetration of humanity by Christ,” Henri De 
Lubac, Catholicism: Christ and the Common Destiny of Man (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), 141. 
31 In “The Stairs of Cirith Ungol” Sam says, “Beren, now, he never thought he was going to get that Silmaril 
from the Iron Crown in Thangorodrim, and yet he did, and that was a worse place and a blacker danger than 
ours.  But that’s a long tale, of course, and goes on past the happiness and into grief and beyond it – and the 
Silmaril went on and came to Eärendil.  And why, sir, I never thought of that before!  We’ve got it – you’ve got 
some of the light of it in that star-glass the Lady gave you!  Why, to think of it, we’re in the same tale still!  It’s 
going on.  Don’t the great tales never end?”(LoR, 696-7). 
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finds that central elements of these stories are about the way tradition is handed down, from 

the Valar to the elves, to the Númenoreans, to ourselves, the race of ordinary humans.  For 

Tolkien, recovery of the sacramental character of the cosmos and history is possible in part 

by rediscovering tradition through his “historical fantasy.”  In Tolkien’s art, recovery 

happens through an imaginative recreation of the past, in order to see the ways in which the 

past can be a help in shoring up the present to care for the future.  I suggest Tolkien turned 

toward fantasy as a way of recovering tradition – in contrast to the rejection of tradition – 

because his Catholic imagination led him to think about tradition in a mediating way.32

This is not simply the recapitulation of old forms.  If Tolkien’s tragic fiction tells us 

anything, it tells us that there is no going back to a golden age; the Scouring of the Shire 

insists on this point. Rather, Tolkien is imaginatively imparting a vision of renewal through 

the creation of an alternative reality that functions to give us a new view now that modern 

constructions of reality have been shattered.33  His fantasy seeks an escape from a 

diminished view of reality that believes control and efficiency are the only ways of relating to 

the world.   

The things that are trite or (in a bad sense) familiar, are the things that we have 
appropriated…  We say we know them.  They have become like the things which 
once attracted us by their glitter, or their color, or their shape, and we laid hands on 
them, and then locked them in our hoard, acquired them, and acquiring, ceased to 
look at them (FS, 147). 
 

If the modern temptation is to ensure various types of convenience and security in life 

through the acquisition of power, Tolkien argues that it foster in certain ways a diminished 

                                                 
32 Of course, this point illuminates not just his approach to art, but also to scholarship.  It explains his 
fascination with ancient and medieval languages, his approach to Beowulf, his convictions about the proper way 
to order the English curriculum at Oxford, in which he insisted that alongside the study of texts one had to 
study the history of languages as the primary cultural artifact.  That is, Tolkien thought of ancient languages and 
epics, as ways of recovering traditional virtues and insights, thus bringing them up to date in service of renewal.   
33 “Recovery (which includes return and renewal of health) is a re-gaining – regaining a clear view.  I do not say 
‘seeing things as they are’ and involve myself with the philosophers, though I might venture to say ‘seeing 
things as we are (or were) meant to see them – as things apart from ourselves,” J.R.R. Tolkien, Tree and Leaf 
(London: George Allen & Unwin, Ltd., 1965), 57. 
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life, asleep to the wonder of being.  He thinks that we lose our capacity to be astonished by 

what is around us when we seek to master it or cling to it possessively.  Thus linking 

mechanization and the exaltation of technology generally with environmental degradation 

and political tyranny is one of the hallmarks of his fiction.  For Tolkien, the desire to possess 

renders the other less interesting; less awesome.  The desire to possess is also a desire to 

control through power.  This desire to exercise power stands in the way of our fascination – 

our wonderment – at the world around us.  For Tolkien, when we start to manipulate 

through power in order to securely possess another person or good, we start to lose the 

capacity to be astonished and fascinated.  Paradoxically, in Tolkien’s fiction the desire to 

possess things securely leads to their exploitation and degradation.  Such clinging 

possessiveness causes us lose the capacity for wonder, the beginning of wisdom, in part 

because it is the beginning of respect for the integrity of things.34  For Tolkien one response 

to our disillusionment with contemporary projects of control and manipulation is to escape 

the rejection of a tradition that might provide the kind of spiritual resources we need in 

order to understand and cope with our temptations to possess.  One could put the matter 

bluntly in this way:  Tolkien thought that the problem with the modern age was not that it 

followed too closely the Western tradition.  It was that it rejected that tradition, especially in 

its Catholic form.  Consequently, for him, recovery from modern disillusionment meant 

going behind that rejection to a genuine recovery of a Catholic way of viewing the world, 

and therefore, of receiving tradition.  For him, the problem was the modern west did not 

borrow enough from an older view that was wise enough to insist on the limits and proper 

containment of various kinds of power.  For Tolkien, the way through the crisis of the 

                                                 
34 For a further exploration of this point, see Thomas W. Smith, “The Foolishness of the Wise: J.R.R. Tolkien 
on Tyranny” in David Tabachnick and Toivo Koivukoski (eds.), Tyranny: Ancient and Modern (Rowman and 
Littlefield, 2005), forthcoming. 
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modern world was not to reject the past and break it apart to make something new.  Indeed, 

that response was insufficient precisely because it partook too much in the attitude of the 

modern project that gave birth to the crisis he lived through.  So his stories operate in part 

by dramatizing the mediating power of the past so that his readers can imaginatively get in 

touch with a living tradition.  Part of the point of the stories is to get behind the modern 

age’s rejection of tradition by dramatizing a world in which tradition matters a great deal.  

This allows us to see what it would mean to live with a sense that tradition mediates.  From a 

Tolkienian perspective, the deconstruction of the western tradition to discover its roots in 

will to power is not a rejection of modernity; it is its outgrowth insofar as the point is to 

somehow get behind the hermeneutical veil of tradition to a consideration of the real source 

of our trouble.  The problem is partly that by becoming a tradition in its own right, 

modernity seeks an escape from something inescapable.35  Moreover, the modern view of 

tradition insists that tradition is to be rejected because we are superior to what came before 

us insofar as we are the beneficiaries of progress.  That is, the modern rejection of tradition 

assumes that our ancestors were barbarians in a way we are not; it becomes scandalous to 

argue their case.  This strain of modernity is a kind of cultural Marcionism that breaks with 

its own past in order liberate itself; so that its future can be indeterminate and therefore 

free.36   

Tradition and Gift 

Rémi Brague argues that what characterizes the western tradition above all is its 

Romanity.  For Brague, western culture gets its unique dynamism from the fusion of two 

elements that are in tension: Judaism and Greek culture.  But Brague also says there is a third 

                                                 
35 Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which Rationality? (Notre Dame: Notre Dame Press, 1988), especially 
Chapter 17: “Liberalism Transformed Into a Tradition,” 326-48. 
36 The term is Rémi Brague’s.  See his Eccentric Culture: A Theory of Western Civilization (South Bend, IN: St. 
Augustine’s Press, 2002), 56-7. 
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term that is indispensable for understanding western culture: the Roman.  His point is not to 

remind us that Rome influenced us, too.  For Brague, Romanity is not just a cultural 

influence; it is a way of looking at cultural influence.  Specifically, it looks at Judaism and 

Greek culture as both foreign and superior to itself.  The Roman attitude towards tradition is 

to recognize that it did not invent anything, but rather bears two elements that are foreign to 

itself.  According to Brague, 

This is precisely the content of the Roman contribution: the structure of the 
transmission of a content not properly its own.  The Romans have done little more 
than transmit, but that is far from nothing.  They have brought nothing new in 
relation to those creative peoples, the Greeks and the Hebrews.  But they were the 
bearers of that innovation.  What was ancient for them, they brought as something 
new.37

 
Understood in this way, the western tradition already opens us to what is foreign 

because it was constituted by what was foreign.  It leads us to wonder whether what is 

foreign might be in some ways superior.  This cast of mind is open to receiving the fruits of 

other cultures, precisely because our own culture has been informed by a past that was 

superior in some respects.  To believe in the possibility that tradition can mediate is to be 

open to the possibility that we have something to learn from those who came before.  On 

this “Roman” model of receiving tradition, one is always foreign and inferior even to one’s 

own tradition.  Viewed this way, tradition is never strictly one’s own; something to be 

possessed, proud of and imposed on others.  Rather, it is a spirit of openness to the new and 

the foreign. 

Tolkien’s fiction is replete with this understanding of tradition.  To take one obvious 

example, the “Middle Peoples” of Middle-Earth, who become ascendant at the end of the 

third age, benefit in a myriad of ways from the foreign tradition of the elves and the 

                                                 
37 Brague, Eccentric Culture, 32. 
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Númenoreans.38  If Tolkien’s characters discover anything on their quests, it is that their 

own customs and ways of thought come from long gone and often foreign cultures that 

existed for the most part beyond their awareness.  All this is to say that for Tolkien tradition 

can be a gift that opens us to the plurality of the world.  A genuine gift can be a surprise.  It 

can also be a freely chosen affirmation that it is good you exist.  It never limits or tears down 

the recipient.  Paradoxically, in light of the fact that a gift from another is an affirmation of 

self, it also calls us to transcend narrow self-concern.  Receiving a gift can bring us outside of 

ourselves.  When we accept a gift with gratitude, paradoxically it may render us less selfish, 

for it is recognition that we need gifts to exist.  Gifts are a reminder that we need reciprocity 

and conviviality for basic survival and a good, human life as well.  Moreover, gifts are 

something we often feel called to grow into and live up to.  In a similar way, receiving 

tradition as a gift might break us out of a narrow preoccupation with ourselves and our own 

culture and time.  It frees us from a solipsistic “presentism.”  It cultivates an openness to 

what we have received from the past that may make us less selfish toward both the present 

and the future.  Looking at tradition in this “Roman” fashion implies a certain humility 

towards what one has received and the sources one has received it from.  In turn, this might 

allow one to be humble about what else could be received by another.  Further, if we are in 

the habit of thinking about our cultural life partly as something we have received as a gift 

from elsewhere, that allows us to ask questions about different peoples and cultures –  with a 

spirit of innocence and open wonder.  To have this view of tradition is to think of the 

culture one presently inhabits as something which has been informed by what it has 

                                                 
38 Faramir gives a typology of human beings at LoR, 663.  The Númenoreans are the High Men; those who 
remained in Middle Earth instead of going to Numenor are the Middle People, and the Wild Men who feel 
under Sauron are called the “Men of Darkness.  At the end of the third age, the Númenoreans pass away as 
their bloodlines become mingled with the Middle People.  Tolkien thinks of contemporary people as inheritors 
of the Middle People. 
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received; something nourished and cultured by a soil that is richer than any soil we could 

produce ourselves.  On this view, tradition is something to be worked for; to be grown into, 

and finally passed on in a new form.  One cannot impose it on others as superior; precisely 

because in this cast one mind one tends to think of oneself as inferior to those who gave the 

gift in the first place.  As we shall see, imperialism for Tolkien is a failure to love tradition, 

not its fruit. 

Mortality, Contingency, and Tradition 

Thinking about receiving tradition as a gift leads us to reflect on the relationship 

between reception of tradition and our own contingency.  Tradition can mediate meaning in 

part because the stewardship of a tradition is a sign that we have reconciled ourselves to our 

own neediness, and so become more human.39  One of the most obvious signs of our 

contingency is our dependence on those who came before us for our language, culture, 

socialization, and, indeed, life.  The close connection between love of tradition and facing 

mortality well is dramatized in many places in Tolkien’s work.  To take one example, in The 

Hobbit, Bilbo’s discovery and acceptance of tradition stems in part from his confrontation 

with his own mortality.  In that work, the theme of mortality is dramatized by exploring the 

connection between greed for material wealth and comfort on the one hand, and fear of 

contingency on the other.  Excessive love of money is a manifestation of the fear of death.  

Greed stems from a longing to protect oneself against the vagaries of life by having “money 

in the bank” which promises to ward off any and all misfortune.  As The Hobbit opens, Bilbo 

Baggins is a smug, wealthy, timid, bourgeois recluse enjoying a secure and comfortable life.  

His wealth and security manifest a kind of greed.  He hoards his wealth like a dragon on a 

pile of gold; he is condescending toward the world outside his narrow range of vision.  A 

                                                 
39 This should not be surprising, insofar as Tolkien says death is the main theme of his work (L, 267). 
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wizard arranges for a group of greedy dwarves to hire the hobbit to help them recover their 

gold from a dragon who has stolen it.  However, Bilbo is cured of his own greed in the 

adventure, eventually giving away his share of the treasure to prevent a war between the 

dwarves and their enemies.  In other words, Bilbo’s journey away from his home to help 

avaricious dwarves recover their treasure from a greedy dragon is also a transformative 

journey into himself, undertaken to slay the life-denying, death-fearing greed that lies there.40  

In his journey towards a dilation of his soul, Bilbo encounters older, foreign cultures, and 

winds up learning their histories and languages.  His eventual love of tradition is born out of 

a confrontation with his contingency.  Slaying his greed is the condition for his being capable 

of opening himself to tradition; by realizing his contingency he capable of transcending the 

parochialism of Hobbiton.  Once he learns not to fear the fact that he stands in need of 

receiving all sorts of things, including the past, his life opens to older, foreign cultures that 

enrich him immeasurably.  The elves in Rivendell eventually value Bilbo’s friendship because 

he is one of the few hobbits who have broken out of parochialism into the wider world of 

tradition. 

By contrast, the characters who break with tradition in Tolkien’s work do so in part 

because they seek the freedom of being released from the fact of their neediness and 

vulnerability.  One place this is clearest is the history of the Númenoreans.  They descend 

from a race of men who helped the elves and Valar (vice-regents of God on earth) in the 

fight against Morgoth.  To reward them for their loyalty, the Valar give the Númenoreans an 

island within sight of the immortal lands.  They are granted an exceptionally long life span, 

but the Valar cannot release them from death.  They are also forbidden to set foot on the 

                                                 
40 Thus The Hobbit is a paradigmatic example of a mythical hero narrative.  For a good description of the 
characteristics of this genre, see Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1972). 
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immortal lands.  As the glory of their kingdom grows, these people come to regret their 

mortality more and more.  They begin to experience the contingency of their lives as a 

threat.  They become jealous of the immortality of the elves and Valar.  Anxious over their 

fate, a majority of the Númenoreans begin to turn their back on their traditions of worship. 

 Aware of the situation, the Valar send emissaries to the Númenoreans.  The 

Númenoreans describe their experience of mortality this way: “Why should we not envy the 

Valar, or even the least of the Deathless?  For of us is required a blind trust, and a hope 

without assurance, knowing not what lies before us in a little while.  And yet we also love the 

Earth and would not lose it.” (S, 265).  The emissaries point out that their fear is a 

manifestation of lack of trust in the generosity of providence, who gave human beings the 

gift of death to release them from a situation in which the incapacity of their own powers to 

quell their unbounded desires leads to world-weariness.41  That is, the emissaries point out 

that their unbounded desire for fulfillment is itself a gift not of their making, and this 

realization should blossom in hope: “The love of Arda (earth) was set in your hearts by 

Ilúvatar, and he does not plant to no purpose” (S, 265).  In this the emissaries argue that 

human dependence and neediness will be experienced as threatening only if doubt is cast on 

the possibility of our needs and desires being satisfied.  Becoming reconciled to the fact of 

our neediness is the condition for receptivity.  In Tolkien’s Catholic imagination, stewardship 

of a tradition is a pedagogy of desire that educates us in our need for receptivity, thus 

helping us get in touch with both the conditions and fulfillment of our contingent, 

vulnerable humanity.  Nevertheless, the king turns his back on this advice and implicitly on 

his own heritage insofar as it comes directly from those who established his kingdom in the 

first place.  The response to fear of death is rejection of the tradition that stands as a 

                                                 
41 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II, questions 1-5. 
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reminder of contingency and need.  The Númenoreans’ restlessness and fear makes their 

land seem small and unattractive (266), and their desire to possess life more securely leads 

them to glorify power.  They begin to colonize Middle Earth and exploit its people.  In 

short, their fear of contingency leads them to imperialism.42  Their abandonment of their 

tradition of stewardship of the people of Middle Earth is both a sign and a cause of their 

imperial desires.  After reading this psychologically astute account of the origins and 

consequences of the lust for imperial power, one cannot plausibly accuse him of promoting 

of western colonialism through love of its tradition.  Rather, for Tolkien, reception of 

tradition is a bulwark against the temptation to power.   

The Númenorean story is brought full circle in the tale of Aragorn in the Appendices 

to The Lord of the Rings.  Aragorn understands that the Númenoreans – the men of Gondor – 

are inheritors of traditions that go back to the elves and then to the Valar, semi-divine beings 

made by God to govern creation.  He spends most of his formative in the wilderness 

learning that tradition and protecting its vestiges in the hinterlands of the old empire of the 

Númenoreans.  He is a steward in the precise sense – he cares for and protects all the 

creatures he finds in front of him, even the ones who don’t know about it, perhaps especially 

the hobbits.  Hobbits are a kind of touchstone for character in The Lord of the Rings; their 

diminutive stature is a physical mark of their humble place in Middle Earth.  Most powerful 

people in the book overlook them (or at best treat them with bemused contempt) because 

their narrow vision equates usefulness with manifest power.  By contrast, Aragorn’s 

protection of Hobitton and Bree, and his subsequent care for the hobbits during their quest, 

is of a piece with his stewardship over his tradition.  He cares for the vulnerable precisely 

                                                 
42 Tolkien’s diagnosis of the causes of imperialism is strikingly similar to that of Augustine.  See Thomas W. 
Smith, “The Glory and Tragedy of Politics” in John Doody, Kevin Hughes, and Kim Paffenroth (eds), 
Augustine and Politics (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2005), 191-7. 
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because he is in harmony with his own vulnerability.  Indeed, Aragorn is so eager to avoid 

the imperialism of his ancestors that after he is crowned king of Gondor and Arnor (and 

thus ruler over the Shire), he is unwilling to enter the Shire to visit his friends as king, 

knowing that his mere presence might disrupt its unique way of life.  Finally, at the end of 

his life, in contrast to his ancestor, the kings who invaded Valinor to snatch immortality 

from the Valar, Aragorn lays down the gift of his life freely.43   

Thus tradition mediates humanity in part because it helps us reject the temptation to 

power.  Nicolas Boyle has argued that Tolkien’s fiction was directed largely toward the 

recovery of a concept of a local and traditional England in contrast to the imperialist 

expansionism of Great Britain. 

If the Shire is Tolkien’s England, it is … an England that rejects the temptation to 
secular modernity to which the real England succumbed when at the time of the 
Reformation it set off on the road that led to nationalism, capitalism, imperialism, 
and eventually, the economic and political subordination of Europe and everywhere 
else to the English-speaking United States.  That temptation is represented in 
Tolkien’s story by the Ring, the Ring made by an emanation of the Devil, which is 
able to lay nature waste, enslave the world’s population, and empty our lives of 
substance, reducing us to ghosts as we seek its power for ourselves.44  
 

In The Lord of the Rings, the representatives of the free people of Middle Earth abandon the 

claim to power by giving the Ring to the weakest among them, preferring the possibility of 

self-immolation to the consequences of possessing the Ring.  This attitude of 

nonposessiveness risks the possibility of defeat.  If one wanted to push this point, one 

critique of Tolkien’s traditionalism would be that its ethos might lead to the complete 

dissolution of any pretense to the imperial ambition and thus a rejection of “all the features 

                                                 
43 “On his deathbed, Aragorn says to his wife, “Nay, lady, I am the last of the Númenoreans and the latest King 
of the Elder Days; and to me has been given not only a span thrice that of Men of Middle-Earth, but also the 
grace to go at my will, and give back the gift.  Now, therefore, I sleep…  [L]et us not be overthrown at the final 
test, who of old renounced the Shadow and the Ring.  In sorrow we must go,  but not in despair.  Behold! We 
are not bound forever to the circles of the world, and beyond them is more than memory.  Farewell!” (LoR, 
1037-8). 
44 Boyle, Sacred and Secular Scriptures, 254. 
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of modernity that made mid-twentieth century British society possible.”45  However, if the 

Shire does line up geographically more or less with England, and the Ring in some broad 

sense points to the temptation to power for the sake of security that modernity desires, then 

the failure of England in the wake of World War II to keep its Empire is a kind of success in 

another sense.  Success in Tolkien’s universe is a deeply ambiguous concept, for those who 

succeed on one plain, like Saruman early in the book, fail in another dimension.  Those who 

risk utter failure in one dimension guarantee success in another, whether they win or not.46  

This view of life is one that the Catholic imagination, formed by a vivid sense of the cross as 

both scandal and success, can contain.47

Tolkien can be accused of being a traditionalist, but not a throwback.  The triumph 

of his vision would entail the rejection of much of what the west has stood for in the last 

150 years – economically, socially, politically, and technologically.  In contrast to the story of 

history as progress, the philosophy of history in Tolkien’s art can best be described as 

entropic.  It constantly winds down, from golden pasts to diminished presents.  Perhaps it is 

better to see Tolkien as a traditional Catholic whose traditionalism leads to a radicalism that 

celebrates a relentless respect for localism.  One central theme of his fiction is that the search 

for control over our contingency and vulnerability through clinging possessiveness 

paradoxically yields only a kind of depressing death-in-life, wherein one’s genuine human 

qualities are stripped away.  This degradation has consequences that ripple out like waves in 

a pond through society and the earth.  Apparently for Tolkien, the more we seek to possess 

securely the evanescent goods of life securely the more life slips through our fingers.  The 

notion of tradition he defends refuses power, accepts mortality, and seeks wisdom in 

                                                 
45 Boyle, Sacred and Secular Scriptures, 254-5. 
46 For example, consider Aragorn’s words to Boromir who repents his attempt to seize the ring after losing a 
battle with orcs.  As he lays dying, Aragorn says, “Few have gained such a victory. Be at peace!” (LoR, 404). 
47  Of course, this is Tolkien’s notion of “eucatastrophe,” which he calls the “true form of fairy-tale” (FS, 153). 
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humility.  To his credit, he realizes that his ethos might lead to disaster on the level of 

realpolitik, and so be considered foolish by the “wise.”48

Tradition and Sclerosis 

 This is not to say that objections to tradition are all wrong.  A great many people 

have bad experiences with their religious traditions, for example.  Perhaps many cradle 

Catholics are in a sense recovering Catholics; recovering from attempts at mediation that 

went awry.  If the greatness of the Catholic imagination stems in large part from its emphasis 

on mediation, many of its tragedies come from that source.  Specifically, Catholicism can go 

wrong when the realities that are supposed to mediate humanity and divine presence, 

become an obstacle to them.  The mediating realities that Catholics love are like arteries – 

when they are clear they bring the stuff of life.  But when they become clogged, they kill by 

cutting off the stuff of life from the heart.  So one great danger in a vision of life that 

emphasizes mediation is sclerosis.  Many Catholics have had experiences of priesthood that 

refuses to mediate.  Clericalism is a refusal of to live the mediating character of priesthood, 

claiming for priesthood a special sanctity (and thus a special ability to exercise power) not 

available to everyone else.  Many Catholics have experiences of rigid hierarchies that block 

divine life.  Indeed, many have experiences of rigid interpretations of tradition, wherein 

                                                 
48 Tolkien recognizes the plausibility of this approach and embodies it in his treatment of Denethor and 
Saruman.  Saruman believes his rule would be infinitely preferable to Sauron, and so wants the Ring for 
himself.  Denethor’s policy is different.  He believes that using the Ring against Sauron would have morally 
disastrous consequences because the Ring corrupts those who use it (LoR, 795).  So he recommends that it be 
kept hidden from the enemy, only to be used in a situation of extreme need (LoR 795).  Denethor has been 
pursuing a successful containment policy against Sauron for a long time, and at the beginning of the story he 
seems to think that it will keep working, provided the enemy does not get the Ring.  Yet Gandalf’s policy 
practically guarantees this.  So whatever their differences, Denethor and Saruman agree on one thing: sending 
the Ring into the heart of the enemy’s realm with two weak hobbits is idiotic.  It practically guarantees that the 
tyrant will acquire the power he needs to triumph decisively.  For these men, Gandalf’s policy has nothing to 
recommend it.  For Saruman, it wastes opportunities both to get rid of Sauron once and for all and to gain 
access to the kind of power that is needed to order a society with wisdom.  For both Saruman and Denethor, it 
guarantees Sauron’s victory because the hobbits are almost certainty doomed to failure.  These are powerful, 
common-sense observations.  Gandalf seems foolish because he both ignores the realities of the situation, and 
relies on weakness when strength is demanded. 
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Catholicism itself becomes a kind of idol.  Even a sacramental view of the world can become 

an obstacle in some cases for an experience of the immediacy of divine presence, as certain 

elements in the Reformation rightly emphasized. 

Tolkien recognizes this potential for tradition to become sclerotic.  One particularly 

poignant dramatization of this tendency lies in Tolkien’s depiction of the elves.  In Tolkien’s 

fiction, elves are immortal.  By stretching out their lives, Tolkien explores the burden of 

living in time and the grief that comes with it.  The fact that elves live forever highlights 

what might be called the burden of evanescence.  As Legolas says,  

For the Elves the world moves, and it moves both very swift and very slow.  Swift, 
because they themselves change little, and all else fleets by: it is a grief to them.  
Slow, because they do not count the running years, not for themselves.  The passing 
seasons are but ripples ever repeated in the long running stream.  Yet beneath the 
Sun all things must wear to an end (LotR 379). 
 
The point is that the transitory goods of this world are beautiful and attractive to us, 

and yet even as we enjoy them, we have an inkling that they will pass away – just as we will.  

Our enjoyment is mixed with grief because of the sense of impending loss.  This is why the 

Buddha speaks of existence as suffering.  He does not mean that there is no happiness in 

life.  Nor does he mean that sometimes painful moments follow happy ones in turn.  Rather, 

he says that life is like life honey on a razor; we are cut as we taste its sweetness.  Even in our 

most joyful experiences, a tragic sense lurks that they shall pass.  We tend to push that away, 

shielding ourselves through various distractions.  We also tend to cling possessively to our 

positive experiences and people, unwilling to let them slip through our grasp.  Clearly, the 

ordinary sufferings of sickness, old age, or mental pain constitute part of the pain of mortal 

life.  Yet even apart from this, there is suffering in our joy because of the flow of time.  For 

the Buddha, at the heart of suffering is a clinging possessiveness that expects the universe to 
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meet our all our demands; that refuses to let the world flow on through time because this 

flow frustrates our wish that enjoyment should last.49

The elves’ experience of this kind of suffering is particularly acute, for unlike human 

beings, it is not cured through death; they call death “the gift of Men” (L, 267).  Their rings 

of power somehow forestall the passing of the world to such an extent that the burden of 

evanescence is mitigated (LotR 379).  In this the elves manifest a kind of clinging 

possessiveness – a desire to stall the world from unwinding as it will.50  This possessiveness 

is both their punishment and their “sin.”  They seek to mitigate their restless weariness of 

the world by forestalling the passing of time.  However, it was their possessive attitude 

towards the Silmarils that led to their weariness.  In the Silmarillion, the punishment for their 

possessiveness and the murders that resulted from it was that they would “grow weary of the 

world as with a great burden, and shall wane, and become as shadows of regret” (S, 88).  

Thus the temptation of the elves is “towards a fainéant melancholy, burdened with memory, 

leading to an attempt to halt time” (L, 267).  Tolkien says that Sauron particularly coveted 

the elven rings, for “those who had them in their keeping could ward off the decays of time 

and postpone the weariness of the world” (S 289).  Our mortality is a condition constituted 

                                                 
49 “What is it that the Buddha is telling the world here?  First, that by the mere fact of being born under the 
conditions of finite existence every living creature is subject to the evils of sickness, old age, and death, and to 
the sadness that comes when his loved ones are stricken by these ills.  These inevitable occasions of 
unhappiness (dukha) constitute the problem of life.  But they would not make us unhappy were it not for the 
blind demandingness (tanha) un our nature which leads us to ask of the universe, for ourselves and those 
specially dear to us, more than it is ready or even able to give.  Moreover, it is this same unrealistic and selfish 
craving which, frustrated as it inevitably becomes, moves us to act in ways that increase the unhappiness of 
others,” E. A. Burtt, ed., The Teachings of the Compassionate Buddha: Early Discourses, the Dhammapada, and Later Basic 
Writings [NY: Mentor, 1982]), 28.   
50 “The Elves were sufficiently longeval to be called by Man ‘immortal.’  But they were not unageing or 
unwearying.  Their own tradition was that they were confined to the limits of this world (in space and time), 
even if they died, and would continue in some form to exist until ‘the end of the world.’  But what ‘the end of 
the world’ portended for it or themselves they did not know…  Neither had they of course any special 
information concerning what ‘death’ portended for Men.  They believed it meant ‘liberation from the circles of 
the world,’ and was in that respect to them enviable.  And they would point out to Men who envied them that a 
dread of ultimate loss, though it may be indefinitely more remote, is not necessarily easier to bear if it is in the 
end ineluctably certain: a burden may be heavier the longer it is borne,” (L, 325).  For a paradigmatic dialogue 
between elves and men concerning mortality, see S, 265. 
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not merely by the fact of our death, but also by the flux of being.  The different kinds of 

rings symbolize different attempts to cling to evanescent goods so as to guarantee that they 

will last.  The motive for using each, however, is to avoid suffering.  Dwarves and men use 

their rings to forestall the passing away of things and people they love through a relentless 

pursuit of glory and wealth.  By contrast, elves use theirs to forestall the weariness and grief 

they experience in the passing of temporal things by slowing down time itself.  The elves 

cannot be accused of abandoning their traditions.  Indeed, they live in the past precisely so 

that they do not have to deal with change in the present.  Their traditions have become 

sclerotic because they refuse to be reconciled to their contingency.  Apparently for Tolkien a 

tradition can only be a living one if it mediates in a transparent way our need to be 

reconciled to our neediness.   

Another place Tolkien explores the dangers of sclerotic traditionalism lies in the 

contrast he makes between Denethor and Aragorn.  Tolkien’s art very often works by setting 

up contrasts.  Saruman : Gandalf; Faramir : Boromir; Denethor : Theoden.  One important 

way of understanding the difference between Denethor, steward of Gondor, and Aragorn, 

the rightful king of Gondor lies in the way each treats tradition.  As we have seen, Aragorn 

treats tradition with respect because he has reconciled himself to his vulnerability.  Denethor 

has not.  He is a Steward who is supposed to rule in the king’s place until he returns.  Yet 

when the king does return, Denethor dismisses him as a barbarian; uncultured and from a 

lesser line.51  Denethor refuses to give up his throne to the rightful king; he wants to cling to 

the tradition he knows, rather than receive it as a gift – something he does not properly own 

– and pass it on to someone else to take a new form.  So he refuses to hand it on.  In fact, he 

                                                 
51 “Denethor says, “I am Steward of the House of Anárion.  I will not step down to be the dotard chamberlain 
of an upstart.  Even were his [Aragorn’s] claim [to kingship] proved to me, still he is but of the line of Isuldur.  
I will not bow to such a one, last of a ragged house long bereft of lordship and dignity” (LoR, 836). 
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kills himself rather than face a future which risks defeat and loss of rule.52  He also tries to 

kill his son in the process.  The symbolism is clear: Those who would reject the mediating 

power of the past also implicitly “kill” their offspring.  One way to manage one’s 

contingency is to bear children.  Providing for offspring is an implicit recognition that one 

will pass, and be replaced.  Grateful reception of gifts like tradition is related to the kind of 

generosity that this care demands.  So for Tolkien if we “kill” our ancestors we wind up 

“killing” our descendents.  Tradition for Denethor is a source of power to cling to; not to be 

received as a gift and then passed on as a gift.  It is something that makes him superior, 

rather than something that makes him a servant – to those who came before and to those 

who will come after.  Tradition for Denethor has become sclerotic; a vehicle for self-

aggrandizement, rather than service in humble recognition of one’s own vulnerability and 

contingency.  He is contemptuous of weakness and vulnerability; his attitude towards 

Hobbits is bemused contempt.53  Paradoxically, for Tolkien, the cause of sclerotic 

traditionalism is the same as the cause of the wholesale rejection of tradition: the inability to 

reconcile oneself to contingency and vulnerability. 

Conclusion 

Every great work of art is suffused with the living sense that reality is greater than 

our ability to conceptualize and control it.  Great art thus points to the fact that the world is 

more than our immediate grasping of it.  So art at its best challenges appearance.  Art helps 

render our ordinary experience of the world strange by opening us to dimensions of reality 

                                                 
52 “I would have things as they were in all the days of my life… and in the days of my longfathers before me; to 
be the Lord of this City in peace, and leave my chair to a son after me…  But if doom denies this to me, then I 
will have naught: neither life diminished, nor love halved, no honour abated…” (LoR, 836, emphasis in the 
original). 
53 See Denethor’s reaction to Pippin’s offer of service on LoR, 739.  Compare this with Théoden’s reaction to 
Merry’s offer of service on LoR, 760.  Théoden’s sympathy with and care for weakness makes him a much 
better king than Denethor. 
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outside our ability to manipulate.54  Art in this sense is a mediating vehicle for communion 

with reality.  As Tolkien says, 

We need, in any case, to clean our windows; so that the things seen clearly may be 
freedom from the drab blur of triteness or familiarity – from possessiveness.  Of all 
faces those of our familiares are the ones both most difficult to play fantastic tricks 
with, and most difficult really to see with fresh attention, perceiving their likeness 
and unlikeness…  This triteness is really the penalty of “appropriation”: the things 
that are trite or (in a bad sense) familiar, are the things that we have appropriated, 
legally or mentally.  We say we know them.  They have become like the things which 
once attracted us by their glitter, or their color, or their shape, and we laid hands on 
them, and then locked them in our hoard, acquired them, and acquiring ceased to 
look at them (FS, 146). 
 

For Tolkien, the fruit of the unrealistic attempt to possess life securely through power is a 

diminished life; a life not awake to the wonder of being.  For Tolkien, the minute we start to 

manipulate through power in order to securely possess another person or good, we start to 

lose the capacity to be astonished by it.  It is a sign that we have begun to interpret our 

contingency as threatening.  The heroes of The Lord of the Rings who try to destroy the Ring 

dramatize an attitude towards life that stands opposed to the tyrant’s.  In the end, love – in 

contrast to possession – is the centerpiece of Lord of the Rings.  The hobbit’s journey away 

from home to destroy the Ring and save his home, is a symbol of the interior journey we 

must make in order to rid ourselves of the attitude of possessiveness that would stand in the 

way of fullness of life.  Love that makes itself vulnerable to loss is the only way through 

mortality for Tolkien.  This entails that love must risk suffering.   

Tradition is clearly fluid and subject to the way we appropriate it.  Yet on the other 

hand, it is also beyond our control in a decisive sense.  Exercising stewardship over a 

tradition – seeking its living quality – is an attempt to put at our disposal an area of reality 

that it not wholly manipulable.  In a world obsessed with problems that can be solved by the 

                                                 
54 See Rowan Williams, “”Grace, Necessity and Imagination: Catholic Philosophy and the Twentieth Century 
Artist” (Clark Lectures, Trinity College, Cambridge, March 3, 2005), http://www.archbishopof 
Canterbury.org/sermons_speeches/050303.htm. 
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practical intellect, living within a living tradition is recognizing that there are still realities that 

do not lend themselves to solutions of this kind.  It is to realize that there is an excess of 

meaning in the world that lies beyond our ability to manipulate, or even comprehend with 

discursive rationality.  In this sense, living within a living tradition is grounded in a kind of 

obedience.  The mediating power of tradition thus has a kind of fecundity that makes it alive 

by helping us to become reconciled to our own contingent, vulnerable, needy humanity.  In 

the end, the trajectory of this train of thought leads to theology.55  Tolkien’s belief in reality 

as created – as mediating a divine presence beyond our ability to control or manage or even 

negotiate – resists seeing all reality as merely plastic material to be molded as we desire.   

At the end of Tolkien’s youth, with the shattering experiences of the Great War, it 

was clear to him and many others that one age had ended and a new one was beginning.  

Similarly, at the end of The Lord of the Rings, one age passes away and a new age begins.  

Tolkien makes it clear that the flourishing of this new age depends on those who are willing 

to allow the tradition they have inherited to take on new forms.  The best characters in 

Tolkien’s work study ancient languages, recall ancient epics, and sing old poems.  They know 

the history of their own as well as foreign cultures.  They recollect the names of their dead.  

They retell ancient aphorisms that aim at imparting wisdom.  This does not make them 

conservative throwbacks.  Indeed, in Tolkien’s work, their dynamism, creativity, hopefulness, 

and courage stem in large part from the quality of their memories.  Their knowledge of the 

past is a large part of what allows them to care for the present and future.  Moreover, this 

knowledge of their tradition doesn’t make them impractical or conservative or more prone 

to obey authority.  It gives their imagination scope.  It gives their practical deliberation 

                                                 
55 “If there is always, that to which things are related irrespective of what I can (literally and metaphorically) 
make of them, that awareness of a depth in the world beyond what is at any moment observable is close to 
what seems to be meant by ‘sacred’,” Williams, “Catholic Philosophy and the Twentieth Century Artist,” 7 
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wisdom.  It gives them a long view of events, and a proper perspective on them.  In fact, the 

wider view that tradition provides makes the heroes less susceptible to arguments from 

power.  It gives them an independence and freedom from authority that isn’t available to 

those who haven’t worked hard to know the things they know.  By contrast, the fools in the 

book like Saruman and Sauron don’t care about the past.  And that locks them into a selfish 

concern for their own power – for their own present.  In a profound sense, acceptance of 

the mediation of tradition is acceptance of one’s own mortality.  

The wisest characters in The Lord of the Rings, like Galadriel and Gandalf and Aragorn, 

know that the destruction of the ring means that an old world is passing away and a new 

world is beginning.  The question is whether the new world that is arising will be wise 

enough to tap into the wisdom of the past in order to create its new civilization.  This is one 

of the central struggles in the The Lord of the Rings – between the modernizers like Saruman 

and Sauron with their machines and slaves and bureaucracies – and the traditionalist 

reformers like Gandalf and Aragorn.  To be sure, part of the appeal of Tolkien’s fiction is its 

evocation of the common contemporary experience of regret over the loss of a tradition.  

Yet isn’t part of its appeal also the sense that hope can be found in such crises by 

imaginatively using the past as a gift to rediscover the dignity of our common, contingent 

humanity?  Many of his readers experience Tolkien’s art as a mediating vehicle for 

reconciling them to the vulnerability of their humanity and the openness to divine gifts that 

flows from that reconciliation. 

The happiest part of The Lord of the Rings is the part that remains largely unwritten – 

the golden age of Aragorn.  The best symbols of this new age are the marriages that take 

place at the end of the third age – between Aragorn and Arwen, and Faramir and Éowyn.  

These are intermarriages between people from different traditions and indeed, different 
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races.  The marriage between Aragorn and Arwen is between the old elvish tradition and the 

newer Númenorean one.  In turn, the marriage between Faramir and Éowyn is a marriage of 

the older tradition of Númenor and the newer one of Rohan.  In those families those 

different traditions will be received and given over to new generations formed by pasts 

foreign to their own present.56  It is a wonderful symbol of what Brague calls “Romanity.”  

One of the fun things to do after finishing reading Lord of the Rings is to imagine what it 

would look like to build this new world with the resources that have been received from the 

past.  One of the ways Tolkien uses fantasy to get around our rejection of tradition is to 

dramatize a world in which history and tradition matter a great deal, and can be used as 

resources – not for shoring up the powers that be – but to refound a civilization after a 

necessary break with a previous age.  His art allows us a way of seeing human history that is 

not all tragic.  It tells us that even when things look bleak, there are always resources for 

people creative enough and hopeful enough to do something fundamentally new and 

different.   

I hope I have shown that Tolkien’s critics are wrong to accuse him of imperialism.  

Yet they are also wrong to accuse him of searching for an escape from suffering by seeking 

comfort in a made-up past.  The conclusion of The Lord of the Rings does not look back to the 

past; it looks to the work that needs doing in the future.  Given this, and given his vivid 

sense that the Great War precipitated a crisis within and break with modernity, the thrust of 

Tolkien’s traditionalism can be understood as aiming to provide us with what we need to 

recover in order to care for the future, rather than as aiming at an escape by retreating to the 

                                                 
56 There is some ambiguity in Tolkien’s treatment of marriages between races.  The downfalls of the three 
hidden kingdoms in Silmarillion are precipitated in each case by some result of a mixed marriage.  Even so, the 
offspring of these marriages exercise some salvific role, especially in the case of Eärendil. 
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past.  For Tolkien some of the resources for building our future arise from tradition, poured 

into new vessels through the hopeful work of a Catholic imagination. 

 37


