tolkien s ordinary virtues

tolkien s ordinary virtues represent a foundational aspect of J.R.R.
Tolkien’s literary and philosophical legacy, reflecting everyday moral
qualities that underpin the heroic narratives in his works. Unlike grandiose
or supernatural virtues often highlighted in fantasy literature, Tolkien’s
ordinary virtues emphasize humility, perseverance, kindness, and courage in
mundane circumstances. These virtues are vividly portrayed through his
characters, who embody moral strength in their daily actions rather than
through epic feats alone. Exploring Tolkien’s ordinary virtues reveals how
his storytelling advocates for a grounded ethical framework that resonates
with real-life challenges. This article examines the nature of these virtues,
their representation in Tolkien’s major works, and their broader implications
for readers and scholars alike. The following sections will delve into the
conceptual basis, key wvirtues identified, character exemplars, and the
enduring legacy of Tolkien’s moral philosophy.
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The Concept of Tolkien’s Ordinary Virtues

Understanding tolkien s ordinary virtues requires a grasp of Tolkien’s
broader philosophical and theological context. Rooted in his Catholic faith
and his experience in the early twentieth century, these virtues reflect a
moral vision that values the commonplace and the humble as the true ground of
ethical life. Tolkien’s ordinary virtues contrast with the more spectacular
or heroic virtues often depicted in myth and legend, focusing instead on
qualities that sustain individuals and communities through everyday trials.

Philosophical Foundations

Tolkien’s dedication to ordinary virtues draws heavily on classical and
Christian ethical traditions. The virtues he admired were those that
encouraged steadfastness, patience, and charity—qualities that fostered
resilience and goodness in ordinary life. This philosophical underpinning
shaped his literary creations, where characters are often tested not only by
grand battles but also by small, consistent acts of moral courage.

Distinction from Heroic Virtues

While Tolkien’s stories contain heroic figures and epic quests, the ordinary
virtues emphasize the quiet strength of characters who embody goodness



without seeking glory. This distinction highlights Tolkien’s belief that
moral worth is not solely measured by grand achievements but by fidelity to
virtuous living in all circumstances.

Key Ordinary Virtues in Tolkien’s Works

Tolkien’s ordinary virtues encompass a range of moral qualities that recur
throughout his narratives. These virtues serve as guiding principles for
characters and provide a counterpoint to the corrupting influences of power
and evil in Middle-earth.

Humility

Humility is central to Tolkien’s vision of virtue. Characters like Frodo and
Sam demonstrate humility through their acceptance of responsibility without
arrogance or desire for recognition. This virtue enables them to undertake
great burdens with grace and perseverance.

Perseverance

Perseverance, or steadfastness, is another key virtue. Tolkien’s ordinary
virtues celebrate the ability to endure hardship and continue pursuing good
despite obstacles. This is evident in the long and arduous journeys of the
hobbits, who persist even when hope seems lost.

Kindness and Compassion

Acts of kindness and compassion permeate Tolkien’s works, illustrating the
power of empathy to counteract evil. Characters such as Samwise Gamgee embody
this virtue through their unwavering support and care for others, reinforcing
the humanizing influence of everyday goodness.

Courage

While courage is often associated with heroic exploits, Tolkien’s ordinary
virtues frame it as the courage to face daily challenges and moral decisions.
This ordinary courage, exemplified by characters who stand firm in small yet
significant ways, contributes to the larger struggle against darkness.

Character Exemplars of Ordinary Virtues
Tolkien’s literary world is populated with characters who personify ordinary

virtues in compelling ways. Their actions and development offer insight into
how these virtues function within his moral universe.

Frodo Baggins

Frodo represents humility and perseverance, bearing the One Ring’s burden



without succumbing to pride or despair. His journey is marked by quiet
endurance and a selfless commitment to the greater good, illustrating the
power of ordinary virtues to shape epic outcomes.

Samwise Gamgee

Sam exemplifies kindness, loyalty, and courage. His steadfast support for
Frodo and his simple, heartfelt goodness highlight the importance of everyday
moral actions. Sam’s character underscores the theme that ordinary
individuals can make extraordinary differences.

Bilbo Baggins

Bilbo’s transformation from a reluctant adventurer to a wise and generous
figure reflects the development of ordinary virtues over time. His humility
and kindness remain central to his character, providing a model for moral
growth grounded in everyday experiences.

Other Supporting Characters

Many minor characters, such as Rosie Cotton and Merry Brandybuck, also embody
ordinary virtues, contributing to Tolkien’s vision of a morally rich and
interconnected world. Their roles demonstrate that virtue is accessible to
all, not just the central heroes.

The Role of Ordinary Virtues in Tolkien’s
Narrative Structure

Ordinary virtues are not merely thematic elements but integral to the
narrative mechanics of Tolkien’s works. They shape plot progression,
character development, and the moral stakes of the story.

Moral Challenges and Growth

Tolkien’s characters frequently face moral dilemmas that test their ordinary
virtues. These challenges facilitate personal growth and affirm the
narrative’s ethical framework, showing that virtue is both a goal and a
process.

Contrast with Corruption and Evil

The ordinary virtues stand in stark contrast to the corrupting influences of
power, greed, and malice depicted in Middle-earth. This opposition highlights
the ethical tensions driving the narrative and reinforces the value of
everyday goodness.



Symbolism and Allegory

Many ordinary virtues are symbolically represented through objects, journeys,
and interactions in Tolkien’s stories. This use of symbolism enhances the
reader’s understanding of the virtues’ significance within the broader mythic
context.

The Enduring Influence of Tolkien’s Moral
Vision
Tolkien’s emphasis on ordinary virtues continues to resonate with readers,

scholars, and creators, influencing ethical thought and literary analysis
beyond his own works.

Impact on Modern Fantasy Literature

Many contemporary fantasy authors draw inspiration from Tolkien’s portrayal
of virtue, integrating similar moral themes into their storytelling. The
focus on ordinary virtues offers a framework for crafting relatable,
ethically grounded characters.

Philosophical and Theological Reflections

Scholars have examined Tolkien’s ordinary virtues within philosophical and
theological contexts, recognizing their relevance to discussions about
ethics, human nature, and the role of literature in moral education.

Practical Applications

The virtues highlighted by Tolkien have practical implications for everyday
life, encouraging readers to cultivate humility, perseverance, kindness, and
courage in their own experiences. This enduring relevance underscores the
depth and accessibility of Tolkien’s moral vision.

Summary of Tolkien’s Ordinary Virtues

e Humility: Acceptance of responsibility without pride
e Perseverance: Steadfastness in the face of hardship
e Kindness: Compassionate acts toward others

e Courage: Moral bravery in daily challenges

e Loyalty: Faithfulness to friends and principles

e Patience: Endurance and tolerance over time



Frequently Asked Questions

What are Tolkien's ordinary virtues?

Tolkien's ordinary virtues refer to the everyday moral qualities he valued
and depicted in his works, such as humility, courage, kindness, loyalty, and
patience.

How do Tolkien's ordinary virtues manifest in The
Lord of the Rings?

In The Lord of the Rings, ordinary virtues appear through characters like
Samwise Gamgee, who exemplifies loyalty and humility, and Frodo Baggins, who
shows courage and perseverance.

Why did Tolkien emphasize ordinary virtues in his
writing?
Tolkien emphasized ordinary virtues to highlight the importance of everyday

moral choices and to show that heroism often comes from simple, humble
actions rather than grand gestures.

Which characters best represent Tolkien's ordinary
virtues?

Characters such as Samwise Gamgee, Merry and Pippin, and even ordinary
hobbits embody Tolkien's ordinary virtues through their steadfast loyalty,
bravery, and kindness.

How do Tolkien's ordinary virtues contrast with
traditional heroic qualities?

Tolkien's ordinary virtues focus on humility, perseverance, and everyday
goodness, contrasting with traditional heroic qualities like physical
strength and glory-seeking.

Can Tolkien's ordinary virtues be applied in real
life?

Yes, Tolkien's ordinary virtues encourage qualities like kindness, patience,
and courage in daily life, promoting moral integrity and resilience.

What role does humility play in Tolkien's ordinary
virtues?
Humility is central in Tolkien's ordinary virtues, as many heroes succeed not

through pride or ambition, but through modesty and a willingness to serve
others.



How does Tolkien's background influence his portrayal
of ordinary virtues?

Tolkien's Catholic faith and experiences in World War I influenced his
portrayal of virtues like sacrifice, hope, and the dignity of simple, good-
hearted people.

Are Tolkien's ordinary virtues reflected in The
Hobbit as well?

Yes, in The Hobbit, characters like Bilbo Baggins display ordinary virtues
such as courage, resourcefulness, and humility throughout their unexpected
journey.

What is the significance of ordinary wvirtues in the
overall theme of Tolkien's works?

Ordinary virtues underscore the theme that true heroism and moral strength
come from everyday acts of goodness and perseverance, reinforcing the value
of the common person.

Additional Resources

1. The Road to Middle—-earth: How J.R.R. Tolkien Created a New Mythology

This book by Tom Shippey explores the foundational virtues embedded in
Tolkien’s works, such as courage, humility, and loyalty. It delves into how
Tolkien’s ordinary virtues are reflected through his characters and
narratives, shaping a modern mythology. Shippey, a renowned Tolkien scholar,
reveals the connections between Tolkien’s life, beliefs, and the moral fabric
of Middle-earth.

2. J.R.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century

Written by Tom Shippey, this book examines Tolkien’s moral vision and the
ordinary virtues that underpin his stories. It highlights virtues such as
perseverance, friendship, and the triumph of good over evil in Tolkien’s
legendarium. The book offers insight into how these virtues resonate with
readers and contribute to the enduring popularity of Tolkien’s work.

3. Tolkien and the Great War: The Threshold of Middle—earth

John Garth’s work investigates how Tolkien’s experiences in World War I
influenced the virtues portrayed in his writing. The book discusses themes
like sacrifice, honor, and resilience, which are central to Tolkien’s
depiction of heroism. It provides a historical context for understanding the
ordinary virtues that permeate Middle-earth.

4. The Hobbit and Philosophy: For When You've Lost Your Dwarves, Your Wizard,
and Your Way

Edited by Gregory Bassham and Eric Bronson, this collection addresses the
ethical and philosophical themes in Tolkien’s work. It explores virtues such
as courage, wisdom, and humility through the adventures of Bilbo Baggins. The
essays reveal how ordinary virtues help characters navigate challenges and
grow throughout the story.

5. Exploring J.R.R. Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings
Edited by Corey Olsen, this book is a compilation of essays that analyze the



moral and ethical lessons in Tolkien’s trilogy. It discusses virtues like
friendship, hope, and sacrifice, illustrating how these qualities are
embodied by the characters. The book is valuable for readers seeking to
understand the deeper moral messages in Tolkien’s epic.

6. Faith and the Faithless: The Religious and Secular in Tolkien’s Middle-
earth

This volume examines the spiritual and ethical dimensions of Tolkien’s work,
focusing on the virtues that arise from his Catholic background. It discusses
themes of mercy, charity, and redemption as ordinary virtues that shape the
narrative and character development. The book provides a nuanced look at how
faith informs Tolkien’s portrayal of virtue.

7. The Ethics of Middle-earth

Edited by Gregory Bassham and Eric Bronson, this collection explores the
ethical questions and virtues present in Tolkien’s writings. The essays
analyze how ordinary virtues like honesty, courage, and loyalty function
within the moral framework of Middle-earth. It offers a philosophical
perspective on the everyday virtues that define Tolkien’s characters.

8. Inventing the Myth: Tolkien’s Moral Imagination

This book focuses on Tolkien’s creative process and how his moral imagination
gave rise to ordinary virtues in his mythology. It discusses the integration
of humility, honor, and hope as foundational virtues in his stories. The work
highlights Tolkien’s unique ability to weave ethical principles into
compelling narratives.

9. Walking the Road: The Ethics of the Lord of the Rings

Edited by Gregory Bassham and Eric Bronson, this book examines the practical
application of ordinary virtues in the journey of the Fellowship. It
highlights virtues such as perseverance, friendship, and courage, showing how
these qualities help characters overcome adversity. The essays provide
insight into the ethical lessons that readers can draw from Tolkien'’s
masterpiece.
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