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T h e  S h ir e  Q u e s t : T h e  

' S c o u r i n g  o f  t h e  S h i r e '  a s  t h e

N a r r a t i v e  a n d  T h e m a t i c  F o c u s

o f  T h e  L o r d  o f  t h e  R i n g s

D a v i d  M .  W a i t o

An Introduction to the Quests
T h e  Q u e s t N a rra t iv e  o f  J .R .R . T o lk ie n 's  T h e  L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  (LotR) h as  
b een  a th o ro u g h ly  d iscussed , analyzed , an d  deco n stru c ted  e lem en t of 

T o lk ien 's  epic novel since its first pub lica tion  in  1954. C ritics a n d  essay ists have  
carefu lly  critiqued  th e  q uest to d estro y  th e  R ing (the R ing  Q uest), assu m in g  it to 
be  th e  cen tral conflict of th e  story. A dm itted ly , th e  R ing Q uest seem s to  be  the 
d riv in g  force of th e  narra tive , and  the  m o s t clim actic narra tiv e  action occurs 
w h en  F rodo  a n d  G ollum  w restle  g reed ily  for possession  of the R ing  of P o w er on 
th e  b rin k  of M o u n t D oom . Yet it is so m ew h a t susp ic ious th a t th e  clim ax of such  a 
carefu lly  constructed  n a rra tiv e  as LotR  occurs less th an  h a lfw ay  th ro u g h  Book 
Six, w ith  a sign ifican t p o rtio n  of n a rra tiv e  action still to  follow . T his fact p ro m p ts  
u s  to  ask th e  fo llow ing  questions: W h y  does T olkien  take such care in  de ta iling  
"T he Scouring  of the  Shire"? A nd, for th a t m atte r, w h y  does h e  sp en d  so m u ch  
tim e describ ing  hobb its  a n d  th e  Shire d u rin g  the  first five chap te rs  of Book O ne? 
C learly  T olkien  believes th is de ta il to  be v ita l to  h is  story. A s d o m in a tin g  as the 
R ing  Q uest seem s, w e canno t u n d e re s tim a te  the  significance of T o lk ien 's 
specific ity  in  th e  P rologue: "C o ncern ing  H obb its"  o r chap te rs  like "T he Scouring 
of th e  Shire."

In  th is pap e r, I p ro p o se  th a t T olkien  p ro v id es  th is de ta iled  b ack d ro p  of 
th e  Shire because  th ere  is ano ther quest, a  q u es t to save the  Shire (the Shire 
Q uest), w h ich  overarches the  R ing  Q u est in  th e  narra tive . A lthough  it ap p ears  
b lissfu l th ro u g h  m u ch  of its in tro d u c to ry  descrip tions, th e  Shire is an u n h ea lth y  
com m un ity  from  the  o u tse t of Book O ne. S ignificant p o w er stru g g les  an d  issues 
lu rk  ben ea th  th e  S hire 's surface, inh ib itin g  its h ea lth y  g ro w th  and  m irro rin g  
m a n y  of th e  sam e p o w er strugg les and  issues of th e  R ing  Q uest. By u n d e rtak in g  
th e  R ing  Q uest, F rodo, Sam, M erry , an d  P ip p in  g a in  experience th a t enables 
th em  to becom e cogn izan t of p rob lem s th a t exist in  the  Shire, and  eq u ip  
them selves w ith  th e  necessary  skills to  cleanse th e  Shire of its destructive  
tendencies. I a rgue  th a t th e  R ing Q u est serves m ere ly  as a  m ean s  for th e  four 
h obb its  to  acquire  w h a t is necessary  to  com plete  the  Shire Q uest, an d  th a t the
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m ain  conflict of T o lk ien 's  novel is n o t to  d estro y  th e  R ing, b u t to  "scou r" or save 
th e  Shire.

T his n eed  to cleanse the  Shire com m un ity  resona tes  w ith  m u ch  of the 
p rem ise  of John  Shelton  L aw rence  an d  R obert Jew ett 's  The M yth  o f the American 
Superhero. L aw rence a n d  Jew ett d iscuss th e  p rob lem atic  n a tu re  of A m erican  
cu ltu re 's  in fa tu a tio n  w ith  th e  red em p tiv e  ta les of superheroes, w h ere in  the 
m em b ers  of a society in h ab it a " spectator democracy in  w h ich  th ey  passively  
w itn ess  the ir red em p tio n  b y  a su p erh e ro "  (29; em p h asis  o rig inal). T heir s tu d y  
ad a p ts  th e  "m o n o m y th "  schem a of Joseph  C am p b ell's  The Hero w ith a Thousand 
Faces, b u t suggests th a t a fu n d am en ta l shift h a s  occurred  in  th e  A m erican iz ing  of 
th is m onom yth : w h ile  C am p b e ll's  "classical m o n o m y th  seem ed  to reflect rites of 
in itia tion , the  A m erican  m o nom yth  derives from  tales of red em p tio n "  (L aw rence 
an d  Jew ett 6). The fo llow ing  is th e  basic  p lo t s tru c tu re  of the  A m erican  
m onom yth :

A com m unity in  a harm onious paradise is th reatened by evil; norm al 
institutions fail to contend w ith  th is threat; a selfless superhero emerges to 
renounce tem ptations and  carry ou t the redem ptive task; aided by fate, his 
decisive victory restores the com m unity to its paradisiacal condition; the 
superhero then  recedes into obscurity. (Lawrence and Jew ett 6)

Janet B rennan  C roft h a s  ap p lied  L aw rence a n d  Jew ett 's  A m erican  
m onom yth ic  fram ew o rk  to LotR  th ro u g h  an  analysis of P eter Jackson 's 
in te rp re ta tio n  of A rag o rn  in  The Lord o f the R ings film  trilogy. C roft d raw s on 
Jackson 's  increased  em phasis  on  A rag o rn 's  "u n iq u en ess  as th e  lone h e ro "  an d  
exam ines h is  fitness as th e  typ ica l A m erican  su p erh e ro  (Croft, "Jackson 's 
A rag o rn  a n d  th e  A m erican  S uperhero  M onom yth" ["Jackson 's A rago rn"] 12). 
L aw rence  an d  Jew ett 's  s tu d y  in tersec ts w ith  m ine m ore in its analysis of the 
p rob lem atic  n a tu re  of A m erican  cu ltu re 's  h ab itu a l fascination  w ith  th is 
red em p tiv e  superhero , ra th e r th a n  w ith  th e  su p erh e ro  character itself. For 
exam ple, th e  in itia l se tting  of the  A m erican  m o n o m y th  is described  as E den-like 
an d  p a s to ra l—stark ly  rem in iscen t of T o lk ien 's  in itia l dep ic tions of the  Shire 
(L aw rence an d  Jew ett 22). I w ill h ig h lig h t th is an d  o th er connections be tw een  
these  tw o  u n h e a lth y  com m unities as they  arise  in  m y  exam ination  of the  Shire, 
so le t u s  re tu rn  to  th e  Shire an d  estab lish  w h y  it is in  n eed  of cleansing.

In  h e r s tu d y  The Lord o f the Rings: The M ythology o f Power, Jane C hance 
d iscusses th e  sta te  of th e  Shire in  th e  first few  chap te rs of The Fellowship o f the 
R ing  by  id en tify in g  critical p rob lem s th a t ex ist ben ea th  th e  veil of perfec tion  th a t 
in itia lly  ap p ea rs  to  be  d ra p e d  over th e  Shire. C hance w rites  th a t th e  Shire, like 
M ordo r, is a so m ew h a t iso la ted  com m un ity  in  w h ich  sign ifican t p o w er strugg les 
exist. H obb its  d em o n s tra te  an  in h e ren t in to lerance  of d ifference b y  d is tru s tin g  
an y th in g  unfam iliar: "M arks of d is tin c tio n —w ealth , education , even
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le a d e r s h ip -c a n  set a H obb it apart, m ak e  h im  d ifferen t" (27). C hance p roposes 
th is as a cen tral question  in  T o lk ien 's  w ork: "H o w  can in d iv id u a ls  (and  nations) 
so d iffe ren t from  one an o th e r coexist in  h arm o n y ?"  (34). The them e of d ifference 
"p o la rizes  th e  forces of good  an d  evil, social class, a n d  political g ro u p "  (37). 
Indeed , Bilbo, w ho  is w ealthy , educa ted , an d  in d ep en d en t, is consequen tly  
m arg in a lized  b y  o ther hobb its  an d  m ark ed  as "q u ee r"  (LotR  I.1.21).

C hance iden tifies "q u ee r"  as th e  opera tive  w o rd  in  Book O ne w hich  
rep resen ts  " th e  p ro b lem  of d ifference" th a t m ak es th e  Shire dysfunc tiona l (27). 
She dem o n stra te s  th a t "q u ee r"  show s th e  ability  of lan g u ag e  to  contro l o th e rs  b y  
illu s tra tin g  th e  political n a tu re  of lan g u ag e  an d  th e  p o w er of k now ledge  reflected  
th ro u g h  lan g u ag e  in  th e  th ree  vo lum es of LotR. "In  Fellowship," C hance w rites, 
" lan g u ag e  as the  articu la tion  of kn o w led g e  a n d  desire  serves as m o ra l and  
political w eap o n ry  aga in s t th rea ts  to  su rv ival a n d  com m un ity  (w hich  often  take 
th e  fo rm  of subversive  lan g u ag e  a n d  its concom itan t p o w er)"  (23). E xem plify ing 
such  subversion , "q u ee r"  m otivates hobb its  to  b len d  in  w ith  th e ir com m unities 
an d  to  evade  b e in g  labeled  as "d ifferen t."  In d iv id u a l d ifferences th a t 
u n d o u b te d ly  exist am o n g  h obb its  are  accord ing ly  concealed. T his su p p ressio n  is 
p rob lem atic  in  a com m un ity  because  its m em bers  canno t be  them selves, an d  any  
in d iv id u a l skills th ey  m a y  possess from  w h ich  the  w ho le  com m un ity  could  
benefit a re  n ev er n u rtu re d . Such a co m m u n ity  becom es s tu n ted , in fertile , and  
s tag n an t v ery  quickly.

O nce these  p rob lem s becom e ap p aren t, the p resence  of th e  Shire Q uest 
is realized . In  LotR  th e  call for th e  Shire Q u est is is su ed  b y  th e  S h ire 's  p ro b lem  of 
d ifference before  th e  call for th e  R ing  Q uest, an d  concludes after th e  R ing  Q uest 
is com pleted . In  fact, a sym biotic re la tionsh ip  exists be tw een  these  tw o  quests: 
T he R ing  Q u est is m acrocosm ic as it affects an d  is affected  by  even ts concern ing  
all of M idd le -ea rth , b u t m icrocosm ic w ith  respec t to  th e  n a rra tiv e  since it exists 
w ith in  th e  la rg er tex t of th e  Shire Q uest. L ikew ise, th e  Shire Q u est is 
m icrocosm ic in  its exclusively  local effects, b u t m acrocosm ic in  re la tion  to the 
en tire  n a rra tiv e  of th e  novel. N evertheless, th e  p resence  of th e  Shire Q u est is 
u n d en iab le  a n d  its im portance  in  LotR  m u s t be  observed .

In  w h a t follow s, I  firs t iden tify  th e  Shire Q u est as th e  fou r h o bb its ' tru e  
q u es t b y  w o rk in g  from  C hance 's  id ea  th a t th e  Shire is a prob lem atic , n o n -idea l 
society  in  n eed  of cleansing. A  d iscussion  of th e  Shire in  re la tion  to P la to 's  ideal 
sta te  from  th e  Republic realizes its n o n -id ea l s ta tu s  b y  d em o n s tra tin g  w h a t the 
Shire lacks m o s t are  v ir tu o u s  G uard ians . T he R ing  Q uest, then , serves as the 
m ean s  b y  w h ich  M erry , P ipp in , a n d  especially  F rodo  a n d  Sam  acqu ire  th e  ability  
to  iden tify  the  S h ire 's  p rob lem atic  tendenc ies; th e ir experien tia l lea rn ing  from  the 
R ing  Q uest e q u ip s  th em  w ith  th e  necessary  skills to  p u rg e  the  Shire of its 
in to lerances. I  w ill conclude b y  assessing  th e  ex ten t to  w h ich  these  fou r hobb its
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acqu ire  these  skills, ev a lu a tin g  th e ir fitness as P laton ic  G uard ians , an d  m easu rin g  
th e ir ab ilities to res to re  a n d  m a in ta in  justice in  th e  Shire.

"Queerness" and The Call for Leadership in an Intolerant Shire
A t the  o u tse t of LotR, F ro d o 's  focus is certa in ly  very  local. H is  chief 

concerns p e rta in  m ere ly  to  th e  p lan n in g  an d  en joym ent of "a  long-expected  
p a rty ,"  th e  d ep a rtu re  of h is  beloved  U ncle Bilbo, a n d  h is  responsib ility  as B ilbo's 
h e ir  to  d is trib u te  v arious possessions w h ich  Bilbo h a s  left to  o ther h obb its  (LotR  
I.1.36). Even seven teen  years after B ilbo 's p a r ty  an d  d ep artu re , F ro d o 's  m ost 
fo reign  challenges ap p ea r to  be  d ea ling  w ith  th e  Sackville-B agginses' re sen tm en t 
of h im  for s tea ling  th e ir p laces as B ilbo's he ir, a n d  w ith  o th er hobb its  w ho  th ink  
h im  "q u ee r"  because  h e  show s "s igns of good  'p re se rv a tio n '"  (I.2.42). Yet F rodo  
g ives n o  ind ica tion  th a t th is  ju d g m en t of h im  b y  o th er h o bb its  w a rran ts  h is 
concern. Since h is  en tire  life a n d  all of h is  ad v en tu res  a n d  challenges u p  to  th is 
p o in t h ave  taken  p lace w ith in  th e  fam iliar b o rd e rs  of the  Shire, it  is n o t 
un reaso n ab le  to expect th e  scope of F ro d o 's  a tten tion  to  be lim ited  to  th e  Shire 
an d  its local concerns. H ow ever, once G an d alf b rin g s n ew s th a t " [F rodo 's  Ring] 
is th e  M aster-ring , th e  O ne R ing to  ru le  th em  all," F ro d o 's  w o rld  is to rn  w ide  
o p en  (I.2.49).

G an d a lf 's  d isc losu re  of th e  R in g 's  tru e  id en tity  forces F rodo  to  becom e 
concerned  w ith  issues p e rta in in g  to  M id d le -ea rth  a t large: "[Sauron] know s th a t 
it is th e  O ne. A n d  h e  h a s  at las t hea rd , I th ink , of hobbits a n d  th e  Shire [...]. 
In d eed , F rodo , I fear th a t h e  m a y  even  th ink  th a t th e  lo ng -unno ticed  nam e  of 
Baggins h a s  becom e im p o rtan t"  (LotR  I.2.58). In teresting ly , it is n o t the  th re a t of 
S auron  rep o ssessin g  th e  R ing  th a t m o tiva tes F rodo  to  concern  h im se lf w ith  these 
g lobal affairs, b u t  ra th e r th e  th re a t th a t h is  possession  of th e  R ing  poses to  the 
Shire. F rodo  reg a rd s  the  S hire 's com prom ised  safety  as h is  call to  adven tu re : 
"B u t in  th e  m ean w h ile  it  seem s th a t I am  a dan g er, a d an g er to all th a t live n ear 
m e. I canno t keep  th e  R ing  an d  stay  here . I o u g h t to  leave Bag End, leave the 
Shire, leave ev e ry th in g  a n d  go aw ay" (I.2.61). F rodo  refuses to  keep  th e  R ing  an d  
its im p o sin g  d an g e r in  Bag E nd; h e  w ill take  the  R ing  a n d  leave, h o p in g  to  d ra w  
th e  Black R iders aw ay  from  h is be loved  hom e. T h u s F rodo  in itia tes th e  Shire 
Q uest, en d eav o rin g  to save h is  h o m e from  doom .

T h a t F rodo  beg ins th is q u es t w ith  a desire  to  safe-keep  th e  Shire is an 
im p o rta n t po in t. B ut eq ua lly  im p o rta n t is som eth ing  of w h ich  even  F rodo  is n o t 
en tire ly  aw are: th ere  is m o re  reason  th an  Black R iders for F rodo, Sam , M erry , 
an d  P ip p in  to  d e p a rt from  the  Shire an d  em bark  on  th e ir adven tu res . The Shire is 
in  n eed  of c leansing, a n d  on ly  th e  w isd o m  an d  skills th a t th e  hobb its  w ill acquire
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from  th e ir in d iv id u a l ad v en tu res  can alert th em  to th is n eed  an d  enable  th em  to 
in itia te  it.1

T he pasto ra l im age of th e  Shire crea ted  in  the o p en in g  chap te rs  of LotR  
seem s en o u g h  to  ju stify  F ro d o 's  w ish  to  p reserv e  its safety. In  th e  P ro logue  the 
n a rra to r in tro d u ces a seem ing ly  idyllic, innocen t Shire com m unity : "H obb its  are 
an  u n o b tru s iv e  b u t v e ry  ancien t peop le  [...] [who] love peace an d  qu ie t an d  good  
tilled  earth "  (LotR  Prologue.1). A n d  in  "T he O rd erin g  of th e  Shire," th e  n a rra to r 
in itia lly  seem s to  co rrobora te  th e  no tio n  of th e  S h ire 's  idea l innocence by  
su g gesting  th e  re d u n d a n c y  of a g o v ern m en t in  th e  Shire:

The Shire at this tim e had  hardly  any 'governm ent'. Families for the m ost 
p a rt m anaged their ow n affairs. G row ing food and eating it occupied m ost 
of their time. In other m atters they were, as a rule, generous and not 
greedy, bu t contented and m oderate, so tha t estates, farms, w orkshops, 
and  small trades tended  to  rem ain unchanged for generations. 
(Prologue.9)

T his descrip tion  of th e  Shire is reflected  in  L aw rence an d  Jew ett's  
po rtray a l of th e  in itia l se tting  of th e  A m erican  m onom yth :

Tales of the A m erican m onom yth typically begin and  end  in  Eden-like- 
settings. We see small com m unities of diligent agrarians, tow nspeople, or 
m em bers of a w ork group together in  harm ony. [...] The monomythic Eden 
has distinctive features [...]. It is a small, w ell-organized com m unity 
w hose distinguishing tra it is the absence of lethal internal conflict arising 
from  its mem bers; the surrounding  pastoral realm  echoes its inner 
harm ony. The citizens are law -aiding and cooperative, w ithout those 
extrem es of economic, political, or sexual desires tha t m ight provoke 
confrontations. (22; em phasis original) 1

1 It should be noted that Tolkien disagreed w ith the suggestion of any "political" 
motivation in  this context. In a letter commenting on W.H. Auden's review of The Return of 
the King, Tolkien wrote, "It seems clear to me that Frodo's duty was 'hum ane' not political. 
He naturally thought first of the Shire, since his roots were there, but the quest had as its 
object not the preserving of this or that polity [ . ]  but the liberation from an evil tyranny of 
all the 'hum ane'" (The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien [Letters] 240-41). Thus, w hen I propose a 
further reason for the hobbits to depart from the Shire, I am not suggesting that Frodo 
considers these reasons when deciding whether to leave the Shire; I agree that his 
intentions and the Ring Quest's objectives are to liberate all the "humane" from the tyranny 
that Sauron would establish should he repossess the One Ring. However, I do propose that 
the Shire Quest inevitably occurs and, in retrospect, begins before the Ring Quest when 
Frodo decides to remove himself and the Ring from the Shire to protect it.
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L aw rence  a n d  Jew ett p o in t to  the  "M id w este rn  sm all to w n "  as th e  real- 
life source of th is idyllic  co m m u n ity  (23), an d  b o th  th e ir descrip tion  of th is 
se tting  a n d  T o lk ien 's  of th e  Shire im p ly  com m unities w hose  surface appearances 
m irro r th e ir a p p a re n t in te rna l ha rm o n y . "Yet, if w e exam ine it m ore  closely, 
sm all-tow n  life in  th e  A m erican  h e a rtla n d  h a s  h a rd ly  been  E denic" (Law rence 
an d  Jew ett 23). L ikew ise, a  close read in g  of th e  Shire y ie lds a  d ifferen t tru th  
ab o u t th e  S h ire 's  health : in  P la to 's  Republic, Socrates a n d  G laucon  p ro p o se  such 
an  ideal sta te  w h ich  does n o t req u ire  governm en t, an d  a com parison  of P la to 's  
idea l sta te  w ith  th e  Shire show s th a t a lth o u g h  the  hobb its  believe the ir 
com m u n ity  to be ideal, a t th e  b eg in n in g  of th e  n a rra tiv e  it is n o t.2

Socrates an d  G laucon  define th e  P latonic idea l sta te  as one th a t 
re sp o n d s  to  p e o p le 's  needs, w ith  each  m em ber of society p ossessing  certa in  skills 
th a t collectively an d  sufficiently  p ro v id e  for th e  w ho le  society 's needs:

[A] state comes into existence because no individual is self-sufficing; we 
all have m any needs [...]. So, having all these needs, w e call in  one 
another's help to satisfy our various requirem ents [...] if one m an  gives 
another w hat he has to  give in  exchange for w hat he can get, it is because 
each finds tha t to do so is for his ow n advantage. (II.368, p. 55-6)

In  th is just, id ea l state, there  is n o  n eed  for control; all n eed s  an d  
services balance one an o th e r in  perfect equ ilib rium . Injustice, P lato  concludes, 
arises w h en  an  idea l society  p rog resses (w hich is inev itab le  u n d e r  such  fertile 
conditions) an d  its needs ou tg ro w  its resources: peop le  beg in  knock ing  on  the ir 
ne ighbo rs ' doo rs req u es tin g  m ore land , services, an d  resources to  con tinue  to 
p ro v id e  for th e ir increased  needs. T hese req u es ts  soon  sw ell in to  d em an d s , an d  
" th e  n ex t th in g  w ill be  [...] th a t w e shall be  a t w ar"  (II.373, p. 61). Some 
m echan ism  m u s t be  in tro d u ced  to resto re  justice by  g o v ern in g  transactions 
be tw een  m em bers of th is n o w -n eed y  (and  therefo re  non-ideal) society. T his role 
is ach ieved  b y  a g ro u p  Socrates calls "G u ard ian s"  (II.375, p . 64).

In  short, G u a rd ian s  m u s t em b o d y  the v irtu es of th e  state: "w isdom ,"  
"courage ,"  an d  " tem perance"  (IV.427-34, pp . 121-29). By possessing  these  v irtues, 
G u ard ian s  "a re  fo u n d  to  be  fu ll of zea l to do w h a tev e r th ey  believe is for the 
go o d  of the  com m onw ea lth  an d  nev er w illing  to  act aga in s t its in terest"  (III.413, 
p . 104). G u ard ian s  resto re  justice b y  en su rin g  th a t all m em b ers of society  perfo rm  
th e  one function  for w h ich  th ey  are  b es t su ited  in  the  nam e of the 
com m onw ealth . If G u ard ian s  succeed  a t th is task , th en  th e  sta te  becom es once 
aga in  ideal. H ow ever, Socrates also observes th a t th e  eq u ilib riu m  of an  idea l state 
is so p reca rio u s th a t G u ard ian s  m u s t do  m ore  th a n  g o vern  th e  in terac tions of the

2 Plato's discussion of the components of the ideal state can be found in  Part II, Books II-IV 
of the Republic.
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m em b ers  of th e ir com m unity ; th ey  m u s t be, like w atchdogs, "gen tle  to  th e ir ow n  
peop le  a n d  d an g ero u s  on ly  to enem ies" (II.375, p. 64). G u ard ian s  m u s t also 
p rev en t any  o u ts id e  forces (foreigners) from  im p a ir in g  th e  delicate eq u ilib rium  
of th e  idea l state.

G u ard ian s  so m ew h at resem ble th e  red em p tiv e  su p erh e ro  in  the 
A m erican  m o n o m y th  w ho, b o rn  from  th e  W estern  sto ries in  A m erican  p o p u la r 
cu ltu re , offer "unoffic ia l red eem er figu res on  pow erfu l ho rses, im p artia l 
o u ts id e rs  w hose  zeal for th e  rig h t [...] w o u ld  tr iu m p h  over evil" (L aw rence an d  
Jew ett 30). L aw rence  an d  Jew ett ind ica te  these  sup erh ero es are  o u ts id e rs  w ho  
fu n d am en ta lly  renounce  com m unity , "reced[ing] in to  obscurity" after sav ing  the 
com m u n ity  from  evil (6). B ut w h a t these  sup erh ero es lack, an d  w h a t T olkien  an d  
th e  Shire seek, as w e w ill com e to  see th ro u g h  Sam , is the  com plem en tary  aspect 
to  th is p ro tec tion  from  o u ts id e  forces: the  m a in ten an ce  of justice inside the  
com m unity .

A s The Fellowship o f the Rings begins, the  Shire ap p ea rs  to  be a version  of 
P la to 's  idea l state: hobb its  seem  concerned  w ith  on ly  "peace  a n d  qu ie t" an d  
"[m anaging] the ir o w n  affairs" (LotR  P ro logue 1, 9). Indeed , "[a]t n o  tim e h a d  
H obb its  of an y  k in d  b een  w arlike, an d  th ey  h a d  nev er fo u g h t am ongst 
them selves" (Prologue.5). B ut th e  Shire is still w ith o u t G u a rd ian s  w ho  enforce 
an d  m a in ta in  justice. A lthough  there  is a M ayor (O ld  W ill W hitfoot) an d  
"B ounders ,"  the  n a rra to r describes the p re sen t effectiveness of these  positions:

The only real official in  the Shire at th is date w as the M ayor [...]. As 
m ayor alm ost his only du ty  w as to  preside at banquets [...]. But the offices 
of Postm aster and  First Shirriff w ere attached to the m ayoralty, so tha t he 
m anaged both  the M essenger Service and  the Watch. [ . ]

The Shirriffs w as the nam e that the H obbits gave to  their police, or 
the nearest equivalent tha t they possessed. [...] There w ere in  all the Shire 
only tw elve of them , three in  each Farthing, for Inside Work. A rather 
larger body, varying at need, w as em ployed to 'beat the bounds', and to 
see tha t O utsiders of any kind, great or small, d id  no t m ake them selves a 
nuisance.

At the tim e w hen  th is story begins the Bounders, as they w ere called, 
h ad  been greatly increased. There w ere m any reports and  com plaints of 
strange persons and creatures prow ling  about the borders, or over them: 
the first sign tha t all w as no t quite as it should be [...]. Few heeded the 
sign, and no t even Bilbo yet had  any notion  of w hat it portended. (LotR 
Prologue 10)

M ayor W hitfoo t's  ro le to  "p resid e  a t b an q u e ts"  suggests th a t th e  title  of 
"M ayor" is m ere ly  cerem onial an d  he  is n ev er seen fu lfilling  h is  ro le as F irst 
Sh irriff u n til h e  "set[s] off for Bag E nd  to  p ro tes t"  aga in s t P im p le  an d  th e  ru ffians
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in  Book Six (LotR  VI.8.989). B ut th is p ro tes t o n ly  accom plishes W hitfoo t's  ow n  
im prisonm en t. A s for th e  B ounders, th ey  too fail to p ro tec t th e  Shire ad eq u a te ly  
from  O utsiders: in  th e  earlie r quo ta tio n  th e  n a rra to r  reveals th a t m o s t hobb its  
d en y  th a t th e  increased  n u m b e r of O u ts id e rs  in  th e  Shire is affecting th e  Shire 
an d  th e ir lives. U ltim ately , it ap p ea rs  th e  S h ire 's posts of M ayor a n d  B ounder 
w ere  created  an d  desig n ed  w ith  an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  n e e d  for an d  th e  roles 
of P laton ic  G uard ians ; how ever, those  m a in ta in in g  these  positions do  so 
incom peten tly . F u rtherm ore , n e ith e r th e  M ayor n o r th e  B ounders seem  conscious 
of the  fact th a t th ere  are issues even  m ore  p ressin g  th a n  O u ts id e rs  affecting  the 
Shire.

T he n a rra to r of T o lk ien 's  P ro logue com m ents th a t "ease  an d  peace h ad  
left [hobbits] still cu riously  tough . [...] a n d  a t n eed  [they] cou ld  still h an d le  
a rm s" (LotR  P ro logue 6-7). W h y  are  hobb its  "curiously to ugh"?  A n d  w h y  is 
m a rk sm an sh ip  still p rac ticed  if hobb its  h av e  n o t fo u g h t a ba ttle  in  over tw o 
h u n d re d  an d  fifty  years?3 N o t su rp ris ing ly , th e  answ ers to these  questions are 
th e  consequences of th e  B o unders ' inadequacies. W ith o u t effective G u a rd ian s  to 
w h o m  responsib ilities of ju stice  a n d  foreign  affairs are  en tru sted , hobb its  take 
p e rso n a l o w n ersh ip  of these  responsib ilities b y  m a in ta in in g  th e ir to u g h n ess an d  
m ark sm an sh ip  in  case th e  n e e d  to  p ro tec t them selves sh o u ld  arise. T his 
o w n ersh ip  of se lf-p reservation  is also reflected  in  th e  h o b b its ' d is tru s t of 
difference.

R eaders soon discover th a t a lth o u g h  hobb its  " h a d  n ev er fo ugh t 
am o n g st them selves," th ey  are n o t so "generous"  an d  "co n ten ted "  w h en  dealing  
w ith  in h ab itan ts  b ey o n d  th e  b o rd e rs  of th e ir respective Shire com m unities, or 
even  w ith  hobb its  w ho  dw ell o u ts id e  th e ir o w n  hobbit-ho les. H obb its  scorn 
an y th in g  d ifferen t an d  p ro m o te  on ly  th e  m o s t n o rm a l an d  fam iliar of actions, 
tra its, an d  even  ideas. T his in to lerance  of d ifference is seen as early  as th e  second  
p a ra g ra p h  of th e  first chap te r of Book O ne w h en  Bilbo is ju d g e d  for h is 
"pecu lia r"  love  of traveling , h is " (apparen tly ) p e rp e tu a l y o u th ,"  an d  h is 
" (repu ted ly ) inexhaustib le  w ea lth ."  Som e hobb its  "shook  th e ir h ead s  an d  
th o u g h t th is w as too  m u ch  of a good  th in g  [...]. 'I t  w ill h ave  to  be p a id  for,' th ey  
said . 'I t  is n 't  n a tu ra l, an d  troub le  w ill com e of it!'" (LotR  I.1.21). T his is th e  first of 
m a n y  instances w h ere  u n n a tu ra ln e ss  o r n o n -con fo rm ity  is in te rp re ted  b y  hobb its 
as "troub le ,"  p rob lem atic , o r unacceptab le . T he Shire is in  n e e d  of G u ard ian s  
w h o  can sim u ltan eo u sly  p ro tec t th e  Shire from  ex ternal an d  in te rn a l sources of 
evil.

3 The last battle fought in  the Shire was the Battle of Greenfields, in  which Bandobras Took 
led the charge against the invasion of Orcs in  S.R. (Shire Reckoning) 1147. Frodo's fiftieth 
year is S.R. 1418 (LotR Prologue 5; Appendix C.1074).
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T he case for the  R angers as G u ard ian s of th e  Shire p roves fru itless since 
R angers on ly  p ro tec t th e  Shire from  o u ts id e  forces a n d  do  n o t m a in ta in  justice 
w ith in  the  Shire itself. F u rtherm ore , since R angers are  n o t seen w ith in  the  Shire, 
th e ir p resence  does n o t increase the ho b b its ' sense of security  an d  there fo re  does 
n o t allev iate  th e  ho b b its ' in to lerance  of difference. This p o in t also d em onstra tes  
w h y  th e  su p erh e ro  figu re  of th e  A m erican  m o n o m y th  w o u ld  n o t suffice in  the 
Shire. F irst of all, th e  evil w h ich  th is su p e rh e ro  com bats is im p o sed  exclusively 
from  th e  o u ts id e —"T he In tru d in g , Evil O ther"  (L aw rence an d  Jew ett 26 )—w hile  
th e  Shire is th rea ten ed  also b y  its in trin sic  in to lerances. M oreover, th e  A m erican  
su p e rh e ro 's  ten d en cy  to  recede  in to  th e  b ack g ro u n d  after sav ing  the  th rea ten ed  
com m u n ity  w o u ld  fail to  m a in ta in  justice in  the  Shire over tim e effectively; the 
Shire n eed s  a m ore  consisten t p resence  to  p u rg e  its u n h ea lth y  hab its. A fter all, 
th e  absence of G u a rd ian s  an d  lead e rsh ip  in  the  Shire is w h a t h a s  p e rm itted  the 
p re sen t in festa tion  of in to le ran t practices. T he Shire n eed s  a m ore  e n d u rin g  
solu tion .

The Subversive Power of Language in the Shire
A s s ta ted  earlier, Jane C hance iden tifies "q u ee r"  as th e  opera tive  w o rd  

in  Book O ne.4 "T he w o rd  'q u ee r,'"  she claim s, "illustrat[es] th e  ability  of 
lan g u ag e  to  exert con tro l over o thers  b y  p lay in g  on  th e ir fears of d ifference an d  
th a t w h ich  is fo reign" (38). H ob b ito n  H obb its  u se  th is w o rd  th ree  tim es on  the 
th ird  p ag e  of Book O ne to  describe hobb its  from  B uckland. D ad d y  T w ofoot 
ju d g es  B uck landers so lely  on  the  location  of th e ir hom es: "A nd n o  w o n d er 
th ey 're  queer [...] if th ey  live on  th e  w ro n g  side of th e  B randyw ine R iver, an d  
rig h t ag in  th e  O ld  Forest." The G affer su p p o rts  th is  ju d g m en t b y  recalling  the 
n a rra to r 's  connection  be tw een  th e  "u n n a tu ra l"  an d  " troub le" : " th ey 're  a queer 
b reed , seem ingly . T hey  fool ab o u t w ith  boats on  th a t b ig  r iv e r—an d  th a t is n 't  
n a tu ra l. Sm all w o n d e r troub le  cam e of it" (LotR  I.1.22). The contexts in  w h ich  
D a d d y  T w ofoot a n d  th e  G affer u se  "q u ee r"  c learly  ind ica te  th e ir judgm en ta l, 
in to le ran t a ttitudes. H ob b ito n  h obb its  are  n o t alone in  th e ir en g ag em en t in  th is 
behav io r. B ucklanders, too, p re jud ic ia lly  d iscrim inate  aga in s t H ob b ito n  dw ellers, 
as F arm er M aggo t exem plifies: "You sh o u ld  nev er h ave  gone m ix ing  you rse lf u p  
w ith  H o bb iton  folk, M r. F rodo. Folk are  q u eer u p  there" (I.4.92). T his in to lerance 
of d ifference can be in te rp re ted  as ho b b its ' a ttem p ts  to  re ta in  the ir o w n  ideal 
n o tio n s of th e  Shire, an d  to  im pose  these  n o tio n s on  o thers. C hance claim s th a t 
h obb its  "p lay "  on  com m on fears, d isco u rag in g  d ifference of an y  k in d .5 In  a sense

4 See Chance's The Mythology of Power for a more thorough discussion of Tolkien's use of 
the w ord "queer" in  the chapter titled "'Queer' Hobbits: The Problem of Difference in  the 
Shire" (Chance 26-37).
5 Although Chance identifies hobbits' uses of "queer" as attempts to produce social 
pressures promoting conformity, it is my contention that such uses derive from a lack of
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th ey  h o ld  on to  th e ir ill-perceived  no tions of th e  Shire as ideal by  a ttem p tin g  to 
rem ove all fo rm s of d ifference from  it, try in g  to  com pensate  for the  absence of 
G uard ians.

Ted S andym an  ep itom izes h o w  hobb its  feign perfec tion  in  the ir 
com m u n ity  th ro u g h  d en ia l w h ile  d iscussing  the  "[q ]ueer th in g s you  do h ear 
these  days" w ith  Sam  a t The Green Dragon. W hile Sam  seem s b o th  to  be  aw are  of 
an d  to  believe n ew s of "T ree-m en," "q u ee r folk," a n d  "E lves" crossing  th e  Shire, 
Ted b la tan tly  rejects such  "fireside-ta les a n d  ch ild ren 's  stories." Ted d is tru s ts  h is 
fellow  hobbits, re fu sin g  to  believe Sam 's cousin  H a l w ho  claim s to  h av e  seen a 
T ree-m an  (an  Ent) b ey o n d  th e  N o rth  M oors "as  b ig  as an  e lm  tree, an d  w a lk in g ­
w alk in g  seven  y a rd s to  a stride, if it w as an  inch":

'T hen  I bet it w asn 't an  inch. W hat he saw  was an  elm  tree, as like as 
not,' [answered Ted].

'But this one w as walking, I tell you; and there ain 't no elm  tree on 
the N orth  M oors.'

'T hen  H al can 't have seen one,' said Ted. There w as some laughing 
and  clapping: the audience seem ed to th ink tha t Ted had  scored a point.
(LotR  I.2.43-44).

T ed 's  den ia l is so rig id  th a t clearly  n o  am o u n t of ev idence  could  
convince h im  th a t H al, o r anyone  else for th a t m atte r , h a s  seen an  E n t in  the 
Shire. A n d  " th e  aud ience" w h o  feels Ted "sco red  a po in t"  is no  better: 
enco u rag em en t of such  c lo sed -m indedness  is as p rob lem atic  as d en ia l itself. Ted 
p roceeds to reject th e  id ea  th a t Elves are p ass in g  th ro u g h  the Shire on  th e ir w ay  
to  th e  W est on  th e  g ro u n d s  th a t these  are  "o ld  tales": "A nd I d o n 't  see w h a t it 
m a tte rs  to  m e or you. L et th em  sail! B ut I w a rra n t you  h a v e n 't  seen th em  d o ing  
it; n o r an y  one else in  the  Shire" (LotR  I.2.44). H ere  Ted reveals th a t h e  is 
concerned  o n ly  w ith  th in g s th a t m a tte r  to  h im , an d  th is is n o t in h e ren tly  a fault: 
a fter all, Socrates concludes, "w h en  each o rd e r - t r a d e s m a n , A uxiliary, 
G u a rd ia n - k e e p s  to  its o w n  p ro p e r busin ess  in  the  com m onw ea lth  an d  does its 
o w n  w ork , th a t is justice an d  w h a t m ak es a ju s t society" (IV.434, p. 129). The 
S h ire 's  p ro b lem  is n o t th a t hobb its  like Ted w ish  to  m in d  the ir o w n  business, b u t 
ra th e r th a t th ey  lack G u ard ian s  w hose  busin ess  it is to  en su re  th a t E nts a n d  Elves 
do  n o t in te rfe re  w ith  the  S h ire 's  equ ilib rium . W ithou t G u ard ian s  re s to rin g  an d  
m a in ta in in g  justice, th e  Shire is n o t an  ideal state.

T ed 's  ignorance  also dem o n s tra te s  a lack of in d e p e n d e n t though t, w h ich  
" th e  aud ience" reveals is com m on am o n g  hobbits. T his q u a lity  on ly  increases the 
suscep tib ility  of th e  G u ard ian -less  Shire to  co rrup t, u n ju s t rule: a com m un ity  th a t
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lacks lead e rsh ip  an d  lacks th e  ab ility  to  th in k  for itself is ind iscrim inate ly  
accep ting  of an y  leader. W hile p e rh ap s  fo u r of th e  m o s t in d ep en d e n t-m in d ed  
h obb its  are  aw ay  on  th e ir e rran d s  for M idd le -ea rth , S arum an  u se s  P im p le  (Lotho 
B aggins) as h is  p aw n  to g a in  p o w er in  th e  Shire. R eaders lea rn  th ro u g h  M erry  
an d  P ip p in 's  d iscovery  of th e  sto res a t O rth an c  th a t P im ple  h a s  been  expo rting  
p ip e  w eed  an d  Shire goods to  Sarum an . It is n o t u n reaso n ab le  to suggest th a t 
S aru m an  en d o rses  P im p le 's  cam pa ign  in  th e  Shire w ith  th e  in ten tio n  of u su rp in g  
h im  after P im p le  h a s  crea ted  a th ro n e  w hich  S aru m an  could  steal from  P im p le  at 
h is  w ill. T his schem e p ro v id es S aru m an  w ith  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to  avenge h is 
perce ived  ill- trea tm en t b y  th e  h obb its  a long  th e  R oad  earlie r in  Book Six.

P im p le  h im se lf g a in s  p o w er in  th e  Shire b y  p u rch as in g  rea l esta te  in  
am o u n ts  th a t a re  "a  sigh t m ore  th a n  w as good  for h im " (LotR  VI.8.989). B ut by  
th e  tim e F arm er C o tton  m ak es th is observation , th ere  are  so m a n y  O u ts id e rs  an d  
ru ffian s from  th e  South  in  th e  Shire th a t even  the  m o s t ob liv ious h o b b it canno t 
igno re  them ; th e ir ab u n d an ce  p ro v id es P im p le  w ith  th e  perfect d iversion  for h is 
p lans. U nno ticed  an d  u n o p p o sed , P im p le  qu ick ly  an d  easily  ga in s pow er, soon 
fin d in g  h im se lf to  be th e  m o s t in fluen tia l h o b b it in  the  Shire. P im p le  increases h is 
h o ld  on  th e  Shire b y  exp lo iting  one of its chief w e ak n esse s—its in to lerance  of 
difference. H e  a n d  h is  ru ffian s d ra f t lists of ru le s  w h ich  th ey  d is trib u te  and  
enforce th ro u g h o u t th e  Shire to  en su re  th a t P im p le 's  pow erfu l n e w  position  
rem ain s u n cha llenged . "[A ]nd  if anyone  go t 'u p p is h ' as th ey  called  it, th ey  
fo llow ed  W ill [and  w ere  im p riso n ed ]"  (VI.8.989). T his th rea t of im p riso n m en t 
com bines w ith  years of hobb it-co n d itio n in g  to  conform  to th e  re s t of the 
com m unity , re su ltin g  in  th e  un lik e lih o o d  of an y  "u p p ish "  b e h a v io r—th a t is, 
u n til th e  fo u r hobb its  re tu rn  from  th e  R ing  Q uest.

The Liberating Power of Language in the Shire
Like "q u ee r"  in  Book O ne, the  roo t w o rd  "u p "  is o p era tiv e  in  C h ap te r 

VIII of Book Six: "T he S couring  of th e  Shire." P im p le  a n d  th e  ru ffian s u se  the 
adjective "u p p ish "  to  describe hobb its  w h o  d isobey  th e  ru les. A gain  like "queer,"  
"u p p ish "  evolves in to  a label describ ing  hobb its  th a t choose to  th in k  for 
them selves an d  to  act ag a in s t p rescribed  social n o rm s  or ru les. In d eed , "u p p ish "  
is ju s t an o th e r te rm  p ro m o tin g  in to lerance  of d ifference in  the Shire, an d  it is this 
p o in t th a t P im p le  exploits, since o p position  to  h is  ru les  is a fo rm  of d ifference 
th a t w o u ld  be  d e trim en ta l to  h is  sta tus. B ut in  th is chapte r, "u p "  does m ore  than  
express in to lerance.

T olkien  em p loys m ore  th a n  tw enty-five d iffering  fo rm s of "u p "  in 
C h ap te r VIII, in c lu d in g  its adjective form : "u p p ish " ; its figu ra tive  ad v erb  form: 
h obb its  ra lly ing  "u p  in  fire" o r "s tan d in g  u p "  aga in s t th e  ruffians; an d  even  its 
u se  as a com m on, lite ra l adverb: "none  o ' th e  ru ffian s w ere  left u p  a t Bag E nd" 
(LotR  VI.8.991). T o lk ien 's  repe tition  of "u p "  alerts  re ad e rs  to  th e  p o in t th a t
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"s tan d in g  u p "  aga in s t th e  ruffians, ra lly ing  " u p  in  fire," an d  b e in g  "u p p ish "  are 
exactly  w h a t th e  Shire needs. T his com m un ity  h a s  b een  su p p re ssed  for too  long  
b y  th e  p ressu res  of conform ity  an d  h as su b m itted  too often  to  th e  no tion  th a t 
d ifference is bad . In  P la to 's  idea l state, th e  d iffering  skills of its m em b ers  allow  
th e  sta te  to  p ro v id e  for all its v ary ing  needs. T he G u ard ian s ' u n iq u e  leade rsh ip  
qualities enab le  th em  to enforce justice successfully  in  th e  state an d  m a in ta in  its 
p reca rio u s equ ilib rium . In  th e  P latonic state, d ifference is a good  th ing . Jane 
C hance, too, sta tes th a t " [d iffe re n c e  [...] leads to reck lessness [...] ad v en tu re  [...] 
an d  u ltim a te ly  w isd o m  an d  u n d e rs ta n d in g "  (34-5). T olkien  rep ea ted ly  u ses  "u p "  
to  a le rt th e  re ad e r to th e  call for lead e rsh ip  in  th e  S h ire—a call th a t w as first 
is su ed  b y  "q u ee r"  in  Book O ne b u t rem a in ed  u n h ea rd , h id d e n  ben ea th  years of 
su p p o sed  safety  a n d  fe igned  perfection.

F rodo  a n d  h is  com pan ions canno t them selves perceive th e  S h ire 's  call 
for lead e rsh ip  u n til th e ir ow n  ad v en tu res  teach  th em  th e  necessity  of to lerance, 
p ity , a n d  lead e rsh ip  in  a com m unity . To succeed  in  the  Shire Q uest, F rodo  m u s t 
first em b ark  on  th e  R ing  Q uest, from  w h ich  h e  g a in s th e  experience th a t enables 
h im  to  see th e  n eed  to  e lim inate  the  S h ire 's  u n h e a lth y  tendenc ies a n d  estab lish  an 
effective G u a rd ian sh ip  to  p ro tec t a n d  m a in ta in  justice in  th e  Shire.

The Ring Q u e s t—"The P e d a g o g y  o f  Suffering"
In  a le tte r to  R ichard  Jeffery  in  1955, T olkien  exp la ined  th e  o rig ins of 

F ro d o 's  nam e: "F rodo  is a rea l n am e  from  th e  G erm an ic trad ition . Its O ld  English  
fo rm  w as Froda. Its obv ious connexion is w ith  th e  o ld  w o rd  frod  m ean in g  
e tym ologically  'w ise  b y  experience '"  (Letters 224). A s a philo logist, T olkien 
w o u ld  h ave  chosen th is nam e for h is  p ro tag o n is t carefully , w an tin g  it to  ind ica te  
an  im p o rtan t q u a lity  of h is  hero . Since it is im p o rta n t th a t F rodo  becom e "w ise 
b y  experience," it is im p o rta n t to  ask  h o w  exactly  F rodo  g a in s  th is w isdom , an d  
w h ich  of h is  experiences in  LotR  con tribu te  to  its acquisition . A s d iscussed  
earlier, th e  success of F ro d o 's  Shire Q uest requ ires h is  recogn ition  of th e  need  for 
to lerance, p ity , a n d  especially  G u ard ian sh ip  in  th e  Shire. Such recognition  
rep resen ts  w isd o m  th a t can  be ach ieved  on ly  th ro u g h  experience, an d  F ro d o 's  
experiences in  th e  R ing Q u est serve as th e  lessons w h ich  con tribu te  to  F ro d o 's  
w isdom . Som e of th e  m o re  in te restin g  a n d  im p o rta n t experien tia l lessons F rodo  
receives on  th e  R ing Q u est are  those  w h ich  leave F rodo  w o u n d ed .

T he ab u n d an ce  of w o u n d e d  h eroes in  countless m y th s  an d  m y th ic  
q u es t sto ries suggests th e  im portance  of w o u n d s  in  w h a t Joseph  C am pbell 
iden tifies as a h e ro 's  "in itia tion" in  th e  classical m o n o m y th  (C am pbell 97).6 In  h is

6 Again, this initiatory pattern of Frodo's narrative positions him in the realm of classical 
monomythic heroes rather than the redemptive narrative pattern of American monomythic 
superheroes.
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book  Iron John, lite ra ry  th eo ris t R obert Bly u ses the G rim m  B ro thers ' fa iry  tale 
"Iron  John" an d  a p le th o ra  of o th er m ytho log ica l exam ples to  d iscuss trad itio n a l 
in itia tions of a m a le 's  life as h e  m oves from  b o y h o o d  in to  m an h o o d . Bly 
iden tifies O d y sseu s as a h e ro  w ho, as a boy, is w o u n d e d  in  the  leg  w h en  h u n tin g  
a boar: "W e could  say  th a t w e h av e  tw o  k in d s  of m en  b y  th is tim e: those  m en  
w h o m  th e  b o a r kills, an d  those  m en  w h o m  the  b o a r o n ly  scars" (214). O dysseus 
kills th e  boar b u t is scarred  b y  th is contest. A cco rd ing  to  Bly, th e  m a n  w ho  is 
scarred  "rem ain s alive, and , w h en  old, is cu n n in g  like O dysseus a n d  fu ll of 
kn o w led g e"  (214). W e m ig h t say  th is m an  gains w isdom . A rth u r W. F rank  also 
a rg u es  th a t w o u n d s  d irec tly  con tribu te  to  w isdom ; th e  sub title  of th is  section, 
"T he P edagogy  of Suffering ," com es from  F ra n k 's  s tu d y  of th e  rep resen ta tio n  of 
th e  b o d y  in  illness narra tives, The W ounded Storyteller: Body, Illness, and Ethics. 
F rank  w rites, "[t]he p ed ag o g y  of suffering  m ean s  th a t one w ho  suffers has 
som eth ing  to  teach ," su g gesting  th a t the  experience  of b e in g  w o u n d e d  lead s to a 
certa in  k now ledge  o r w isd o m  (150).

In  LotR, th e  sh o u ld e r w o u n d  w h ich  F rodo  suffers a t W eathertop  
con tribu tes to  h is  w isdom . T he W eathertop  in c id en t is th e  fo u rth  tim e F ro d o  is 
lu re d  in to  w earin g  th e  R ing. G ran ted , on  tw o  of these  fou r occasions h e  is on ly  
tem p ted  to w ear it: on  the  O ld  R oad  w h en  the  h obb its  first en coun te r th e  Black 
R ider, an d  in  th e  B arrow -dow ns w h en  th ey  are  c ap tu red  b y  th e  b arro w -w ig h t. 
To th e  th ird  tem p ta tion , F rodo  succum bs a n d  p u ts  th e  R ing  on  h is finger in  T om  
B om bad il's  house. In  each  of these  tem p ta tio n s so far, F rodo  chooses e ither to 
w ear the  R ing  or n o t for reasons besides m e re  respec t for it. B ut th e  w o u n d  he  
suffers from  th e  M orgu l-kn ife  a t W eathertop  instills in F rodo  a respec t for the 
d an g e r of w ea rin g  the  R ing. F rodo  dem o n stra tes  h a v in g  lea rn ed  from  th is 
experience b y  w illfu lly  rem o v in g  th e  R ing  from  h is  finger after escap ing  B orom ir 
in  "T he B reak ing  of th e  F ellow ship ." F rodo  h a s  n ev er before  show n  such  resolve 
to  resist th e  R ing  consciously, an d  th is s tren g th  can be  a ttrib u ted  d irec tly  to the 
in c id en t a t W eathertop .

T here  is a fifth  in c id en t concern ing  F rodo  w ea rin g  th e  R ing, w hich  
occurs a t The Prancing Pony. H ere, F rodo  acciden ta lly  slips the  R ing on  h is  finger 
an d  describes n o t k n o w in g  h o w  th is h ap p en s: "H e  could  on ly  su ppose  th a t he  
h a d  been  h a n d lin g  it in  h is  pocket w h ile  h e  sang, a n d  th a t som ehow  it h a d  
s lip p ed  on  w h en  h e  stuck  o u t h is  h a n d  w ith  a jerk  to  save h is fall" (LotR  I.9.157). 
T olkien  constructs th is  scenario  to  illu s tra te  the  R in g 's  w ilfu l na tu re : "p e rh a p s  it 
h a d  tr ied  to  reveal itself in  response  to  som e w ish  or co m m an d  th a t w as felt in 
th e  room ," F rodo  w o n d e rs  (157). Since th is fifth  scenario  is exclusively  
suggestive  of th e  R in g 's  w ilfu l n a tu re , it is om itted  from  m y  p re sen t discussion, 
w h ich  focuses on  F ro d o 's  ability  to  contro l h is  conscious tem p ta tio n  to  w ear the 
R ing.

Mythlore 28:3/4, Spring/Summer 2010   167



D avid M. W aito

T he scar left b y  F ro d o 's  W eathertop  w o u n d  is im portan t, too. Bly 
dem o n stra te s  th a t scars serve p u rp o ses  in  m ytho log ica l quests from  a ran g e  of 
cu ltu res  an d  lite ra ry  trad itions. In  The Odyssey, for exam ple, O d y sseu s 's  scar is 
th e  m a rk  b y  w h ich  h is  o ld  n u rse  recognizes h im  u p o n  h is re tu rn  to Ithaca  in 
Book N ineteen . F ro d o 's  scars rep re sen t w o u n d s  th a t n ev er fu lly  heal, a n d  g rea tly  
affect h is decision  to  leave M id d le -ea rth  from  th e  G rey  H av en s a t th e  conclusion 
of The Return o f the King. Scars also p lay  an  im p o rta n t ro le in  N ative  A m erican  
trad ition : "W hen  you  die, you  m ee t th e  O ld  H ag , a n d  she eats yo u r scars. If you 
h av e  n o  scars, she w ill ea t y o u r eyeballs, an d  you  w ill be b lin d  in  the  n ex t w o rld "  
(Lam e D eer,7 qtd. in  Bly 216). F ro d o 's  sh o u ld e r w o u n d  is also connected  w ith  
sight, for w h en  h e  suffers th is w o u n d , h e  is w earin g  th e  R ing, a n d  w h en  he  
w ears  th e  R ing  h is sigh t im proves: " th e  shapes [of th e  R ingw raiths] becam e 
te rrib ly  clear. [Frodo] w as able to  see b en ea th  th e ir b lack  w rap p in g s"  (LotR 
I.11.191). T he R ing enab les F rodo  to  see in to  an d  be seen in  th e  w ra ith  w orld . 
H ow ever, it is im p o rta n t to  note th a t F ro d o 's  specific senso ry  experience w h en  
w ea rin g  th e  R ing  is u n ique ; S am 's is qu ite  different: "At once [Sam] w as aw are  
th a t h ea rin g  w as sh a rp en ed  w hile  s igh t w as d im m ed " (LotR  IV.10.717). 
In teresting ly , th e  scene in  w h ich  F rodo  d e libera te ly  rem oves the  R ing  from  h is 
finger occurs on  A m on  H en , w h ich  in  S indarin  m ean s  "h ill of the  eye" an d  in  
W estron  th e  "H ill of S igh t" (Foster 10). The nam e of th is location  fu rth e r connects 
F ro d o 's  w o u n d  w ith  sight, as it is th is  w o u n d  th a t enab les h im , a t th is  crucial 
m om en t, to  see an d  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  d an g er in  h is  w earin g  the R ing.

The Power of Pity
A n other crucially  im p o rta n t m o ra l lesson th a t F rodo  a n d  Sam  learn  

d u rin g  the  R ing  Q u est is th e  im portance  of an d  n eed  for to lerance, p ity , an d  
forgiveness. In  "T he S hadow  of th e  Past," u p o n  h e a rin g  th a t it is G o llum  w ho  
p ro v id es S auron  w ith  the  nam es "B aggins" an d  " th e  Shire," F rodo  re sp o n d s  to 
G an d alf rash ly , revealing  th a t h e  is no t yet above th e  S h ire 's in to le ran t w ays: 
"W h at a p ity  th a t Bilbo d id  n o t stab  th a t vile creature , w h en  h e  h a d  a chance! 
[...]. H e  deserves dea th "  (LotR  I.2.58). T olkien  rep ea ts  th e  w o rd  "p ity "  six tim es 
on  p age  78—four of w h ich  p lace th e  n o u n  at th e  h e a d  of its c lau se—a n d  th ree  
m o re  tim es on  th e  fo llow ing  th ree  pages. T o lk ien 's rep e titio n  of "p ity "  a lerts  the 
re ad e r to  th e  im portance  of its id ea  in  the  fo llow ing  pages.

U n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  n eed  for p ity , th o u g h  n o t an  easy  task , is som eth ing  
u p o n  w h ich  th e  success of b o th  th e  R ing  an d  Shire Q uests u ltim a te ly  depends. 
G an d alf fo resh ad o w s p ity 's  im portance  in  the  R ing  Q uest in  h is  response  to 
F ro d o 's  w ish  for G o llum 's  death : "P ity? It w as P ity  th a t s tayed  [Bilbo's] hand . 
P ity , a n d  M ercy: no t to  strike w ith o u t need . A n d  h e  h a s  been  w ell rew arded ,

7 Lame Deer (c. 1900-76) was a Lakota medicine man.
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F rodo" (LotR  I.2.58). By suggesting  th a t Bilbo h a s  benefited  from  h is  p ity , 
G an d alf beg in s to p re p a re  F rodo  for h is  o w n  ev en tu a l m ee tin g  w ith  G ollum :

Deserves [death]! I daresay he does. M any tha t live deserve death. A nd 
some that die deserve life. C an you  give it to them ? Then do no t be too 
eager to  deal out death  in  judgem ent. For even the w ise cannot see all 
ends. [...] M y heart tells m e tha t he has some p a rt to p lay yet, for good or 
ill, before the end; and w hen  tha t comes, the p ity  of Bilbo m ay rule the fate 
of m an y —yours no t the least. (LotR I.2.58)

G o llum 's  ro le in  th e  R ing  Q uest does ev en tu a lly  "ru le  the  fate of m an y ,"  
an d  th ro u g h  th is lec tu re  G an d alf beg in s to  aw aken  F rodo  from  th e  S h ire 's  spell 
of in to lerance  a n d  p rep a re  h im  to show  p ity  for G ollum . A s G an d alf is w ell 
aw are, in to lerance  of d ifference w ill on ly  h a rm  F ro d o 's  chances of succeed ing  in  
h is  quests.

P ity , how ever, is n o t necessarily  a sav ing  grace; it can be a w eakness as 
w ell. Tw o pages after p ra is in g  B ilbo 's p ity  of G ollum , G an d alf w arn s  F rodo  of 
th e  d an g er of p ity : "Yet th e  w ay  of th e  R ing to m y  h e a rt is by  p ity , p ity  for 
w eakness  a n d  the  desire  of s tren g th  to  do  good. [...] T he w ish  to  w ie ld  it w o u ld  
be  too g rea t for m y  s tren g th "  (LotR  I.2.60). H ere in  lies p ity 's  iro n y  in  LotR: the  
qu a lity  w h ich  w ill ev en tu a lly  save F rodo  a n d  the  R ing  Q u est is the  sam e q ua lity  
b y  w h ich  th e  R ing w o u ld  gain  m as te ry  even  over G andalf. To be w ise, F rodo  
m u s t lea rn  th a t p ity  can be  s im u ltaneously  h is  sh ie ld  an d  h is  A chilles' heel.

F ro d o 's  decision  to  p ro tec t th e  Shire by  leav ing  a n d  tak in g  the  R ing 
aw ay  dem o n s tra te s  h o w  h e  h as b eg u n  to  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  com plex n ecessity  of 
p ity : "I sh o u ld  like to  save th e  Shire, if I c o u ld —th o u g h  th ere  h ave  been  tim es 
w h en  I th o u g h t the  in h ab itan ts  too  s tu p id  an d  d u ll for w ords, a n d  h av e  felt th a t 
an  ea rth q u ak e  or an  invasion  of d rag o n s  m ig h t be  good  for them . But I d o n 't  feel 
like th a t n o w " (LotR  I.2.61). A lthough  h is  w ish  to p ro tec t Shire-folk is n o t the 
sam e as th e  p ity  th a t Bilbo sh o w ed  (and  F rodo  w ill show ) for G ollum , F ro d o 's  
decision  to  rem ove th e  th re a t of d an g er from  th e  Shire does suggest th a t F rodo  
h a s  a lready  b eg u n  to  u n d e rs ta n d  G an d alf 's  lesson: p ity in g  those  w h o  deserve  
o therw ise  m a y  som etim es b rin g  su ffering  u p o n  oneself, b u t it is alw ays m ora lly  
obligatory .

T he long -aw aited  m eetin g  be tw een  G ollum  an d  F rodo  a n d  Sam  occurs 
in  Book Four. Im m edia te ly , w e see b y  th e  w isd o m  w ith  w h ich  F rodo  h an d le s  th is 
m ee tin g  th a t h e  h a s  lea rn ed  m u ch  since h is  in itia l w ish  th a t Bilbo h a d  killed  
G ollum . W hen  th e  hobb its  en coun te r G ollum , Sam  assum es th e  ro le of th e  naive  
h o b b it w ish in g  th a t G o llum  be  k illed . R esp o n d in g  to  F ro d o 's  decla ra tion  n o t to 
kill G o llum  since "[h]e h a s  done  u s  n o  h a rm ,"  Sam  re torts , " 'O h  h a s n 't  he!' [...] 
'A nyw ay  he  m ean t to, and h e  m ean s  to, I'll w arran t. T hro ttle  u s  in  o u r sleep, 
th a t 's  h is  p lan '"  (LotR  IV.1.600). A lthough  h e  does co m p reh en d  th e  d an g er of the
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R ing  to  all of M idd le -ea rth , S am 's chief m o tiva tion  on  th e  jo u rn ey  th u s  fa r has 
b een  p u re  devo tion  to  h is  m aste r. B ecause of th is devotion , Sam  sees G o llum  as a 
th re a t to  h is  m as te r an d  reacts p ro tec tive ly  an d  instinctively ; reason  does n o t 
factor in to  h is  w ish  for G o llum 's rem oval. A n d  Sam  is n o t w ro n g  to  tru s t h is 
instincts; th is  scene is the  first of m a n y  in  w h ich  Sam  is to rn  b e tw een  loyalty  to 
F rodo  a n d  com plete  d isag reem en t w ith  F ro d o 's  tru s t in  G ollum . By the  e n d  of 
th e  sto ry  S am 's d is tru s t of G o llum  is irre fu tab ly  ju s tified  b y  G o llu m 's  m an y  
treach ero u s endeavo rs . H ow ever, as F rodo  is b eg in n in g  to  u n d e rs ta n d , 
u n tru s tw o rth in e ss  is n o t ju s t cause to  condem n  G ollum  to  death .

F ro d o 's  o w n  response  to h is  first m ee tin g  w ith  G o llum  is to recall 
G an d a lf 's  speech  from  Bag E nd  th a t p ra ises th e  p ity  th a t "s tay ed  B ilbo's h an d ."  
T olkien  even  re p r in ts  th is  speech in  fu ll for th e  re ad e r in  C h ap te r 1 of Book Four, 
"T he T am ing of Sm eagol." U n like  Sam, F rodo  p au se s  to  th in k  "for a w h ile" 
ab o u t w h e th e r to  kill G o llum  (LotR  IV.1.600). Too m a n y  peop le  h ave  counseled  
F rodo  to  acknow ledge p ity 's  im portance  for h im  to m ak e  th is  decision  rash ly . At 
leng th , F rodo  decides: " 'V ery  w ell,' h e  an sw ered  a loud , lo w erin g  h is sw ord . 'B u t 
still I  am  afraid . A n d  yet, as you  see, I  w ill n o t to u ch  th e  creature . For n o w  th a t I 
see h im , I do  p ity  h im '"  (601). F rodo  h a s  carried  th e  R ing  long  en o u g h  to com e to 
app rec ia te  th e  chronic  effects it h a s  on  its b ea re r 's  m in d . H is  experiences w ith  the 
R ing  h ave  colored  h is  p ercep tion  of G o llum  w ith  a sym pathe tic  sh ad e  th a t on ly  
an o th e r R ing-bearer could  apprecia te . F rodo  p ities G o llum  because  of an  
u n d e rs ta n d in g  ga in ed  from  experience, w h ich  h e  lacked  in  Book O ne.

F rodo  fu rth e r dem o n stra te s  h is deve lop ing  w isd o m  b y  n o t d ism issing  
h is  o w n  feelings of cau tion  th a t w a rn  h im  aga in s t fu lly  tru s tin g  G ollum : "B ut still 
I am  afra id ," h e  says. F ro d o 's  a llow ance of h is  feelings of p ity  for G o llum  is 
im p o rtan t; v ir tu o u s  p ity  m u s t be an  act of w ill th a t dem o n stra te s  forgiveness, 
ra th e r th an  an  irra tiona l sen tim en t resem b ling  w eakness. T hus F rodo  is w ise to 
p ity  G o llum  cautiously : h e  clearly  u n d e rs ta n d s  G an d alf 's  im p lica tion  th a t 
a lth o u g h  p ity in g  G ollum  m a y  p rove  decisive in  the  Q uest, it can  still be  a 
w eakness  u p o n  w h ich  evil can p rey . G o llum  h as  done  n o th in g  to  g a in  F ro d o 's  
tru s t yet, so it w o u ld  be  na iv e  of F rodo  to  a llow  h is  p ity  for th is  c rea tu re  to  g row  
unchecked  in to  such  trust.

In  th e  las t stage of th e  R ing  Q uest, F rodo  suffers the  second  of h is  th ree  
m ajo r w o u n d s .8 Ju s t as h is  sh ou lder in ju ry  a t W eathertop  teaches h im  to respect 
th e  R ing, h is  w o u n d  from  Shelob 's stinger convinces h im  th a t G o llum  canno t be 
tru s ted . To w h a tev e r ex ten t F rodo  h a s  h e lp ed  G o llum  rec la im  so m eth in g  of h is 
o ld  h o b b it self, G o llum  p ro v es th a t h e  is irred eem ab ly  u n tru s tw o rth y  w h en  he  
lead s F rodo  an d  Sam  to S helob 's la ir in  th e  h o p e  th a t she w ill ea t th em  an d

8 Frodo's third w ound occurs w hen Gollum bites off Frodo's finger as a final attempt to 
regain the Ring (LotR VI.3.925).
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d iscard  the  R ing  for h im  to reclaim . It is clear th a t G o llu m 's  desire  for th e  R ing 
w ill con tinue  to  en sn a re  h is  m in d  as long  as h e  is w ith o u t it. T his be traya l allow s 
Sam , F rodo, an d  read e rs  to  label G o llum  as d an g ero u s  an d  treach ero u s once an d  
for all.

B ut desp ite  th is decisiveness, it w o u ld  still be  u n w ise  to kill G ollum . 
S am 's experience of p ossessing  th e  R ing  allow s h im  to see th e  n eed  for p ity  an d  
fo rg iveness w h en  h e  is p re sen ted  w ith  th e  chance to kill G o llum  on  th e  slopes of 
M o u n t D oom :

Sam 's hand  w avered. H is m ind  w as ho t w ith  w ra th  and the m em ory of 
evil. It w ou ld  be just to slay this treacherous, m urderous creature, just and 
m any tim es deserved [...]. But deep in  his heart there w as som ething that 
restrained him: he could no t strike this th ing  lying in  the dust, forlorn, 
ruinous, u tterly  w retched. H e himself, though  only for a little w hile, had  
borne the Ring, and now  dim ly he guessed the agony of G ollum 's 
shrivelled m ind  and  body, enslaved to tha t Ring, unable to find peace or 
relief ever in life again. (LotR VI.3.923)

S ym p ath y  is a p re req u isite  to  p ity , an d  kn o w led g e  of th e  R in g 's  effect 
on  its w eare r is req u ired  for one to  p ity  an o th e r w ho  h as possessed  it. Both F rodo  
an d  Sam  h ave  n o w  p itied  G ollum  a n d  chosen  n o t to  m u rd e r  h im . P rov iden tia lly , 
F rodo  a n d  Sam  are re w a rd e d  for th e ir  com passion  w h en  G ollum  inad v erten tly  
saves the  R ing Q uest. G o llu m 's  final act, i.e., b itin g  off th e  R ing  a n d  F ro d o 's  
finger an d  fa lling  in to  th e  fire, is iron ically  bo th  a be traya l an d  a service to  F rodo. 
G o llum 's  in ten tions w ere  n o t ben ign , a n d  h e  canno t be acclaim ed as th e  savior of 
th e  R ing  Q uest. T he tru e  sav iors are  p ity  a n d  forgiveness. W ith o u t these, the 
q u es t w as do o m ed  to  fail. T o lk ien 's  m essage  is th a t these  ben ev o len t v irtu es  
w h ich  enab le  th e  d estruc tion  of th e  R ing  of P o w er are  th e  sam e v ir tu es  the 
p ro v id e  p ro tec tion  from  greed , excessive p ride , an d  u ncon tro llab le  lu s t for 
pow er.

A s im p o rtan t as th is m o m en t is for M idd le -ea rth , th e  clim ax of th e  R ing 
Q u est is equally  im p o rta n t for th e  Shire Q uest. F rodo  an d  Sam  are  en su red  th a t 
th e ir decisions to p a rd o n  G o llum  are  righ teous, w h ich  T olkien  h im se lf confirm ed 
in  a le tte r to  M ichael S traight: " th e  'sa lv a tio n ' of the  w o rld  a n d  F ro d o 's  o w n  
'sa lv a tio n ' is ach ieved  b y  h is  p rev io u s pity  a n d  fo rg iveness of in jury . [...] By a 
s itua tion  crea ted  by  h is 'fo rg iveness ', h e  w as saved  h im self, an d  re lieved  of h is 
b u rd e n "  (Letters 234; em p h asis  o rig inal). F rodo  h a s  in te rn a lized  th e  u tm o st 
im portance  of p ity : "B ut for [G ollum ], Sam, I cou ld  n o t h av e  destro y ed  th e  Ring. 
T he Q u est w o u ld  h av e  b een  in vain, even  a t the  b itte r  end . So let u s  forgive him! 
For th e  Q u est is achieved, a n d  n o w  all is over" (LotR  VI.3.926).

W ith  th is las t p h ase  of th e  R ing Q u est com plete, F rodo  m u s t n o w  re tu rn  
ho m e to the  Shire, w h ere  h e  w ill en coun te r p rob lem s sim ilar to  those w h ich  he
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h as  faced  ab road . But th is tim e F rodo  is p rep a red , be in g  e q u ip p e d  w ith  the 
w isd o m  an d  experience of th e  R ing  Q uest. N ow , he  w ill recogn ize  th e  n eed  for 
change in  th e  Shire, since h e  possesses th e  requ isite  skills to  effect th e  cleansing 
of th e  S h ire 's  m a lig n an t in to lerances.

The Return of the H obbits—The Shire Q u est, A t  L a s t
W hile  re tu rn in g  to  th e  Shire, G an d alf suggests th a t th e  p u rp o se  of the 

R ing  Q u est w as to p re p a re  the h o bb its  to  com plete  th e  Shire Q uest: "I am  w ith  
you  a t p resen t, b u t soon  I shall n o t be. I am  n o t com ing  to  th e  Shire. You m u s t 
settle  its affairs yourselves; th a t is w h a t you  h ave  been  tra in ed  for" (LotR  
VI.7.974). The ho b b its ' experiences from  th e  R ing  Q u est h ave  a llow ed  th em  to 
w itn ess  the  deso la tion  of M o rd o r an d  th e  in fertility  re su ltin g  fro m  ty ranny . 
R eaders can on ly  im ag ine  h o w  fru s tra tin g  it m u s t be for th e  hobb its  to  re tu rn  to  
th e  Shire to  find  th e ir be loved  ho m e u n d e r  the  d ic ta to rsh ip  of P im p le  an d  
Sharkey. N evertheless, th is is the  S hire 's sta te  u p o n  th e  ho b b its ' re tu rn , w hich  
th ey  d iscover w h en  th ey  find  th e ir w ay  blocked  b y  a  ga te  on  th e  R oad.

T he first "u p p ish "  acts th a t th e  hobb its  p e rfo rm  are  to  d isreg ard  
P im p le 's  ru les, to  w h ich  th e  hobb its  of th e  Shire h av e  been  b lin d ly  adhering . 
In d eed , these  are  th e  ru le s  th a t led  P im p le  to  use  th e  te rm  "u p p ish "  in  th e  first 
place, so it is fitting  th a t th ey  are  the first th in g s to  be  a ttacked  by  th e  "u p p ish "  
beh av io r of th e  fou r re tu rn in g  hobbits. O n  th e  n ew ly  constructed  gate  th a t blocks 
th e ir en trance  in to  th e  Shire is a no tice  sta tin g  "N o admittance between sundown  
and sunrise" (LotR  VI.8.975). T he Shire, w h ich  before  w as skep tical on ly  of 
foreigners, n ow  b a rs  th em  w ith  gates th a t a re  heav ily  m a n n e d  d u rin g  th e  day  
an d  closed a t n ight. F rodo, how ever, h a s  lea rn ed  th a t a lth o u g h  th e re  is evil in  the 
o u ts id e  w orld , it is n o t to be  locked  out. H e lp  can com e fro m  u n ex p ec ted  places, 
so d ifferences m u s t be to lera ted . M ord o r p ro h ib its  o u ts id e rs  from  en te r in g  its 
lan d s  w ith  th e  Black G ate, a n d  th e  Shire is no t y e t M ordor. T herefore, th e  four 
h obb its  u p p ish ly  d is reg a rd  the ru le  by  clim bing  th e  gate  a n d  en te r in g  th e  Shire 
after su n d o w n . Sam  challenges th e  abso lu te  n a tu re  of th is ru le  b y  ask ing  for the 
ga tekeepers  to  exercise reason: "A nd if hobb its  of th e  Shire are  to  be k ep t o u t in  
th e  w e t on  a n ig h t like this, I'll tear d o w n  yo u r no tice  w h en  I find  it" (LotR  
VI.8.975). W isdom  w ill a lw ays call for excep tions to  abso lu te  ru les, as Sam  
logically  argues. B lindly  fo llow ing  these  ru les, th e  g a tekeepers  are  c learly  u n fit 
as P latonic G u ard ian s , lack ing  th e  w isd o m  req u ired  to  u n d e rs ta n d  w h en  to  b en d  
(or break) ru le s  th a t a re  a rb itra ry  to  beg in  w ith .9

9 Lawrence and Jewett also discuss the American monomyth as a threat to democratic 
practices as societies are represented as impotent in  the face of adversity, needing a 
superhero to come and save the day. Janet Brennan Croft argues, "the Scouring [of the 
Shire] is very m uch an example of group action by established democratic (though loosely 
established) institutions w ith leadership by consultation and consensus" ("Jackson's
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A fter finally  ge ttin g  th ro u g h  th e  gate  an d  in to  th e  Shire, the four 
h obb its  d iscover the  m ean s  b y  w hich  P im p le  ga in ed  p o w er in  th e  Shire, th a t 
Sharkey  ev en tua lly  u su rp e d  h im , an d  th a t Sharkey  an d  th e  ru ffian s h ave  
im p o sed  a ty rann ica l ru le  over th e  Shire a n d  its inhab itan ts. B ut u p o n  h ea rin g  
th e  deta ils  of P im p le 's  u su rp a tio n  by  Sharkey, F rodo  p ities P im p le  as h e  has 
G ollum : "[P im ple] n ev e r m e a n t th in g s to  com e to th is pass. H e  h a s  b een  a 
w icked  fool, b u t h e 's  cau g h t now . [...] H e 's  a p riso n e r of Bag E nd  now , I expect, 
an d  very  frigh tened . W e o u g h t to  try  an d  rescue h im " (LotR  VI.8.983). Ju s t as 
F rodo  perceives th a t G o llum  w as enslaved  b y  the  R ing, h e  also perceives th a t 
P im p le  is en slaved  b y  Sarum an.

F rodo  d isp lays an o th e r act of p ity  an d  fo rg iveness as h e  p a rd o n s  
S aru m an  desp ite  th e  dam ag e  h e  h a s  done  to  the  Shire u n d e r  th e  alias Sharkey:

Do no t kill him  even now. For he has no t h u rt me. A nd in  any case I do not 
w ish  h im  to be slain in  this evil m ood. H e w as great once, of a noble kind 
tha t w e should no t dare  to raise our hands against. He is fallen, and  his 
cure is beyond us; bu t I w ou ld  still spare him  in  the hope tha t he m ay find 
it. (LotR VI.8.996)

W h a t a con trast th is  s ta tem en t is to  F ro d o 's  w ish  th a t Bilbo h a d  k illed  
G ollum  w h en  h e  h a d  th e  chance! S arum an  h im se lf acknow ledges the  w isdom  
w ith  w h ich  F rodo  p a rd o n s  h im : "You h ave  g row n , H alfling . Yes, you  h av e  
g ro w n  very  m uch . You are  w ise  [...]"  (LotR  VI.8.362). F ro d o 's  p ity  an d  
fo rg iveness p u n ish  S aru m an  m ore  effectively th a n  w o u ld  vengefu l execution, by  
d en y in g  S arum an  the  p leasu re  of k n o w in g  h e  h a s  h u r t  F rodo  a n d  th e  hobbits. 
B ut th e  ru ffian s do  n o t su b m it so quietly .

M erry  a n d  P ip p in  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t th ey  w ill h av e  to  f igh t th e  ruffians, 
an d  th ey  m ake  p lan s  to  do  so b y  recalling  th e  n eed  for "u p p ish n ess ."  H ere, 
u p p ish n ess  takes th e  fo rm  of w isd o m  an d  courage, w h ich  is em b o d ied  in 
M erry 's  response  to S am 's suggestion  to  take  cover a t T om  C otton 's : " I t's  no  
go o d  'g e ttin g  under cover'. T h a t is ju s t w h a t peop le  h av e  been  do ing , a n d  ju s t 
w h a t th e  ru ffian s like. T hey  w ill com e down on  u s  in  force [...]"  (LotR  VI.8.983).10 
In s tead  of a llow ing  th is d o w n w ard  rep ression  by  th e  ruffians, M erry  uses 
u p w a rd  im agery  to  "Raise th e  Shire! [...] 'N ow ! W ake [up] all o u r peop le  [...]. 
[The Shire-folk] w an t a m atch , th o u g h , a n d  they 'll go up in  fire '" (983). M erry  an d  
P ip p in  dem o n s tra te  th e ir courageous u p p ish n ess  b y  o rg an iz in g  an d  lead in g  the

10 Emphases on directional imagery in  this and the following quotation are mine.
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h obb its  ag a in s t th e  ru ffian s in  th e  first ba ttle  fo u g h t in  the  Shire in  over tw o 
h u n d re d  an d  fifty  years. T heir p erfo rm ances in  th is b a ttle  dem o n s tra te  their 
possession  of courage, a necessary  q u a lity  of P laton ic  G uard ians.

H av in g  d em o n s tra ted  the ir w isd o m  an d  courage, th e  on ly  quality  
w h ich  rem ains in  question  to p rove  the  fo u r h o b b its ' w o rth in ess  as G u ard ian s  is 
tem perance . T em perance d em an d s  re s tra in t from  succum bing  to  o n e 's  desires. 
F rodo  an d  M erry  show  tem p eran ce  d u rin g  th e  b a ttle  w h en  th e  ru ffians 
su rren d er: after k illing  th e  leade r of th e  ru ffians, M erry  "d re w  h is forces off, 
encircling  th e  las t rem n an t of the  M en in  a w id e  rin g  of archers," effectively 
h a ltin g  th e  battle  once its p u rp o se  is served  (LotR  VI.8.992). S trongly  advoca ting  
for peace, F rodo  also dem o n s tra te s  tem p eran ce  d u rin g  th e  battle: "F rodo  h a d  
b een  in  th e  battle , b u t h e  h a d  n o t d ra w n  sw ord , an d  h is  chief p a r t h a d  been  to 
p rev en t th e  hobb its  in  th e ir w ra th  a t th e ir losses, from  slay ing  those  of their 
enem ies w ho  th rew  d o w n  th e ir w eap o n s"  (VI.8.993). In  th is w ay, F rodo, M erry , 
an d  P ip p in  are  c learly  fit to be G u ard ian s  of th e  Shire; the ir w isd o m  enables 
th em  to co u rageously  res to re  justice an d  peace in  th e  Shire, w h ile  the ir 
tem p eran ce  checks th em  from  seek ing  fru itless revenge.

O nce the  b a n d  of ru ffian s is d efea ted  an d  Lotho, S arum an , and  
W o rm to n g u e  die, th e  Shire is effectively cleansed  of th e  ty ran n y  th a t h a d  ta in ted  
it. T he lead e rsh ip  th a t F rodo, M erry , an d  P ip p in  h ave  d em o n s tra ted  so far 
confirm s th a t th e  S hire 's call for leade rsh ip  h a s  been  an sw ered  a n d  the 
e stab lishm en t of a  w orthy , v ir tu o u s  G u a rd ian sh ip  is w ell on  its w ay. 
A dd itionally , th e  p u rg in g  of ty ran n y  in  th e  Shire resem bles th e  ro le of the 
A m erican  superhero : r id d in g  society of " th e  in tru d in g , evil o ther."  H ow ever, as 
a lread y  d iscussed , th is is on ly  h a lf  of th e  cleansing  n e e d e d  in  th e  Shire. W ith 
Sharkey  a n d  P im p le  gone, th ere  still rem ain  th e  m a in tenance  of justice an d  the 
cleansing  of th e  u n d erly in g , in to le ran t p rob lem s of d ifference th a t m u s t 
co n tinuously  be  k e p t a t bay. A n d  for th is w e n eed  a G uard ian -in -com m un ity .

F rodo  seem s to  be th e  logical choice for G u a rd ian  of the  Shire after all 
h e  learns an d  overcom es on  th e  R ing an d  Shire Q uests; how ever, the  w o u n d s  
th a t he  suffers leave h im  too p e rm an en tly  in ju red  (physically  a n d  em otionally ) to 
be  able to  rem ain  in  an d  enjoy th e  Shire. Each sixth of O ctober an d  th irte en th  of 
M arch  (the respective ann iversaries of F ro d o 's  w o u n d  a t W eathertop  a n d  of h is 
sting  b y  Shelob), F ro d o 's  p a in s  a n d  illnesses re tu rn  (LotR  VI.9.1025). T his 
re cu rrin g  p a in  becom es too  m u ch  for F rodo  to  en d u re , a n d  h e  decides finally  to 
jo u rn ey  to  th e  G rey  H av en s w ith  Bilbo, G andalf, E lrond, a n d  G aladriel: "B ut I 
h av e  been  too d eep ly  h u rt, Sam. I tr ied  to  save th e  Shire, a n d  it h a s  b een  saved, 
b u t n o t for m e. It m u s t o ften  be  so, Sam , w h en  th in g s are in  danger: som e one h as 
to  g ive th em  u p , lose them , so th a t o thers  m a y  keep  them " (LotR  VI.9.1006). 
M ichael L iv ingston  a ttrib u tes  F ro d o 's  inab ility  to  re-assim ila te  in to  th e  Shire 
com m un ity  to  th e  tra u m a  associated  w ith  th e  w o u n d s  h e  suffers in th e  R ing
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Q uest, a n d  to  P ost-T raum atic  S tress D isorder: "L ike ve te rans re tu rn in g  to 
E ngland , F rodo  fin d s th a t h e  is a stran g er in  th e  la n d  th a t h e  fo u g h t so long  an d  
h a rd  to  save" (88). D evin  B row n suggests th a t in  ad d itio n  to  the  quest to  d estroy  
th e  R ing, F rodo  jo u rn ey s to m ove fro m  iso lation  to  co m m u n ity  in  LotR. This 
m ovem ent, how ever, "is on ly  p a rtia lly  com plete  a t th e  en d  of th e  sto ry" (163). 
B row n im plies th a t p e rh a p s  F ro d o 's  voyage to  the  G rey  H av en s  m ig h t fulfill h is  
q u es t from  iso la tion  to  co m m u n ity  (172-73), b u t regard less , F rodo  canno t be  the 
in te rn a l G u a rd ian  th e  Shire needs. C roft d iscusses h o w  F rodo  rep resen ts  the 
"u n w illin g  leade r"  w h o  "a lte rn a tes  be tw een  re lu c tan tly  accep ting  a leade rsh ip  
ro le th ru s t u p o n  h im  a n d  rejecting  or try in g  to  escape it" (War and the Works of 
J.R.R. Tolkien [War and Tolkien] 83). C roft suggests th a t to  F rodo, lead e rsh ip  is 
tem p ta tion , a n d  in  leav ing  for th e  G rey  H av en s  F rodo  "is a t las t free of any  
tem p ta tio n  or responsib ility  for lead in g  o thers"  (87). W h ethe r it is h is  w ounds, 
h is  q uest for com m unity , o r h is  red em p tio n  from  lead e rsh ip  responsib ilities th a t 
m o tiva tes  F rodo  to  leave for the G rey  H avens, h is  choice to  e n tru s t th e  Shire to 
Sam  is u n d en iab ly  w ise.

Socrates claim s th a t a society qualifies as idea l once justice is re s to red  to 
it an d  m ain ta in ed , a n d  a ju s t society is one in  w h ich  all its m em b ers  p e rfo rm  the 
one function  in  th e  co m m u n ity  for w h ich  th ey  are  best su ited . At heart, Sam  is 
first a n d  fo rem ost a ga rd en er, an d  it is n o  coincidence th a t "g a rd en er"  and  
"G u a rd ian "  are  so phone tica lly  alike. A s a g ardener, Sam  possesses an 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  a n d  app rec ia tion  for n u r tu r in g  th a t w ill u n d o u b te d ly  a id  h im  in 
e n su rin g  th a t th e  n eed s  an d  desires of all m em b ers of th e  Shire are  m et. These 
skills w ill enab le  h im  to p reserve  successfully  the delicate  ba lance  of justice in  the 
Shire. S am 's u n w av e rin g  se rv itu d e  to  F rodo  attests  to  h is  tem p era te  ab ility  to 
res tra in  h im se lf from  p u ttin g  h is  ow n  n eed s  before  those  w h o m  h e  serves. C roft 
iden tifies S am 's lead e rsh ip  tra in in g  as a rising  from  b e in g  " th e  p erfec t fo llow er" 
(War and Tolkien 92) a n d  it is h is  devo tion  to  F rodo  th a t m ak es Sam  th e  best 
can d id a te  for G u ard ian sh ip . Sam  w ill p rove  to  be a w ise  ev en tu a l choice for 
M ayor of the  Shire since it is reasonab le  to  expect h im  to show  th e  sam e level of 
devo tion  to  th e  Shire th a t h e  does to  F rodo, th u s  p lac ing  h is  position  firm ly  an d  
dev o ted ly  w ith in  th e  Shire co m m un ity .11 S am 's w isd o m  is illu s tra ted  by  
choosing  to  p ity  G o llum  an d  n o t to  kill h im  a t M o u n t D oom . A n d  h is  courage 
canno t be  d o u b ted  after lite ra lly  ca rry in g  F rodo  in to  the  C racks of D oom . In  h e r 
o w n  w isd o m  an d  foresight, G alad rie l k n ew  Sam  to be  th e  righ tfu l res to re r an d  11

11 In Appendix B, Frodo takes up the position of Mayor. However, he becomes ill and 
resigns the post to Will Whitfield again, who holds it from S.R. 1420 until Sam is elected in 
1427. Sam remains Mayor of the Shire until 1476 when he, the last of the Ring-bearers, 
finally sails across the sea to the Grey Havens (LotR Appendix B.1070-72).
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p rese rv e r of justice in  th e  Shire w h en  she gave Sam  a box of ea rth  from  h e r 
o rch a rd  u p o n  h is  d ep a rtu re  from  L othlorien:

It w ill not keep you on your road, nor defend you against any peril; bu t if 
you  keep it and see your hom e again at last, then  perhaps it m ay rew ard 
you. Though you  should find all barren  and laid  waste, there w ill be few 
gardens in  M iddle-earth  tha t w ill bloom  like your garden, if you  sprinkle 
this earth  there. (LotR II.8.366)

G alad rie l foresees th a t Sam  w ill one d ay  n eed  to  resto re  th e  Shire, an d  th is 
sym bolic g ift of h o p e  w ill allow  Sam  to g ro w  a m agn ificen t g a rd en  o u t of the 
"b a rren "  la n d  of th e  Shire, sym boliz ing  th e  res to ra tion  an d  m a in ten an ce  of the 
S h ire 's  o w n  "g a rd en ": justice.
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