
[image: Cover: Hobbit Virtues, by Christopher A. Snyder]




[image: Hobbit Virtues by Christopher A. Snyder, Pegasus Books]






Dedicated to the One and to the Flame Imperishable





    [image: ]

“I would claim, if I did not think it presumptuous in one so ill-instructed, to have as one object the elucidation of truth, and the encouragement of good morals in this real world, by the ancient device of exemplifying them in unfamiliar embodiments.…”

—J. R. R. Tolkien,

    Letters, 194 (September 1954)
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This book draws primarily on J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings (abbreviated in the notes as LOTR). In most cases I follow Tolkien’s spelling and capitalization in these two works; for example, he usually capitalizes when he is speaking of the “Races” of Middle-earth (Hobbits, Dwarves, Elves, Men, etc.) but not when he is referring to a specific member or number of that grouping. His use of the terms “Race” and “Men” are both problematic today (more on this in chapter nine).



As this book was going to press (May 2020) millions of people were suffering from a global pandemic. In the midst of this darkness there were innumerable acts of moral and physical courage and selflessness. I wish to thank those who are giving us help and hope.




PREFACE


Love thy neighbor.

These three words from the “Love Commandment” seem, on their face, to be quite simple. They are Jesus’s restatement of the Golden Rule, and thus have great antiquity in both the Greek and Jewish (Leviticus 19:18) traditions; similar commandments can be found in Hinduism, Confucianism, and Buddhism as well. This is also political advice, one rabbi’s challenge to those living in a multicultural world—ancient Judea under Roman rule, where several languages were spoken and many religions observed. Jesus’s followers knew, however, that loving one’s neighbor was much harder than loving family or friends. How could a Jewish peasant love a Roman soldier or a Greek tax collector?

Respecting one’s neighbor, let alone loving him or her, remains a challenge to modern Americans and those living in other Western democracies. The 2016 U.S. presidential election, the Syrian and Latin American refugee crises, and Brexit voting and rhetoric all revealed deep fissures between neighbors who found that, even when they spoke the same language, they could not understand or sympathize with each other. Civil discourse gave way too often to violence, protest, and abusive online taunts and insults. How do we protect such democratic hallmarks as free speech and freedom of assembly when the body politic is suspicious of one another, holds divergent worldviews, and discards civility?

It begins, I suggest here, with talking, finding a common language that reaches across party lines, cultures, and religions. That language can be—indeed, may have to be—what philosophers call virtue ethics, laws or principles that guide moral action both privately and (most importantly for this book) publicly. For thousands of years and across many continents, human beings living in society held up such principles as truthfulness, courage, and self-sacrifice to be essential for stable, peaceful communities that included more than just family members and often different cultures and religions. There is no scholarly consensus on where or how virtue ethics originated. But whether one was obeying the laws of an all-powerful god, employed reason to select moral virtues, or ascribed all behaviors to inheritance and evolutionary biology, these principles had a nearly universal attractiveness and effectiveness. Though many philosophers may have lost confidence in these principles in the wake of the last century’s two world wars, the average citizen, in even war-torn lands, did not. What war and terrorism could not destroy, however, is now under a perhaps even more serious assault: a worldwide method of communication that has been co-opted to promote the egotistical, narcissistic, and prejudicial tendencies within us all—for fame and profit and power. How can we possibly redirect such technology for the common good?

It begins, I argue in this book, with the Philosopher and the Hobbit.

It is noteworthy that, a thousand years ago, Jewish, Persian, and Arab scholars spent great efforts studying and translating Aristotle’s ethical writings, and that their work determined much of the curriculum of the first universities in Europe. Aristotle was simply “the Philosopher” for the great minds and teachers of the Middle Ages. Aristotle argued, principally in the Nicomachean Ethics (edited by his son Nicomachus) and the Eudemian Ethics (edited by his friend Eudemus), that virtues (aretai) are rational states (hexeis), or a stable disposition, in a person’s soul. They involve choosing how to act in a difficult situation and continuing to choose the correct action to the point of it becoming a habit, thus developing a character that we might term “virtuous.” We seek virtue, according to Aristotle, because we seek a final good that is happiness (eudaimonia), or living well and doing well. Those who achieve this are “blessed” (makarios).

Subsequent ages did not discard Aristotle’s teachings on ethics (as they did for much of his writings on astronomy) but rather debated some and added others to his great list of moral virtues (see Appendix A). Moreover, one can read the Nicomachean Ethics side-by-side with Confucius’s Analects and see that there is much agreement regarding right conduct in a civil society, even though these seminal thinkers of the West and the East developed their philosophies independently. Nor are Hinduism, Taoism, Buddhism, and other ancient Eastern religions and philosophies strangers to the language of virtue ethics. Indeed, C. S. Lewis called his matrix of overlapping religious laws “the Tao” (see Appendix C). Both Lewis and his friend and Oxford colleague J. R. R. Tolkien, however, saw a great rift growing between the language of early 20th-century philosophers, artists, and poets and that of their predecessors. It is an intellectual schism that must be healed if we are to rediscover the wisdom of these ancient ethical traditions of the East and the West.

That brings us to the Hobbit. When Professor Tolkien first discovered the Hobbit Bilbo Baggins living in his cozy hole in the ground, he was simply a little creature about to embark on a great adventure involving Wizards, Dwarves, Elves, and dragons. Bilbo was the humble protagonist of a tale told to the professor’s children, what Tolkien and Lewis would call a “fairy-story.” Much wisdom can be found in such children’s tales and fables. When the bedtime story evolved into a novel, Tolkien found that this Hobbit and his companions could also be literary devices for displaying vices and virtues, indeed even developing a distinctive “Hobbit philosophy” by the end of the book. The immediate popularity of The Hobbit (1937) led to his friends, fans, and publisher to clamor for “more Hobbit tales.” The novel’s ultimate sequel, The Lord of the Rings, gave Tolkien an opportunity to further explore uniquely Hobbit virtues, this time necessary to prevent a war for the domination of Middle-earth (whose mythology he had begun in the trenches of the First World War and continued during the Second). The Lord of the Rings proved even more successful, a worldwide popularity that has only increased since its original serial publication in 1954–55.1

Why have so many readers from so many cultural, political, and religious backgrounds responded so positively to Tolkien’s writings? And why were Peter Jackson’s film adaptations of The Lord of the Rings (2001–03) so popular among viewers and even critics? The answer lies beyond the artistic or technical skills of Tolkien and Jackson, as great as they are (the former was not a professional novelist when he wrote The Hobbit, the latter had never made a blockbuster or award-winning film before The Fellowship of the Ring). I would suggest that, in addition to being great stories (fairy-stories), the novels and films resonate with so many people because they feature characters who display widely recognizable and respected virtues: courage, humility, self-sacrifice, wisdom, and friendship, for example. And while it is not unusual in “fantasy” novels and films to see kings and warriors displaying such virtues, Tolkien’s great contribution was the creation of Hobbits, little creatures capable of heroic virtue. Most of us may not be able to see ourselves as warriors, Wizards, or kings, but we can relate to the diminutive Hobbits with their mundane habits and lifestyle.

I have written this book to tease out some of these virtues from Tolkien’s literary figures and use them as vehicles for discussing the history and continuing relevance of said virtue.2 Tolkien was a devout Catholic and a professional medievalist, and thus it should not surprise us to see many of these Middle-earth virtues in the Gospels and in the writings of Church Fathers like Augustine and Aquinas. He was also born during the reign of Queen Victoria, fought to defend England and democratic values in the First World War, and died at the height of Watergate and the Vietnam War. The German Catholic philosopher Josef Pieper (1904–97), inspired by his own reading of Plato and Aquinas, called for a return to the tradition of moral virtues as a way to keep open the dialog between generations.3 The rapidity of change in cultural trends and of technological innovation, even greater now than in Tolkien’s lifetime, makes finding a common language ever more important.

Many readers and critics have also seen the influences of classical philosophy, Greco-Roman and Norse mythology, and secular Arthurian romance on Tolkien’s writing, while others have seen consistencies between his thought and Eastern philosophy and religions.4 I have previously written about the ways that history and archaeology can give us insights into Tolkien’s intellectual world.5 Here, I want to especially bring us back to Aristotelian virtue ethics, a major influence on thinkers from Aquinas to Kant and, through the Catholic catechism, Tolkien himself. Aristotle argued that virtue was a Golden Mean that must be sought between extremes of vice, and yet today the algorithms of social media and mass advertising push us toward extremes, whether of our political positions or our spending habits.6

The present work is not primarily literary criticism or even a book about Tolkien. It is, rather, a call to use Tolkien (and other writers) as guides to rediscover the ancient language of virtue ethics, and an argument for why this language is so crucial for us today if we want to sustain democracy and civil society. While these virtues may privately help one become a better person, they are essential for us small and flawed creatures to communicate and get along with each other. If we are to save Hobbiton—a place that values good food, stories told by fireside, and fellowship—from the political machinations of the Big Folk, we must come out of our holes and arm ourselves with these virtues.

“We probably do not use the word ‘virtue’ often, if at all, but of course it does not follow from this that we do not recognize virtues and vices,” writes historian of philosophy Julia Annas. “When we read Aristotle on the virtues or Epicurus on pleasure, it certainly seems that we understand what is said unforcedly, that we know how to use, and extend the use of, these very concepts.”7 I am not suggesting that virtue ethics are the solution to the world’s problems, nor that they can by themselves lead to personal salvation. It is simply a language, and languages help us talk to one another. It is also an ancient and nearly lost language that may help prevent us from falling completely into a state of naked self-interest, from bestiality. Animals can love their mates, their children, maybe even those who feed them; loving one’s neighbor is a command to humans to live up to their uniquely human potential. We should not be too proud, however, to look to the smallest among us for example. There is much we can learn from Hobbits.






[image: Chapter 1] TENDING YOUR GARDEN


In the darkly satirical novel Candide (1759), written by the philosophe Voltaire, the young hero goes on a quest in part to discover the meaning of life. After many misadventures, he and a group of friends find themselves forming a community on a small farm near Istanbul. When at the end of the novel Candide contemplates the simple but honest lifestyle of his Turkish neighbors, he offers to his companions the following words of wisdom: “We must take care of our own garden.”

J. R. R. Tolkien (1892–1973) shares little in common with the urbane world-traveler Voltaire. Yet, with his Hobbits, Tolkien seems to suggest that cultivating gardens is important, even noble, if not entirely sufficient. It is a particularly English virtue to garden, even if it is only a tiny patch of green. Tolkien was himself born in Bloemfontein, South Africa, but spent much of his childhood in the rural English Midlands. He came to idolize the small farms, rolling hills, rivers, and forests of western England and Wales, reinforced by his country walks in Oxfordshire, where he lived, as a student and as a professor, for most of his life. From these experiences he constructed the Shire, that part of Middle-earth inhabited by Hobbits. Growing things in the Shire, and the living and intelligent trees in the forests of Middle-earth, are at the very heart of the “secondary world” Tolkien created through words and images. In the drawings and paintings that he made to accompany The Hobbit, trees and other flora play a prominent part.

Hobbits are small and burrow holes in the ground, like rabbits (a not coincidental similarity). They enjoy a close friendship with the earth, according to Tolkien.1 Bilbo Baggins, hero of The Hobbit, is very proud of his garden and bequeaths it to his young cousin Frodo Baggins, hero of The Lord of the Rings. Both well-to-do Hobbits, however, have gardeners who do much of the work for them: Gaffer Gamgee and his son Samwise. The Gaffer and Sam are themselves philosophers, though of a much humbler stature than Voltaire. The Gaffer dispenses life advice through folksy maxims, while his son has a romantic and adventurous heart, clumsily composing poetry. “You are a new people and a new world to me,” exclaims Faramir, the noble captain of Gondor, when he first meets Frodo and Sam. “Your land must be a realm of peace and content, and there must gardeners be in high honour.” Yes, gardeners are greatly honored in the Shire, confirms Frodo.2

Tolkien seems to be having a bit of fun here, satirizing the English love of gardening, embedded class distinctions, and the folksy advice given by farmers and craftsmen. Yet there is some serious philosophy in all this Hobbit talk. Hearth and home, creature comforts, food and family—these are very important things to Hobbits, as they were to Tolkien and his Oxford friends, especially those of the group Tolkien and Lewis called the Inklings. “Human grandeur is a very dangerous thing,” warns Doctor Pangloss in Candide, and indeed most Hobbits avoid ostentatious displays of wealth and getting involved in the politics and wars of the Big Folk. But this contentedness is not enough, and the isolation of the Hobbits is not sufficient to provide them with security. Bilbo has some “Tookish blood,” a desire for adventure buried deep inside him, and he needs a little push from the Wizard Gandalf to leave the security of his home to go on an adventure where he will face great malice, violent greed, and ultimately a great war. Sam desires “a nice little hole” in the Shire “with a bit of garden of my own,” and the Elf-queen Galadriel gives Sam the gift of a small box filled with earth from her orchard, promising him that if he makes it back to the Shire, the soil from Lothlórien will make his own little garden without equal in Middle-earth.3 Frodo must make great sacrifices of comfort and prosperity to prevent all of Middle-earth from falling into tyranny and slavery. Even with the great tyrant Sauron defeated, Frodo and his friends return to a Shire devastated by industry and the lesser tyranny of “Sharkey” and his thugs. While Sam the gardener uses Galadriel’s gift to restore the Shire to a “good green and pleasant land,” Frodo’s war wounds will not heal and allow him peace and domesticity. Thus it was for many of England’s returning soldiers in 1919.

Readers of Candide and of Tolkien’s fiction will of course recognize that the garden is heavily symbolic. It recalls the Garden of Eden in Genesis, fruitful yet susceptible to serpents and sin. “We got to get ourselves back to the Garden,” sing Crosby, Stills, and Nash in the Joni Mitchell–penned song “Woodstock.” Can we get back to that Edenic state, through our own efforts? C. S. Lewis, in his book The Four Loves, begins his discussion of charity with a parable about a garden:


… a garden will not fence and weed itself.… A garden is a good thing… [but] it will remain a garden, as distinct from a wilderness, only if someone does these things to it. Its real glory is of quite a different kind. The very fact that it needs constant weeding and pruning bears witness to that glory. It teems with life. It glows with colour and smells like heaven and puts forward at every hour of a summer day beauties which man never could have created and could not even, on his own resources, have imagined.… When God planted a garden He set a man over it and set the man under Himself. When He planted the garden of our nature and caused the flowering, fruiting loves to grow there, He set our will to “dress” them.… [Man’s] laborious—and largely negative—services are indispensable. If they were needed when the garden was still Paradisal, how much more now when the soil has gone sour and the worst weeds seem to thrive on it best?4



Tolkien was very fond of Oxford’s Botanic Garden, which sits between Lewis’s college (Magdalen) and his own (Merton), and there it is said grew his favorite tree. Both men could gaze out the windows of their offices upon their own college’s gardens. Addison’s Walk, which winds along the willow-lined River Cherwell between Magdalen and the Botanic Garden, was the location of the famous late-night conversation between the two English professors that led, in part, to Lewis’s conversion to Christianity. As Tolkien read aloud most of The Lord of the Rings to Lewis and the other Inklings, Lewis would have recognized and appreciated the many appearances of gardens and gardeners in the novel, and of course the importance of trees to Tolkien’s whole legendarium.

Cultivating one’s garden can also be seen as tending to our individual souls, cultivating virtues through reason and discipline. Voltaire and Tolkien may both have had in mind the advice given by Socrates in Plato’s Republic: the ideal (or at least stable) state requires citizens who have their own affairs in order, who govern their passions and then, and only then, are equipped to govern others. Tyrants, argue Plato and Aristotle, are men whose selfish urges dictate most of their actions, men who rule arbitrarily, capable sometimes of helping some people succeed but who ultimately lead to political instability, corruption, and a lack of social and economic justice. Middle-earth’s Master of Lake-town, Saruman/Sharkey, Morgoth, and Sauron are all tyrants in this philosophical sense, and Gandalf and Galadriel fear that they too would rule this way if they were given the power of the One Ring. Faramir and Aragorn are similarly wary of political power without self-control, and the one figure in Middle-earth who has mastered his “inner-regime”—Tom Bombadil—wants no part of war and politics.5

Hobbits are to be found somewhere between the tyrants and the Wise. Their small stature keeps them from having aspirations of political grandeur, yet they can only resist the One Ring, not master it. Gandalf is drawn to the Hobbits because they seemingly possess qualities or virtues seldom seen in the great cities and realms of the West. It is hard to surprise a Wizard, but neither Saruman the White nor Gandalf the Grey fully comprehend the capabilities of Hobbits. No power in the world knows everything about Hobbits, confesses Gandalf. “Among the Wise I am the only one who goes in for hobbit-lore: an obscure branch of knowledge, but full of surprises.”6 Virtue ethics, a branch of moral philosophy, fell out of favor among philosophers as the Great War and bloody revolutions challenged the positivism and progress of Western society. Deontology (following the rules and doing one’s duty at all costs) and consequentialism (especially utilitarianism and hedonism) at first filled this intellectual void, but at the turn of the 21st century, virtue ethics was beginning to make a comeback. Tolkien—whose life spanned from Victorian optimism to the existential crises of the 1960s and early ’70s—responded to these vicissitudes in philosophy and ideology through his Middle-earth writings, though often in subtle ways that many readers have overlooked.

While in The Hobbit Tolkien presents to us these halflings as a satirical mirror, poking fun at our bourgeois concerns and at the English character, in the Prologue to The Lord of the Rings he stresses that these “remarkable people” are “relatives of ours,” but they “lived quietly” in Middle-earth and “seemed of very little importance” to their neighbors, the Elves and the Dwarves.7 They “love peace and quiet and good tilled earth” and do not understand machines more complicated than mills, looms, and hand tools. They do not study magic but possess from heredity certain skills—most notably quickness and the ability to escape being seen. The Shire is a tiny nation of farmers and gardeners, brewers of beer and cultivators of pipe-weed. Hobbits are not a warlike people and never fought among themselves, are slow to quarrel, and do not hunt living things for sport. They are clannish, lovers of genealogy, and follow the law (The Rules) through free will because they are “both ancient and just.” This despite having very little formal government: no king, only an elected mayor and a hereditary Thain (military captain), the latter mostly an honorary title.

We learn from the Prologue of The Lord of the Rings that growing food and eating it occupies most of a Hobbit’s time. Smoking pipes and blowing smoke-rings consumes a fair share of that time as well, and they admire poetry, music, and riddle-making. They love parties and giving gifts to others on their own birthdays. At the emotional climax of The Hobbit, the dying Dwarf king, Thorin Oakenshield, asks Bilbo (whom he once described as “descendant of rats!”) for forgiveness and praises Hobbit virtues:


“There is more in you of good than you know, child of the kindly West. Some courage, and some wisdom, blended in good measure. If more of us valued food and cheer and song above hoarded gold, it would be a merrier world.”8



The words of a dying king should be taken seriously. Is Tolkien here presenting us with a “Hobbit philosophy” to be ranked among those of the Wise? Consider Thorin’s choice of words: good, kindly, courage, wisdom, valued. These are terms one can find in the ethics of Plato, Aristotle, Confucius, and many other philosophers and religious teachers. That Thorin says that Bilbo has some courage and some wisdom blended in good measure is a significant nod toward Aristotle and the Golden Mean. That food and cheer and song are to be valued above gold, however, suggests that Aristotle’s Good Life (eudaimon) lived in the free community (polis) should include epicurean and aesthetic delights as well.

How do we identify the Good? How does one display courage and wisdom? How do we discern the balance, or good measure, of these virtues? How does one develop “character” or prove one’s worth? Are there limits to when, where, and how much food and cheer and song we can enjoy? These questions are answered, in part, by Tolkien when he tackled the more ambitious literary project of The Lord of the Rings. Newly introduced Hobbits—Frodo, Sam, Peregrin “Pippin” Took, and Meriadoc “Merry” Brandybuck—become vehicles for Tolkien to explore in greater depth the virtues listed by Thorin and to add others, most notably fellowship, love, and self-sacrifice. We will examine each of these “Hobbit virtues” in chapters two through eight of the present book. Gandalf also returns in The Lord of the Rings to act as mentor and spiritual guide for the younger Hobbits, and we see through many adventures that Wizards, Elves, Dwarves, and Men are also capable of virtue as well as vice. This will be explored in chapter nine.

“Is virtue [aretê] teachable?” Socrates is asked at the outset of Plato’s dialog Meno, “or is it rather acquired by practice? Or… does it come to men by nature…?” Aristotle, in the Nicomachean Ethics, argued that in order to be “virtuous” one must learn, practice, and habituate virtues. We find this in many ancient ethical systems, and moral teachers like Jesus often used agrarian imagery and parables: plowing soil, planting seeds, growing and cultivating. The Confucian sage Mencius (ca. 372–289 B.C.) stressed that one must cultivate jen (humaneness) and yi (rightness) as the farmer cultivates grain, while the Chinese general, governor, and philosopher Wang Yangming (1472–1529) taught the concept of moral self-cultivation through practicing a tradition that has been transmitted (chuanxi).9 The Psalms and Proverbs are replete with examples of moral cultivation: those who delight in the law of the Lord “are like trees / planted by streams of water, / which yield their fruit in its season / and their leaves do not wither” (Psalm 1); “Whoever sows injustice will reap calamity” (Psalms 22); “A capable wife… considers a field and buys it; / with the fruit of her hands she plants a vineyard” (Proverbs 31). The Romans were so proud of their agrarian roots that the farming life permeated their poetry and philosophy. Horace, in the Odes, recommends the cultivation of tranquility and contentment, while Virgil, in Book Two of the Georgics, praises the simple country life in contrast with the corruption of the city. In Zen Buddhism, creating a garden—even a dry landscape of rocks and sand—is to create a space of simple beauty where one can meditate on truth and meaning.

When the dying Thorin first describes Hobbit philosophy to Bilbo, we also hear an echo of one of the oldest literary texts ever preserved, The Epic of Gilgamesh (ca. 2000 BC). The Sumerian hero-king Gilgamesh, who has just lost his close friend Enkidu to death, seeks wisdom from an unlikely source—an ale-wife:


“Thou, Gilgamesh, let full be thy belly,

Make thou merry by day and by night.

Of each day make thou a feast of rejoicing,

Day and night dance thou and play!

… For this is the task of mankind!”10



In Mordor, Sam is tempted by the One Ring; it offers him the chance to be, like Gilgamesh, a heroic warrior and a mighty king. He turns all this down for a garden:


In that hour of trial it was the love of his master [Frodo] that helped most to hold him firm.… The one small garden of a free gardener was all his need and due, not a garden swollen to a realm; his own hands to use, not the hands of others to command.11



To grow food and brew ale, to feast and dance and play, to love and to enjoy fellowship—these are Hobbit virtues, and we humans should recognize them as well. Many cultures perform these virtues at weddings, birthdays, anniversaries, coming of age ceremonies, and on religious holidays. We are, at these celebratory times, fulfilling the “task of mankind” and are most Hobbit-like. Let us return to these virtues—seeing ourselves at our best and happiest—to make the world a merrier place.






[image: Chapter 2] HUMILITY


The first thing one notices about Hobbits is that they are small, about half the size of a grown human. “They are inclined to be fat in the stomach,” writes Tolkien, have curly hair (on their heads and feet) but no beards, possess “good-natured faces, and laugh deep fruity laughs (especially after dinner, which they have twice a day when they can get it).”1 While this is partly a description of the professor himself, it also draws on characteristics of medieval dwarves and goblins as well as creatures from Victorian and Edwardian children’s literature. The composite is nevertheless memorable and unique. These “halflings” are hardly the stuff of heroic adventure tales, and yet Bilbo Baggins grows in moral stature throughout his first adventure, while staying grounded—“close to his roots,” we might say—and demonstrating the virtue of humility, a virtue as elusive in our world today as are Hobbits themselves.

The Anglo-French words “humility” and “human” both derive from the Latin root humus, “earth or ground.” To be human is to be from the earth in many cosmologies, including God’s creation of Adam from the dust and ashes of the Garden in Genesis.2 The Latin word humilitas (adj. humilis) can denote “lowness, small stature, or insignificance,” and was applied to the lower social order of the Roman Empire: the humiliores, as distinct from the honestiores (persons of high status and property). Under Roman imperial law humiliores were subject to crucifixion, torture, and corporal punishment. As we saw in the last chapter, Hobbits are definitely creatures “of the earth” and are virtually unknown outside the Shire, while Bilbo is constantly being likened to small animals and threatened with bodily harm.

The Romans were not the only ancient people to see humility as a negative characteristic. In early heroic literature like The Epic of Gilgamesh and The Iliad, heroes are often semidivine and always aristocratic. They boast of their strength and political power, while the humiliores are rarely if ever seen. Gilgamesh exhausts the resources of his people by taking their husbands and sons into his army, their wives into his palace to cook and make cloth, and their daughters into his harem.3 Agamemnon, Achilles, Hector, and Odysseus—princes all—are given to boasting and taunts, and after hearing the caustic soldier Thersites call for the Greeks to abandon Agamemnon and return home, Odysseus unleashes his wrath upon the hunchback:


“… Thersites!… Keep quiet.

Who are you to wrangle with kings…?

Stop your babbling, mouthing the names of kings.…”

And he cracked the scepter across his back and shoulders.

The rascal doubled over, tears streaking his face

and a bloody welt bulged up between his blades.4



Homer depicts Odysseus literally beating a commoner with the scepter of royal power, and the poet says, of the rest of the Greek soldiers, “Their morale was low but the men laughed now, / good hearty laughter.…”5

In these heroic cultures it is the warrior and his culture that generate most virtues, including the pursuit of wealth and honor. Aristotle argued that proper pride (megalopsychia, “high-mindedness”) is necessary for a man to reach for great and lofty things.6 Roman generals like Pompey and Caesar idolized Alexander the Great, the Macedonian prince (taught by Aristotle), whose great conquests included the wealth of Asian cities, the daughters of Persian and Afghan kings, and the accumulation of royal and divine titles. While ancient Athenians and Romans prized modesty and moderation, their leaders seldom practiced these virtues and certainly had no desire to be seen as meek or humble.

When and where does humility as a virtue arise? Humility or meekness (הוונע, anavah) appears in the Torah as a quality beloved by the Lord—“God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (Proverbs 3:34)—and embodied by Moses—“For Moses was a man exceeding meek above all men that dwelt upon earth” (Numbers 12:3). Given that Moses was a prince of great strength, meek here clearly does not mean weak. In The Bhagavad Gita, the Hindu virtue amanitvam denotes a lack of pride or arrogance, and Gandhi saw it is an essential starting point for the practice of other virtues and the pursuit of truth. In Taoism, humility is not a word but a phrase meaning roughly “not to dare to be first in the world,” and, along with compassion and frugality, is one of the Three Treasures (virtues) possessed by those who follow the Tao. Similarly, in Buddhism humility is essential to the path of Enlightenment.

But it is in early Christianity, in Jesus and the early martyrs, that humility becomes a radical virtue confronting the worldly and violent tendencies of Roman culture. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus addresses a crowd of people living in the margins, the commoners of Judea (am ha’aretz), who had their political liberties taken by a series of Hellenistic and Roman imperialists beginning with Alexander’s conquest of the Persian Empire. The cruelest of these overlords instituted punishments like crucifixion, and after the brief Maccabean respite, Jewish authorities were forced into a policy of appeasement with the Romans. The Herodian dynasty of puppet princes, and the Roman-appointed High Priest, benefitted in wealth and status from their alliance with Rome. While Jesus did not advocate a violent overthrow of imperial rule, as some feared (and the Zealots sought), he did in the Beatitudes directly challenge the worldly ambitions of contemporary Hellenistic and Roman culture:


Blessed (Μακάριοι) are the poor in spirit (πτωχοὶ τῷ πνεύματι), for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.

Blessed are the meek (πραεῖς), for they shall inherit the earth.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

Blessed are the merciful, for they will have mercy.

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called the children of God.

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad for your reward is great in heaven.…7



He also instructed his followers to “turn the other cheek,” to not meet violence with violence, and to love their enemies. The rabbi, in true humility, washed the feet of his disciples; the Prince of Peace stood in stark contrast with the princes of violence and conquest in the ancient world. To surrender to the authorities of Rome and the Sanhedrin, to surrender his life as a sacrificial lamb, was a radical display of love and humility that few could have predicted. He called on his followers to do the same, and as Christianity spread from Judea to the great cities of Asia Minor, Greece, and Italy, these new “Christians” (first called so in Syria) embraced martyrdom as the ultimate virtue rather than perform the pagan sacrifices ordered by Roman governors and emperors.

For three hundred years the sporadic but sometimes spectacular persecution of Christians produced saints (sancti) who held up this model of humility preached by Jesus. But the conversion of the Emperor Constantine the Great in 312 began an accommodation between Christians (now legal) and Roman authorities. Constantine and his imperial successors were no pacifists. Similarly, the Christian conversion of Germanic and Celtic barbarians living on the borders of Rome, whose warlords conquered and inherited most of the Western Roman Empire in the fifth and sixth centuries, was only successful because it convinced these new kings that they could rule (and make war) with God’s assistance in the manner of Joshua, Saul, and David. The difference between these heroic societies and that of Homeric Greece was that the church now served as a check to their most violent instincts—or at least it tried.

The European Middle Ages was, in large part, a thousand years of trying to figure out the seemingly contradictory impositions of church and state. Augustine had argued in his monumental The City of God that, for all its great military and imperial ambitions, the Roman Empire fell just like all of its successors because of misplaced loyalties. Citizenship in the City of God depended on the condition of one’s soul, not the amount of wealth or power one accumulated. “The way to Christ is first through humility, second through humility, third through humility,” he wrote.8 While Augustine was one of the first to articulate a theory of Just War, he believed that law, education, and the moral discipline of the monastic orders were more important in keeping peace and order in the City of Man. The early monasteries strove to replicate the City of God on earth, and humility was an important and much-practiced discipline. Later, the mendicant friars practiced humbling themselves through poverty and begging. The Dominican friar Thomas Aquinas defined a humble person as a homo acclinis, “one inclined to the lowest place.”9 He agreed with Aristotle, however, that one must avoid both overestimating and underestimating one’s own powers.10

It was only with the formalization and standardization of chivalry, beginning ca. 1100 that rulers could argue that they were producing “soldiers of Christ” capable of moral discipline while waging just war. Orders like the Knights Templar strove for that ideal balance between Christian virtues and pagan/heroic military prowess. That they and other knights more often fell short of the ideal should not obscure the unique attempt at resolving this tension within Christendom.

C. S. Lewis argued, more from literary examples than historical ones, that the medieval knight was perhaps the boldest and most difficult experiment in curbing human tendencies.11 Chivalry places a “double-demand on… human nature,” wrote Lewis. “The knight is a man of blood and iron… [but] he is also a demure… guest in hall, a gentle, modest, unobtrusive man.” Thus could Sir Thomas Malory describe Sir Launcelot as both the mightiest of Arthur’s knights and also “the meekest man that ever ate in hall among ladies.”12

When Lewis and Tolkien first became friends in the late 1920s they bonded over reading (in the original language) Old Norse tales of gods engaged in incessant warfare and heroes who slew dragons and strove for Valhalla in a vast and cold northern landscape. These northern European warrior-heroes—Beowulf, Cú Chulainn, Roland—were motivated by vengeance as much as honor, and boasted of their deeds. In this they differed little from Gilgamesh, Achilles, and Odysseus. Theirs was also a doomed world: “heathen, noble, and hopeless,” as Tolkien once described it.13 How did these two medieval scholars move from pagan mythology and violent Norse sagas to producing the humble Hobbit and child-heroes of Narnia? Why did two devoutly Christian authors choose to populate their invented worlds with so many deities, heroes, and beasts plucked straight from the pagan (at least in origin) tales of the Greeks and the Romans, the Anglo-Saxons and the Norse, the Welsh and the Finnish?

I would argue that Bilbo Baggins is such a compelling and effective guide through Middle-earth precisely because he is humble like us—neither saint nor demigod, but a small being, obsessed with creature comforts, who finds himself on an unexpected adventure in the company of Dwarves, Elves, and dragons inspired by the literature Professor Tolkien loved and taught: Beowulf, the Nibelungenlied, the Eddas, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Bilbo is a meek or humble creature who, when pressed, acts with bravery and cunning to defend his friends. But even with an Elvish blade and a magic ring, he is no warrior.14 He is of the earth and longs to return to his Hobbit hole. He is also on occasion “humbled,” or made aware of the limitations of his power and abilities. He is brave when facing the dragon Smaug, but the cloak of invisibility that comes from wearing the Ring makes him a bit vain and careless with his riddling answers to Smaug’s questions. Ultimately, they reveal the Hobbit’s connections to Lake Town and Smaug embarks on a flight of terror and revenge. “Never laugh at live dragons,” Bilbo chastises himself, and he is indeed partly complicit in the death and destruction that follows.15

Frodo and Sam start out like Bilbo: they love the Shire, enjoy the comfort of a hot bath and the pleasures of ale and pipeweed. Frodo begins his journey out of a sense of responsibility to fix what Bilbo has unknowingly done: brought the Ring of Power into the Shire. “Frodo undertook his quest out of love—to save the world he knew from disaster at his own expense, if he could,” wrote Tolkien in a 1963 letter, “and also in complete humility, acknowledging that he was wholly inadequate to the task.”16 Frodo makes a promise to Gandalf, and Sam likewise promises to accompany his master. Both Hobbits are completely untested as warriors, and along with Merry and Pippin they fail in their first adventure against the Barrow-wights. With weapons from the barrows (and Bilbo’s sword, Sting) all four Hobbits grow in ferocity and skills, first at Khazad-Dûm and later in Gondor and Mordor. “Very few characters in literature capture the humble person’s disposition as successfully as Tolkien’s heroic hobbit, Sam Gamgee,” writes philosopher Craig Boyd.17 Whereas Frodo starts his quest already possessing a good deal of humility, Sam demonstrates perhaps the greatest growth in this virtue. And, as Boyd points out, Sam exemplifies the medieval theological principle of being worthy of heroic virtue because he does not seek to be a hero in the first place.

Frodo becomes a pacifist when he returns to the Shire, while his three companions take up arms to defend their home. But whether one refuses to fight or chooses to fight only in defense of family and community, humility can be practiced as a virtue and displayed by those who we would not see as lowly or meek. Aragorn and Faramir both display great humility while being skilled but reluctant warriors. They do not boast of their martial deeds, nor do they patronize the halflings. Gandalf and Galadriel display humility in rejecting the Ring when it is offered to them, and neither figure glorifies warfare.18 “In Tolkien’s work there is no pompous boasting over such deaths,” writes Ralph C. Wood, “nor is there any glory to be found in heroic defeat. War is a miserable business… not the noble ideal that ancient pagans and many modern Christians have made it.”19

We, on the other hand, have somehow returned to the Homeric model of boasting and of humiliating our foes, and we do not hesitate to shy away from power. Whether in the political arena or that of sports, it is the loud and brash figure, the one constantly calling attention to themselves and their accomplishments, that we are unabashedly drawn to. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) bemoaned the weakness and pacifism he saw in Christianity, calling the “will to power” a man’s driving force—the highest man is he who determines all values and directs all wills.20 This Übermensch should not hesitate to grasp power and dominate the weak, should not apologize for his victories. Adolf Hitler and other fascists of the mid-20th century were drawn to this aspect of Nietzsche’s writings, appropriating the parts they found most appealing and combining them with notions of racial superiority.

It is not an exaggeration to say that we now seem closer to Nietzsche than to the humility embraced by the early Christian martyrs or even that idealized in chivalry. Nationalism is once again being used as an excuse for embracing the will to power in American political discourse as much as in other nations that we see as antidemocratic. Humility is thus, in our day as in Jesus’s, a radical virtue confronting the worldly and violent tendencies of our culture. We should return to upholding the virtue of humility, but we must not mistake it for weakness. It is, on the contrary, the first step on the path to moral strength. Humility is why Bilbo and Frodo could bear the Ring for so long without being overthrown by its evil. It was a self-awareness and an inner strength—walking in the true light of who you are, to paraphrase Aquinas—and it prepared them to find the courage they would need on their long and perilous journeys.
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On September 11, 2001, nineteen men who were members of the radical group al-Qaeda boarded airplanes in Boston, New York, and Washington, DC, took control of the cockpits (by cutting the throats of the pilots with box-cutters), and flew three of those planes into the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon, resulting in the death of nearly 3,000 men, women, and children. On the fourth plane, a struggle between the terrorists and a small group of passengers resulted in the plane crashing in Pennsylvania, killing all on board. In the hours and days that followed, first responders—police, paramedics, firefighters—worked tirelessly to save the lives of survivors in New York and Washington.

In October 2012, in Pakistan, a fourteen-year-old girl named Malala Yousafzai, who had spoken out against the oppression of the extremist Taliban in her small village, was on a school bus on the way home from school. A masked gunman boarded the bus and asked, “Who is Malala?” then shot her on the left side of her head. She woke up ten days later in a hospital in Birmingham, England, and spent several months undergoing surgery and rehabilitation. As soon as she was able, she returned to speaking out against the mistreatment of women and children in tyrannical regimes throughout the world. She started the Malala Fund and, in December 2014, won the Nobel Peace Prize, becoming the youngest ever Nobel laureate.

When discussing these traumatic events, emotions wax and language seems to fail us. How do we apply virtue terms like bravery, courage, and heroism? Many of the 9/11 terrorists and the gunman who shot Malala were trained soldiers, while Malala and most of the first responders in New York and Washington were not. Soldiers are, throughout most of history, the “heroes” of literature, whether of West or East. Yet, while it is not cowardice that motivates terrorists and jihadists, the virtue of courage was more truly demonstrated by Malala and the first responders on 9/11. They are the heroes of these stories.

In wartime, it is not hard to find examples of men and women who have demonstrated great courage through risking their lives to save others, be they fellow soldiers or civilians.1 There are, of course, also examples of cowardice and cruelty in war. But in times of peace we have struggled to define precisely words like bravery, courage, and heroism. Without precision, such powerful words can become meaningless.2 Do we expect soldiers, police officers, and firefighters to embody courage because of the nature of their jobs? Do we respect them for it or take it for granted? How can a person without the physical attributes and training of these professionals demonstrate courage? We might be able easily to identify cowardice, but what makes someone a hero?3 The English word courage derives from the Romance languages, with the common root cor, or “heart,” leading to its original Middle English usage to convey spiritedness and even wrath.4 We still convey this in the expression “stout-hearted.” But Tolkien was notoriously suspicious of words derived from the Romance languages and turned elsewhere for inspiration for courage and other Middle-earth virtues.

Before delving into that, however, it might help to go back to the ancient Greeks for some precision about what we mean by courage. For Homer, courage (ênoreê) is almost entirely a male and martial virtue, exhibited mainly on the battlefield and inspired (often divinely) by the love of glory and battle comrades.5 Alasdair MacIntyre points out that, in heroic societies, courage often serves to strengthen bonds of friendship and community.6 Later, Greek philosophers broadened their investigation of this virtue and differentiated between physical and moral courage.7 Physical courage is usually related to the threat of great physical harm or death, while moral courage is the virtue needed to defend ideas or principles that are unpopular or ridiculed. The latter can have great consequences (e.g., being fired or losing a friend), and sometimes a threat can require both physical and moral courage (e.g., Socrates being executed by the state for defending his philosophical methods and truths).8 For Plato, courage (andreia) is wisdom about what is to be feared, the virtue of the spirited part (thumoeides) of the tripartite soul that controls the appetites; the auxiliaries of his ideal polis possess great physical courage.9 Aristotle similarly believes that all people are subject to passions, and how they reason and respond to these passions determines virtue or vice and, ultimately, one’s character. Courage, for him, is the ability to pursue the Good through the difficult and the dangerous. Both the Greek term Plato and Aristotle use, andreia, and its Latin equivalent, virtus, indicate that courage for the ancient Greeks and Romans was literally a “manly” virtue (andros and vir being the Greek and Latin words, respectively, for man), and for the typical Roman the aim of courage was gloria, or “honor.” A rare classical female example of this type of courage was that of Lucretia, who, according to Livy, took her own life to regain her honor after being raped, but only after exhorting her family to avenge her. Romans were attracted to Stoicism in part because of the emphasis it placed on courage and self-control.

Courage is a classical virtue because it is the rational and appropriate response to fear, while cowardice and recklessness are the extreme responses or vices. To be without fear is to be irrational or mad, and both the Greeks and the Romans typically attributed the reckless bravery of barbarians to their lack of reason.10 “Aristotle argued that it is not the fearless person who is courageous,” writes Jamie Carlin Watson, “but the one who acts appropriately in the face of fear, especially the fear of death.”11 With Hobbits, Tolkien does not give us fearless warriors, but rather small heroes who overcome their fears through unexpected demonstrations of both physical and moral courage.
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