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T h e  T h r e a d  o n  W h i c h  D o o m  H a n g s :

F r e e  W i l l ,  D i s o b e d i e n c e ,  

and E u c a t a s t r o p h e

i n  T o l k i e n ' s  M i d d l e - e a r t h 1

J a n e t  B r e n n a n  C r o f t

I n  T o lk ie n 's  L e g e n d a r iu m , a  w o r ld  th a t  s e e m s  a lm o s t  c o n s t a n t ly  a t  w a r  a t  

o n e  le v e l  o r  a n o th e r ,  th e r e  a r e  m a n y  m o m e n t s ,  l a r g e  a n d  sm a ll ,  w h e r e  a  

c h a r a c t e r 's  d i s o b e d ie n c e — to  o r d e r s ,  to  u n w r i t t e n  r u l e s  a n d  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  e v e n  to  

c o m m o n  s e n s e — t u r n s  o u t  to  b e  a  c r i t ic a l  k e y  to  a  l a t e r  e u c a ta s t r o p h ic  t u r n  o f  

e v e n ts .  W h y  is  t h i s  so ?  W h y  w o u l d  d i s o b e d ie n c e ,  e s p e c ia l ly  d u r i n g  a  c r u c ia l  t im e  

o f  w a r  w h e n  o b e d ie n c e  to  o r d e r s  is  im p o r t a n t ,  so  f r e q u e n t ly  b e  t u r n e d  to  th e  

g o o d ?

D u a lism  a n d  W ar in  H eaven
T o  w o r k  t o w a r d s  a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  th is ,  I  w a n t  to  s t a r t  w i t h  f i r s t  

p r in c ip l e s  a n d  e x a m in e  s o m e  u n d e r l y i n g  c o n c e p ts  in  c o m p a r a t iv e  m y th o l o g y  

a n d  r e l ig io n .  T o  b e g in  w i th ,  l e t 's  lo o k  a t  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  W a r  in  H e a v e n  i ts e lf .  T h e  

id e a  o f  a n  a l l - e n c o m p a s s in g  c o n f l ic t  a t  a  c o s m ic  le v e l  is  a  n e a r ly - u n iv e r s a l  o n e , 

b u t  t h e r e  a r e  a  w i d e  r a n g e  o f  i n te r p r e t a t i o n s  a n d  n u a n c e s  a c ro s s  a n d  w i t h in  

d i f f e r e n t  r e l i g io u s  a n d  m y th o lo g ic a l  t r a d i t io n s .  F i r s t  o f  a ll,  in  o r d e r  to  h a v e  a  

" w a r  in  h e a v e n ,"  t h e r e  m u s t  b e  a n  u n d e r l y i n g  c o n c e p t  o f  s o m e  s o r t  o f  d u a l i ty ,  

s in c e  a  w a r  r e q u i r e s  a t  l e a s t  tw o  p a r t i e s .  A n d  s e c o n d ly ,  t h e r e  m u s t  b e  a  conflict o f  

s o m e  s o r t  b e tw e e n  th e s e  tw o  p r in c ip le s .  S c h o la r s  h a v e  c o m e  u p  w i t h  s e v e ra l  

s c h e m e s  to  t r y  to  c la s s ify  t h e  w a y s  in  w h ic h  d i f f e r e n t  b e l ie f  s y s te m s  h a v e  

i n c o r p o r a te d  th i s  c o n c e p t  (B ia n c h i  2 5 0 7 -9 ), w h ic h  c a n  b e  u s e d  to  g a in  a  c le a r e r  

u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  w h a t  T o lk ie n 's  c r e a t io n  is  a n d  w h a t  i t  is  n o t .  2

O n e  v e r y  b a s ic  w a y  to  lo o k  a t  f o r m s  o f  d u a l i s m  is  to  d iv id e  t h e m  in to  

radical a n d  moderate. Radical g o e s  b a c k  to  i ts  r o o ts ,  q u i t e  l i t e r a l l y — it  m e a n s  " f r o m  

th e  r o o t ."  A  radical s y s te m  o f  d u a l i s m  m e a n s  t h a t  t h e  tw o  o p p o s i n g  f u n d a m e n ta l

1 Mythcon 41 Scholar Guest of Honor Speech, Dallas, July 2010. I deeply appreciate the 
audience comments which helped me correct some errors in  this version of the paper.
2 Note that I may from time to time employ shorthand for certain concepts, for example 
using the term "god" w ith a male pronoun, or using terms like "heaven" or "Tao" or 
"Providence," and so on. These should be interpreted as ecumenically, generically, or 
symbolically as the reader feels comfortable doing; it is not m y intention to narrow this 
discussion down to any one tradition or interpretation.
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p r in c ip l e s  a r e  c o - e q u a l  a n d  c o - e t e r n a l— t h a t  is , t h e y  a r e  b o t h  e q u a l l y  p o w e r f u l  

a n d  h a v e  e x is te d  t o g e th e r  s in c e  t h e  c r e a t io n .  Moderate, i n  t h i s  p a i r i n g ,  m e a n s  t h a t  

t h e r e  w a s  i n i t i a l l y  o n e  p r i m o r d i a l  p r in c ip le ,  b u t  t h r o u g h  s o m e  m o d e r a t i n g  e v e n t ,  

t h e  s e c o n d  p r in c ip l e  in  s o m e  w a y  w a s  d e r iv e d  f r o m  th e  f ir s t .  I n  t h e  c a s e  o f  

T o lk i e n 's  c r e a t io n  s to ry ,  E r u  w a s  th e  c r e a to r  a n d  M e lk o r  w a s  c r e a te d  b y  h im ,  so  

w e  h a v e  a  m o d e r a t e  d u a l i s m .

A n o th e r  w a y  to  c la s s ify  d u a l i s t i c  s y s te m s  is  to  c o n s id e r  t h e m  dialectical 
o r  eschatological. I n  a  dialectical s y s te m , t h e  tw o  o p p o s i n g  p r in c ip l e s  o p p o s e  e a c h  

o th e r  e te r n a l ly ;  t h e r e  is  n o  e n d  o r  b e g in n i n g  to  t h e i r  r iv a l r y ,  s in c e  a  d ia le c t ic a l  

s y s te m  is  a ls o  a lw a y s  a  r a d ic a l  o n e .  I n  a n  eschatological s y s te m , t h e r e  is  s o m e  

p r e d i c t e d  e n d  to  t h e  c o n f lic t ,  a n  A r m a g e d d o n  o r  R a g n a r o k  w h e r e  t h e  tw o  

p r in c ip a l s  w i l l  m e e t  in  a  f in a l  b a t t le .  T o lk i e n 's  c o s m o lo g y ,  th e n ,  i s  a n  

e s c h a to lo g ic a l  o n e ,  s in c e  i t  i n c lu d e s  a  p r o p h e s i e d  L a s t  B a tt le  a n d  th e  r e c r e a t io n  o f  

t h e  w o r l d  in  t h e  S e c o n d  M u s ic  th e r e a f te r .

A  t h i r d  m a jo r  w a y  d u a l i s t i c  s y s te m s  c a n  b e  c o n s id e r e d  is  pro-cosmic 
v e r s u s  anti-cosmic. T o  s im p li fy ,  in  a  p r o - c o s m ic  s y s te m , t h e  c r e a te d  w o r l d  is  

f u n d a m e n ta l ly  g o o d ,  a n d  e v il  c o m e s  f r o m  s o m e  s o u r c e  o t h e r  t h a n  d i r e c t ly  f r o m  

i ts  c r e a to r .  I n  a n  a n t i - c o s m ic  s y s te m , e v il  is  in t r i n s i c  in  a ll  m a t t e r ;  t h e r e  is  a  d iv id e  

b e tw e e n  t h e  s p i r i tu a l  a n d  t h e  p h y s ic a l ,  a n d  in  f a c t  m a t t e r  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  c r e a te d  

b y  th e  e v il  p r in c ip le .  W h ile  M e lk o r  t w i s t e d  a s p e c t s  o f  p h y s ic a l  c r e a t io n  in  h i s  

m a l ic e ,  t h e  w o r l d  E r u  c r e a te d  is  n o t  c o n s id e r e d  e v il  in  its e lf .  B r o w n  a le  a n d  

m u s h r o o m s ,  w h i t e  b r e a d  a n d  h o n e y ,  a r e  a ll  g o o d  in  a n d  o f  th e m s e lv e s ,  a n d  so  

T o lk i e n 's  is  c le a r ly  a  p r o - c o s m ic  s y s te m .

C o n s id e r in g  th e  " w a r "  p a r t  o f  t h e  p h r a s e ,  t h e  tw o  p r in c ip l e s  o f  a  

d u a l i s t i c  s y s te m  m a y  a ls o  b e  c la s s i f ie d  a s  e i th e r  w o r k i n g  a g a in s t  e a c h  o th e r  in  

c o n f lic t ,  a s  in  a  g o o d - v s . - e v i l  s y s te m , o r  w o r k i n g  t o g e th e r  in  h a r m o n y ,  a s  in  a  

y in /y a n g  s y s te m . I n  o th e r  w o r d s ,  t h e  d u a l i s t i c  s y s te m  c a n  b e  v i e w e d  a s  a  w a r — o r  

a s  a  d a n c e .  I n  a  r a d ic a l  s y s te m , t h i s  w o u l d  b e  p a r t  o f  t h e  s y s te m  f r o m  t h e  s ta r t ;  in  

a  m o d e r a t e  s y s te m , t h e  s e c o n d  p r in c ip a l  m ig h t  b e  e i th e r  in  r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t  t h e  

f i r s t  o r  w o r k i n g  c o o p e r a t iv e ly  w i t h  i t  ( A r m s t r o n g  34). T o lk ie n 's  s y s te m  is  a  

s t r u g g le  w h e r e  o n e  m u s t  p ic k  a  s id e ,  r a th e r  t h a n  a n  e q u i l i b r iu m  w h e r e  o n e  

s h o u l d  s t r iv e  fo r  b a la n c e .  M e lk o r 's  c o n t in u e d  a n d  u n r e p e n t a n t  r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t  

E r u  w o u l d  c le a r ly  p u t  t h i s  in to  t h e  c a te g o r y  o f  a  c o n f l ic t  s y s te m .

W h a t  I 'd  l ik e  to  lo o k  a t  n e x t  is  h o w  th e  c o n c e p t  o f  W a r  in  H e a v e n  

o p e r a t e s  w i t h in  a  m o d e r a te ,  e s c h a to lo g ic a l ,  p r o - c o s m ic  s y s te m  in  w h ic h  th e  

s e c o n d  p r in c ip l e  is  in  r e b e l l io n  a g a in s t  i t s  c r e a t o r — o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  id e a l  

e n v i r o n m e n t s  fo r  it. T h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  le v e ls  a t  w h ic h  p e o p le  w h o  s u b s c r ib e  to  s u c h  

a  s y s te m  m ig h t  i n t e r p r e t  W a r  in  H e a v e n ,  w h ic h  I  w i l l  d e f in e  a s  l i te r a l ,  s y m b o lic ,  

a n d  in te r n a l .

W e  m a y  b e l i e v e  t h a t  w e  a r e  a ll, b e l i e v e r s  o r  n o t ,  c a u g h t  u p  in  a n  a c tu a l  

l i t e r a l  w a r  in  h e a v e n — t h a t  w e  l iv e  in  a  w o r l d  r i f e  w i t h  in s ta n c e s  o f  d e m o n ic
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p o s s e s s io n ,  m ir a c le s ,  p r o p h e c i e s  a n d  p o r t e n t s ,  r e v e la t io n s ,  n a t u r a l  d i s a s te r s ,  a n d  

so  o n ,  a ll  s ig n s  o f  t h e  i n te r a c t io n  o f  t h e  c o s m ic  w i t h  t h e  m u n d a n e  w o r l d  t h r o u g h  

m i r a c u l o u s  a n d  s u p e r n a t u r a l  m e a n s .  E v e n  if  t h e  w a r  a s  c o n d u c te d  in  h e a v e n  

i ts e l f  is  t h o u g h t  o f  a s  n o t  t r u l y  p h y s ic a l ,  i t  c a n  s t i l l  b e c o m e  t h a t  w a y  a s  c o sm ic  

fo r c e s  m a n i f e s t  c o r p o r e a l ly  to  c a r r y  o u t  t h e i r  s t r u g g le  in  o u r  w o r ld .

O r  W a r  in  H e a v e n  m a y  b e  r e a d  a s  a  m o r e  s y m b o l ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  th e  

e te r n a l  s t r u g g le  o f  g o o d  a n d  e v il .  T h e r e  is  a  w a r ,  b u t  t h e  w a y  in  w h ic h  i t  is  

c o n d u c te d  is  b e y o n d  o u r  p h y s i c a l  a n d  m e n t a l  c o m p r e h e n s io n .  W e  m a y  b e  p a r t  o f  

it, b u t  w e  c a n n o t  t r u ly  b e  a w a r e  o f  w h a t  r o le s  w e  p la y .  T h is  is  p e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  

c o m m o n  v i e w  w e  e n c o u n te r .  T o  q u o te  C h e s t e r t o n 's  F a th e r  B r o w n  s o m e w h a t  o u t  

o f  c o n te x t ,  " [W ]e  h e r e  a r e  o n  th e  w r o n g  s id e  o f  t h e  t a p e s t r y .  [ . . . ]  T h e  t h in g s  t h a t  

h a p p e n  h e r e  d o  n o t  s e e m  to  m e a n  a n y th in g ;  [b u t]  t h e y  m e a n  s o m e th in g  

s o m e w h e r e  e ls e "  (110). A s  a b o v e ,  so  b e lo w ;  a s  b e lo w ,  so  a b o v e .

A  s y m b o l ic  r e a d i n g  o f  W a r  in  H e a v e n  c a n  s t r e tc h  to  a c c o m m o d a te  e v e n  

th e  l e a s t  r e l ig io u s  a n d  m o s t  s c ie n t i f ic  o f  a th e i s t s  a n d  a g n o s t ic s ;  v i e w e d  th is  w a y ,  

W a r  in  H e a v e n  c a n  s im p ly  b e  a n  a l le g o r ic a l  w a y  to  s y m b o l iz e  o u r  v a in  l i t t le  

a t t e m p t s  to  d e la y  th e  in e v i ta b le  h e a t  d e a t h  o f  t h e  u n i v e r s e — th e  u l t i m a t e  " lo n g  

d e f e a t . "  C o n s id e r  t h e  e n d in g  o f  I s a a c  A s im o v 's  c la s s ic  s h o r t  s t o r y  " T h e  L a s t  

Q u e s t io n ,"  w h e r e  t h e  v a s t  p o w e r s  o f  t h e  c o s m ic  c o m p u t e r  a r e  d e d ic a t e d  to  

s o lv in g  th e  o n ly  p r o b le m  t h a t  m a t t e r s  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t i m e — h o w  c a n  w e  r e v e r s e  

e n t r o p y ? — a n d  th e  o n ly  p o s s ib le  s o lu t io n  i t  c a n  s e e  is  to  s e l f - im m o la te  a n d  

p r o c la im  " L E T  T H E R E  BE L IG H T !"  (169).

T h i r d ly ,  W a r  in  H e a v e n  c a n  b e  r e a d  e i t h e r  m y s t ic a l l y  o r  p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  

a s  a  s y m b o l ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l 's  a t t e m p t  to  c o n q u e r  s in  w i th in  

h im s e l f .  I n  I s la m ,  fo r  e x a m p le ,  t h e  i n te r n a l  s p i r i tu a l  s t r u g g le  w a s  c a l le d  th e  

g r e a t e r  jihad b y  t h e  P r o p h e t  M u h a m m a d ,  in  c o n t r a s t  to  t h e  le s s e r  jihad o f  p h y s ic a l  

w a r .  W a r  in  H e a v e n  is  in  t h i s  r e a d i n g  th e  s t r u g g le  to  g r o w  p s y c h o lo g ic a l ly  a n d  

s p i r i tu a l ly  a n d  a c h ie v e  a  s t a te  o f  m a t u r e  s e l f - c o n t r o l  b y  c o n q u e r in g  o n e 's  im p u l s e  

to  s in  o r  m a s t e r i n g  th e  m o n s t e r  in s id e .  A s  w i t h  o th e r  i n te r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  w a r ,  

t h e  g o a l  m a y  b e  to  e r a d i c a t e  s in f u l  t h o u g h t s  a n d  f e e l in g s ,  o r  i t  m a y  b e  to  a c h ie v e  

a  p e a c e f u l  in n e r  e q u i l ib r iu m .

B u t  to  r e t u r n  to  T o lk i e n 's  w o r l d —h e r e ,  w h e t h e r  t h e  c o s m o lo g y  is  " t r u e "  

o r  n o t ,  w e  d o  n o t  s e e  a n y  e n s o u le d  b e in g s  i n t e r p r e t i n g  th e  o n g o in g  W a r  in  

H e a v e n  a s  a n y th i n g  o th e r  t h a n  re a l .  I n  A r d a  w e  a r e  i n v o lv e d  in  w h a t  M e n  a n d  

H o b b i t s ,  E lv e s  a n d  D w a rv e s ,  n e v e r  d o u b t  is  a  l i t e r a l  c o s m o lo g ic a l  s t r u g g le  

b e tw e e n  G o o d  a n d  E v il  w i t h  k n o w n  p r e d ic t i o n s  fo r  a  f in a l  c a ta c ly s m ic  b a t t le .  

T h o u g h  w e  a s  o u t s id e  r e a d e r s  m a y  c o n s id e r  i n t e r p r e t i n g  i t  t h i s  w a y ,  t h e r e  is  

n e v e r  a  s u g g e s t io n  within the text o f  t h e  Ainulindale t h a t  M e lk o r 's  a t t e m p t s  a t  th e  

d e s t r u c t io n  o f  A r d a — r a is in g  th e  v a lle y s ,  t h r o w i n g  d o w n  th e  m o u n ta i n s ,  s p i l l in g  

t h e  s e a s  (Silmarillion [Silm.] 1 2 )— c o u ld  b e  r e a d  a s  a  s y m b o l ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f
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g e o lo g ic a l  fo r c e s  s h a p i n g  th e  e a r t h  o v e r  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  e o n s .3 I f  t h e r e  a r e  a n y  

e s o te r ic  r e l i g io u s  s c h o la r s  to i l i n g  a w a y  in  t h e  l ib r a r ie s  o f  M in a s  T i r i th  o r  

R iv e n d e l l  c r e a t in g  e x e g e s e s  a n d  c o m m e n ta r ie s  a n d  midrashim, w e  n e v e r  se e  

th e m .  I f  th e  H i g h  E lv e s  a r e  to  b e  t r u s t e d  a n d  a r e  n o t  s p e a k in g  in  m e t a p h o r  a n d  

s y m b o l  s o  f a r  b e y o n d  m a n 's  c o m p r e h e n s io n  a s  to  b e  u t t e r l y  a lie n ,  t h e r e  a r e  

p h y s i c a l  b e in g s  w a lk in g  M i d d l e - e a r t h  w h o  h a v e  lo o k e d  in  t h e  f a c e s  o f  

a r c h a n g e l s ,  a n d  th e r e  a r e  e m b o d ie d  a n g e l s  in te r a c t in g  w i t h  t h e  p e o p le s  o f  

M i d d l e - e a r t h  in  t h e  p r e s e n t  d a y .  T h o u g h  i t  is  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  V a la r  n o  lo n g e r  

in te r v e n e  a s  d i r e c t ly  o n  th e  r o u n d  e a r th  a s  t h e y  o n c e  d id ,  i t  is  s t i l l  p o s s ib le ,  fo r  

e x a m p le ,  f o r  G a n d a l f  to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  P r o v id e n c e  h a d  a  h a n d  in  B ilb o  f i n d in g  th e  

R in g  in  t h e  d a r k  u n d e r  t h e  M is ty  M o u n ta in s .

O b e d ie n c e  a n d  D iso b ed ien ce
T h e  n e x t  t h in g  I  w o u l d  l ik e  to  c o n s id e r  is  o b e d ie n c e  a n d  d i s o b e d ie n c e .  

I n  o r d e r  to  h a v e  th e  c h o ic e  o f  o b e y in g  o r  d i s o b e y in g ,  a  b e in g  m u s t  f i r s t  h a v e  f re e  

w il l .  B u t  w h y  w o u l d  a  c r e a to r  r u n  th e  r i s k  o f  h i s  c r e a t io n  d i s o b e y in g  h im ?  O n e  

f a i r ly  s t a n d a r d  l in e  o f  r e a s o n i n g  is  t h e  i d e a  th a t ,  " a s  in d iv id u a l s ,  h u m a n  b e in g s  

a r e  e n d o w e d  w i t h  t h e  c a p a c i ty  f o r  c h o ic e  o f  a c t io n ,  f o r  d e c is io n  a m o n g  

a l t e rn a t iv e s ,  a n d  s p e c if ic a l ly  th a t ,  g iv e n  a n  in n a t e  m o r a l  s e n s e ,  h u m a n s  c a n  f r e e ly  

d i s c e r n  g o o d  a n d  e v il  a n d  c h o o s e  t h e  g o o d ,  t h o u g h  o f te n  t h e y  d o  n o t "  

( M a rc o u le s c o  3 1 9 9 ). M o r e  s p e c if ic  to  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  to p ic ,  f r e e  w i l l  m ig h t  a ls o  b e  

s e e n  a s  a  lo n g - te r m  s t r a te g ic  p o l ic y  o n  th e  s id e  o f  G o o d . I n  o th e r  w o r d s ,  t h e  f r e e  

w i l l  o f  b e in g s  to  d is o b e y ,  e v e n  a t  t h e  h i g h e s t  le v e l ,  e v e n  th o u g h  th e r e  is  a  r i s k  

s o m e  b e in g s  m a y  g o  o v e r  to  t h e  s id e  o f  E v il, is  a lw a y s  a  v e r y  p o w e r f u l  w e a p o n  

o n  th e  s id e  o f  G o o d  in  t h e  W a r  in  H e a v e n .

W h y  is  t h i s  so ?  I t  a lm o s t  s e e m s  t h a t  t h e  s id e  o f  R ig h t  m u s t  a l lo w  f re e  

w i l l  u n d e r  t h e  v e r y  r u l e s  o f  t h e  g a m e ,  a n d  th e r e f o r e  m u s t  a l lo w  th e  r i g h t  o f  

h u m a n s  to  t u r n  e v il  o r  e v e n  to  r e f u s e  to  p la y .  A s  w e  se e  w h e n  lo o k in g  a t  

d e c i s io n s  m a d e  b y  S a u r o n  a n d  M e lk o r  in  T o lk ie n 's  w o r ld ,  f r e e  w i l l  is  s o m e th in g  

th e  s id e  o f  e v il  c a n 't  c o n tro l ,  u n d e r s t a n d ,  o r  p l a n  fo r . I f  t h e  a im  o f  E v il  is  

d o m in a t io n ,  t h e n  f r e e  w i l l  is  i ts  n e c e s s a r y  o p p o s i t e .

E v il  s e e s  a l l o w in g  f r e e  w i l l  a s  a  w e a k n e s s .  I n  d e s c r ib in g  th e  w o r l d  o f  

C .S . L e w is 's  S c r e w ta p e ,  C ly d e  S. K i lb y  s a y s  H e l l  " s im p l y  c a n n o t  f a th o m  th e  

E n e m y 's  in te n t io n  to  a l lo w  m a n ,  ' t h e  l i t t le  v e r m i n , ' f r e e d o m  o f  c h o ic e  a n d  th u s  

m a k e  h im ,  p r o v i d e d  h e  c h o o s e s  a r ig h t ,  g o d l ik e "  (ix ). E v il  l e a d e r s  d o n 't  a l lo w  

th e i r  f o l lo w e r s  f r e e  w il l ,  o r  if  i t  c a n 't  b e  e r a d i c a t e d  e n t i r e ly ,  f r e e  a c t io n s  a r e  a s

3 I find it somewhat surprising that Karen W ynn Fonstad, a cartographer by training, does 
not interpret these events metaphorically in  her Atlas of Middle-earth, but straightforwardly 
says that the "physical features [of Middle-earth] were the visible results of the struggle 
between good and evil, the Valar and Melkor and Sauron. They were the battle wounds of 
the earth" (179).
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h a r s h l y  p u n i s h e d  a s  f a i lu r e .  I  t h in k  th i s  m a y  a ls o  b e  p a r t  o f  t h e  r e a s o n  w h y  

T o lk ie n  k e p t  c o m in g  b a c k  to  t h e  p r o b le m  o f  t h e  O rc s  in  h i s  la te r  w r i t in g s ,  a s  if  h e  

w e r e  s c r a t c h in g  a n  i tc h .4 I t  w o u l d  b e  a b s o lu te ly  w i t h in  c h a r a c te r  fo r  S a u r o n  to  

a t t e m p t  to  c r e a te  s o u l le s s  b e in g s  w i t h  n o  f r e e  w il l  to  d o  h i s  b i d d i n g  (o r  s in c e  e v il  

c a n n o t  c r e a te  b e in g s  in  T o lk i e n 's  w o r ld ,  to  t r y  to  b r e e d  w i l l - le s s  s la v e s  f r o m  

e x is t in g  b u t  c o r r u p t e d  s to c k ) , a n d  e a s y  fo r  o u r  h e r o e s  to  k i l l  s u c h  b e in g s  w i t h o u t  

a  s e c o n d  th o u g h t .  T h e r e  is  e v e n  a  p r e c e d e n t  in  M id d le - e a r th ,  in  A u le 's  a t t e m p t e d  

c r e a t io n  o f  t h e  D w a r v e s ,  w h ic h  w e  w i l l  r e t u r n  to  la te r .  W ith in  o u r  w o r ld ,  

h o w e v e r ,  i t  is  n o t  p o s s ib le  f o r  e v e n  th e  m o s t  e v il  f o l lo w e r  o f  a n  e v il  l e a d e r  to  

c o m p le te ly  la c k  f r e e  w i l l — a n d  e v e n  in  M id d le - e a r th ,  t h e  e n d  o f  W o r m to n g u e  

s t a n d s  o u t  a s  a n  e x a m p le  o f  a n  e v il  f o l lo w e r  w i t h  o n e  s p a r k  o f  f r e e  w i l l  le f t .  A n d  

so  T o lk ie n  k e p t  v a c i l la t in g  b e tw e e n  c o n c e p ts  o f  t h e  o rc s  a s  s o u l le s s  r o b o ts  o r  s e l f ­

a w a r e  b e in g s .

B u t  d o e s n 't  P r o v id e n c e  n u l l i f y  t h e  e f fe c ts  o f  f r e e  a g e n c y ?  I s n ' t  i t  p o s s ib le  

t h a t  r i g h t  c h o ic e s  to  d i s o b e y  b a d  o r d e r s  a r e  s im p ly  r e s p o n s e s  to  t h e  o r d e r s  o f  

g o d ?  N o t  n e c e s s a r i l y — " A c c o r d in g  to  A u g u s t in e  o f  H i p p o  [ . . . ] ,  G o d 's  

f o r e k n o w le d g e  o f  e v e n t s  d o e s  n o t  c u r ta i l  t h e  c a p a c i ty  to  c h o o s e  a n d  in d e e d  th e  

n e c e s s i t y  o f  d o i n g  so , s in c e  G o d 's  k n o w le d g e  o f  e te r n i t y  is  s o m e w h a t  a k in  to  t h a t  

o f  a  u b i q u i t o u s  p r e s e n t "  (M a rc o u le s c o  3 2 0 0 ). S o  g iv e n  th is ,  w h a t  f e e ls  l ik e  th e  

h a n d  o f  P r o v id e n c e  in  t h e s e  c a s e s  m a y  b e  m o r e  u s e f u l ly  t h o u g h t  o f  a s  F r e e  W ill 

c o m in g  in to  fu l l  h a r m o n y  w i t h  t h e  T ao . I  a m  u s i n g  Tao h e r e  in  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  C .S . 

L e w is  d o e s  in  The Abolition of Man: t h e  T a o  is  " t h e  r e a l i t y  b e y o n d  a ll  p r e d ic a te s ,  

t h e  a b y s s  t h a t  w a s  b e f o re  t h e  C r e a to r  H im s e lf .  I t  is  N a t u r e ,  i t  is  t h e  W a y , th e  

R o a d .  I t  is  t h e  W a y  in  w h ic h  th e  u n iv e r s e  g o e s  o n ,  t h e  W a y  in  w h ic h  t h in g s  

e v e r l a s t i n g ly  e m e r g e  [ . . . ] .  I t  is  a ls o  t h e  W a y  w h ic h  e v e r y  m a n  s h o u l d  t r e a d  [ . . . ] "  

(1 1 ).5 I t  is , in  o th e r  w o r d s ,  w h a t  t h e  u n i v e r s e  d e s i r e s  to  b e — w h a t  f e e ls  R ig h t.

A n d  w h a t  is  R ig h t?  I  c o n s id e r e d  th i s  q u e s t io n  s e v e ra l  y e a r s  a g o  in  a  

p a p e r  o n  th e  m o r a l  s y s te m  o f  t h e  W itc h e s  in  T e r r y  P r a t c h e t t 's  D is c w o r ld  s e r ie s .  

T h e  m a t u r e  w i tc h ,  l ik e  G r a n n y  W e a th e r w a x ,  i l l u s t r a te s  t h e  id e a l  o f  w h a t  f r e e  w il l  

m e a n s  in  a  p e r s o n  in  h a r m o n y  w i t h  t h e  T ao . A  p r o p e r  w i t c h  d o e s  n o t  d i v id e  th e  

w o r l d  in to  G o o d  a n d  E v il  b u t  in to  R ig h t  a n d  W r o n g ;  t h a t  is, w h a t  is  in  h a r m o n y  

w i t h  t h e  T a o  a n d  w h a t  is  in  o p p o s i t io n  to  it. A s  G r a n n y  s a id ,  " i f  y o u  do k n o w  

R ig h t  f r o m  W r o n g  y o u  c a n 't  c h o o s e  W r o n g .  Y o u  j u s t  c a n 't  d o  i t  a n d  l iv e "  ( q td .  in  

C ro f t ,  " N ic e "  160). B e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  f r e e  w il l ,  w i tc h e s  c a n  k n o w  R ig h t  a n d  W ro n g ,

4 See Croft, War 47-50, and Tally in this issue.
5 Lewis attempts to codify the Tao as a set of universal rules, or a natural law common 
across all religions and traditions, in  his The Abolition of Man: the laws of general 
beneficence, special beneficence, justice, good faith and veracity, mercy, and magnanimity 
(51-61). In actuality, it is not necessary to invoke religion and culture in support of these 
laws; increasingly, evolutionary science is finding that they are the essential underpinnings 
of the interactions of all primates (and even lower animals) that live in  highly social groups.

Mythlore 29:1/2, Fall/Winter 2010   135



The Thread on  W hich Doom  Hangs: Free Will, Disobedience, and  Eucatastrophe

a n d  th e y  c a n  m a k e  a  c h o ic e ;  b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  d o  h a v e  th i s  f e e l in g  fo r  t h e  T a o  a t  a  

b o n e - d e e p  le v e l ,  th e y  c a n 't  c o m f o r ta b ly  c h o o s e  w r o n g .

S o  w h a t  is  r e q u i r e d  fo r  a  s i t u a t io n  to  e x is t  w h e r e  a  b e in g  w i t h  f r e e  w il l  

m ig h t  c h o o s e  to  b e  d i s o b e d ie n t ?  A c c o r d in g  to  S ta n le y  M i lg r a m  ( a n d  I  w i l l  s a y  

m o r e  a b o u t  h i s  f a m o u s  a n d  u n s e t t l i n g  e x p e r im e n t s  o n  o b e d ie n c e  b e lo w ) ,  " a n  

a u th o r i t y  s y s te m  [ . . . ]  c o n s is t s  o f  a  m in i m u m  o f  t w o  p e r s o n s  s h a r i n g  th e  

e x p e c ta t io n  t h a t  o n e  o f  t h e m  h a s  t h e  r i g h t  to  p r e s c r ib e  b e h a v io r  f o r  t h e  o th e r "  

(q td .  in  B la s s  38 -3 9 ). T h is  p e r s o n  h a s  t h e  p o w e r  to  " d e f in e  r e a l i t y  fo r  t h e  p e r s o n  

w h o  a c c e p ts  h i s  o r  h e r  a u th o r i t y "  (B lass  39). T h e  r e la t i o n s h ip  a l lo w s  o n e  to  

" r e l i n q u i s h  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  to  t h e  a u th o r i t y  a n d  th e r e f o r e  to  f o l lo w  h i s  o r  h e r  

o r d e r s  w i t h o u t  r e g a r d  to  th e i r  m o r a l i ty "  (B la s s  39), o r  in  M i l g r a m 's  o w n  w o r d s ,  

" T h e  m o s t  f a r - r e a c h in g  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  [ th is ]  a g e n t ic  s h i f t  is  t h a t  a  m a n  fe e ls  

r e s p o n s ib l e  to t h e  a u th o r i t y  d i r e c t i n g  h i m  b u t  f e e ls  n o  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  fo r  t h e  

c o n te n t  o f  t h e  a c t io n s  t h a t  t h e  a u th o r i t y  p r e s c r ib e s "  (q td .  in  B la s s  39). 6

T h is  e x a c t ly  d e s c r ib e s  t h e  m o r a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  P r a t c h e t t 's  " g o o d "  

p e r s o n  a s  o p p o s e d  to  h i s  w i t c h e s — th e  " g o o d "  p e r s o n  s u b s c r ib e s  to  s o m e  o u t s id e  

s e t  o f  r u l e s  o r  f o l lo w s  s o m e  a u th o r i t y  f i g u r e  a n d  a l lo w s  i t  to  d i c ta te  t h e i r  a c t io n s ,  

f o r  w h ic h  th e y  a r e  t h e r e f o r e  n o t  f u l ly  r e s p o n s ib le .  S o m e o n e  e ls e  h a s  d e c id e d  

w h a t  is  g o o d  a n d  b a d  fo r  th e m ;  t h e y  j u s t  h a v e  to  d o  w h a t  t h e y 'r e  t o ld  a n d  th e y 'l l  

b e  g o o d .  T h is  f i ts  in  q u i te  p r e c i s e ly  w i t h  L a w re n c e  K o h lb e r g 's  t h e o r y  o f  m o r a l  

d e v e lo p m e n t ,  w h ic h  d e s c r ib e d  " s ix  d i s t in c t  s t a g e s  o f  m o r a l  r e a s o n in g "  (L in n  6) 

t h a t  in c r e a s e  in  m a t u r i t y  a n d  e th ic a l  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty .  A t t h e  l e a s t  d e v e lo p e d  le v e l ,  a  

p e r s o n  m a y  o b e y  a n  a u th o r i t y  s im p ly  to  a v o id  p u n i s h m e n t ,  b u t  a s  th e  

i n d i v i d u a l 's  m o r a l  c a p a c i ty  in c r e a s e s ,  h e  o r  s h e  m a k e s  d e c i s io n s  b a s e d  o n  

f a i r n e s s ,  m a i n t a i n i n g  a  s o c ia l  r o le  a s  a  " g o o d "  p e r s o n ,  u p h o l d i n g  th e  la w , 

u p h o l d i n g  i n d iv i d u a l  r i g h t s  e v e n  w h e n  t h e y  c o n f l ic t  w i t h  t h e  la w ,  a n d  a t  th e  

h i g h e s t  le v e l ,  " b e in g  g u i d e d  b y  u n iv e r s a l  e th ic a l  p r in c ip l e s "  (L in n  7). W ith  e a c h  

" in c r e a s e  in  t h e  s t a g e  o f  m o r a l  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l 's  j u d g m e n t  is  m o r e  

l ik e ly  to  b e  o b je c t iv e  a n d  f a i r  s in c e  i t  is  u n a f f e c te d  b y  p e r s o n a l  a n d  c o n te x tu a l  

c o n s t r a in t s "  (7). A n d  th e r e f o r e  o b e d ie n c e  b e c o m e s  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  a  m a t t e r  o f  

j u d g m e n t  a n d  c o n s e n t  a s  t h e  i n d iv i d u a l  m a tu r e s .

S o  a t  t h e  h i g h e s t  le v e ls  o f  m o r a l  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  a  p e r s o n  s h o u ld  id e a l ly  

c o n s id e r  a ll  o f  h e r  a c t io n s  th o u g h t f u l ly ,  h o l d  h e r s e l f  to  " u n iv e r s a l  e th ic a l  

p r in c ip l e s ,"  a n d  t a k e  fu l l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  fo r  h e r  o w n  a c t io n s .  T h is  m a k e s  

o b e d ie n c e  s o m e w h a t  p r o b le m a t ic ,  s in c e  e v e n  o b e y in g  a  g o o d  o r d e r  f r o m  a 

b e n e v o le n t  s u p e r i o r  r e q u i r e s  g iv in g  u p  s o m e  i n d e p e n d e n c e  o f  t h o u g h t .7 B u t

6 It is only in  the simplest case that the authority system consists of just two people. An 
authority might be anything from one's parents to one's superior officers to the 
accumulated morals of a culture's fairy tales.
7 This is of course an issue that deserves far more consideration for its theological 
implications. Naomi Wood's article, for example, examines C.S. Lewis's insistence on
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submitting to rigid hierarchical authority and ultimately to God, as opposed to Philip 
Pullman's constant questioning—which is perhaps one of the reasons I cannot find myself 
entirely comfortable in Lewis's worlds and prefer the more fluid hierarchies of Middle- 
earth.

Janet B rennan Croft

w h a t  if  a n  a c k n o w le d g e d  a u th o r i t y  g iv e s  a n  u n e th i c a l  o r d e r ?  I t  m ig h t  s e e m  

e n t i r e ly  o b v io u s  t h a t  o n e  s h o u ld  d i s o b e y  a n  e v il  o r d e r ,  e v e n  if  g iv e n  b y  a  

l e g i t im a te  a u th o r i t y .  B u t  i t 's  n o t  a s  e a s y  a s  o n e  m ig h t  th in k  to  d o  th is .  A t th is  

p o i n t  i t  w o u l d  b e  i n s t r u c t iv e  to  t a k e  a  b r i e f  lo o k  a t  t h e  M i lg r a m  e x p e r im e n ts .

I n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s, w h e n  S ta n le y  M i lg r a m  w a s  d e v i s in g  a n d  r u n n i n g  h i s  

e x p e r im e n t s  o n  o b e d ie n c e ,  t h e  w o r l d  w a s  s t i l l  t r y in g  to  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  N a z i  

G e r m a n y .  A d o l f  E ic h m a n n  w a s  o n  t r ia l  in  J e r u s a le m ,  a n d  H a n n a h  A r e n d t  w a s  

m a k i n g  h e r  b le a k  o b s e r v a t io n s  a b o u t  t h e  " b a n a l i ty  o f  e v i l"  ( q td .  in  L u n t  5). 

M i lg r a m  t h o u g h t  i t  m ig h t  b e  s i tu a t io n ,  r a th e r  t h a n  p e r s o n a l i t y  o r  s o m e  n a t io n a l  

c h a r a c te r i s t ic ,  t h a t  d r o v e  p e o p le  to  b l i n d l y  o b e y  o r d e r s  t h a t  c a u s e d  h a r m  to  

o th e r s .  T h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  h i s  e x p e r im e n t  w e r e  t o ld  t h e y  w o u l d  b e  h e lp i n g  to  

d e te r m in e  th e  e f fe c t  o f  p a in  o n  m e m o r y  a n d  le a r n in g ,  a n d  th e y  w e r e  to  

a d m i n i s t e r  e le c tr ic  s h o c k s  to  a  p a r t i c i p a n t  b e h in d  a  g la s s  w i n d o w  in  a n o th e r  

r o o m  ( w h o  w a s ,  u n k n o w n  to  th e m ,  a n  a c to r ,  n o t  a  f e l lo w  v o lu n te e r )  w h e n  th e y  

f a i l e d  to  r e p e a t  a  w o r d  p a i r  b a c k  c o r re c tly ,  in c r e a s in g  th e  v o l ta g e  e a c h  t im e . T h e y  

w e r e  to ld  t h e r e  w o u l d  b e  n o  p e r m a n e n t  d a m a g e  to  t h e  l e a r n e r .  T h e y  w e r e  t o ld  i t  

w a s  e s s e n t ia l  to  t h e  e x p e r im e n t  t h a t  t h e y  c o n t in u e  to  in c r e a s e  t h e  v o l ta g e  w i th  

e a c h  e r ro r .  A t 150 v o l ts ,  t h e  a c to r  w o u l d  b e g in  to  c r y  o u t  in  p a in  a n d  b e g  t h e m  to  

s to p .  A t 3 1 5  v o l ts  t h e  a c to r  w o u l d  f e ig n  u n c o n s c io u s n e s s  o r  d e a th .  T h e  

p a r t i c i p a n t  w a s  t o ld  to  " C o n s id e r  s i le n c e  a  w r o n g  a n s w e r "  (S la te r  37). T h e  v o l t  

m e t e r  w e n t  u p  to  450 . T h e  r e s u l t s ?  " S ix ty  f iv e  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  th e  

s t u d y  d e s c r ib e d  a b o v e  c o m p le te d  th e  e x p e r im e n t  a n d  a d m i n i s t e r e d  4 5 0  v o l ts  to  

a n  a p p a r e n t l y  u n c o n s c io u s  o r  d e a d  l e a r n e r "  ( L u n t  4 ). S ix ty  f iv e  p e r c e n t  o b e y e d  

th e  a u th o r i t y  o f  t h e  m a n  in  t h e  la b  c o a t  w i t h  t h e  c l i p b o a r d  a n d  th e  a u th o r i t a t iv e  

v o ic e  a n d  th e  c o n n e c t io n  to  a  p r e s t ig io u s  u n iv e r s i t y ,  to  t h e  p o i n t  o f, to  a ll  

a p p e a r a n c e s ,  k i l l i n g  a  f e l lo w  v o l u n te e r .8

T h e  in i t i a l  M i lg r a m  e x p e r im e n t  w a s  a r t i f ic ia l ly  s e t  u p  to  i n d u c e  

o b e d ie n c e ;  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  o f  th e  e x p e r im e n te r ,  t h e  w a y  th e  p a r t i c i p a n t 's  p r o t e s ts  

w e r e  c a lm ly  a n s w e r e d  w i t h  o r d e r s  to  c o n t in u e ,  e v e n  th e  g la s s  s e p a r a t in g  th e  

v o lu n te e r  f r o m  th e  a c to r  s t a c k e d  th e  d e c k  in  f a v o r  o f  o b e d ie n c e .  S till, d i s o b e y in g

8 Milgram conducted many variations on this basic experiment, finding that obedience 
dropped if the learner was in  the same room, if the participant had to touch the learner to 
administer the shock, or if the participant had what looked like the option to deceive the 
experimenter about the level of shock given, and rose if the participant could not see the 
learner at all. But the original experiment has been replicated w ith different genders, 
nationalities, religions, and in  more recent years, and the results still stay at about 65%. See 
Lunt and Blass for further discussion of these subsequent experiments.
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a n  o r d e r  is  n e v e r  e a s y ,  if  i t 's  g iv e n  b y  s o m e o n e  w h o m  y o u  fe e l  y o u  s h o u ld  o b e y ,  

e s p e c ia l ly  if  y o u  f e a r  b e in g  p u n i s h e d  b y  th e m .

C o n s id e r  t h e  s i t u a t io n  d e s c r ib e d  in  L o is  M c M a s te r  B u jo ld 's  The Vor 
Game, w h e r e  t h e  a r c t ic  b a s e  c o m m a n d e r  o r d e r s  h i s  t r a in e e  s o ld ie r s  to  s h o o t  

t e c h n ic ia n s  w h o  r e f u s e  to  e n te r  a  c o n ta m in a te d  b u i ld in g ,  a  s i tu a t io n  t h a t  a lm o s t  

e n d s  in  m a s s  m u r d e r ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  m a s s  h y p o t h e r m i a .  O u r  h e r o  M ile s ,  f r e s h  o u t  o f  

o f f ic e r 's  a c a d e m y ,  " k n e w  a b o u t  c r im in a l  o r d e r s  [ . . . ] .  H i s  f a th e r  c a m e  d o w n  

p e r s o n a l ly  a n d  g a v e  a  o n e - d a y  s e m in a r  o n  t h e  to p ic  to  t h e  s e n io r s  a t  m id y e a r .  

[ . . . ]  W h a t  e x a c t ly  c o n s t i t u t e d  a  c r im in a l  o r d e r ,  w h e n  a n d  h o w  to  d i s o b e y  it. [ . . .]  

T h e  o th e r  in s t r u c to r s  h a t e d  [ th e  s e m in a r ] .  T h e i r  c la s s e s  w e r e  s u b t ly  d i s r u p t e d  fo r  

w e e k s  a f t e r w a r d "  (76). I t  t o o k  M ile s  s t a n d in g  w i t h  t h e  t e c h s  a n d  p u l l i n g  th e  

d i s t a s te f u l  s t r in g s  o f  h i s  V o r - c la s s  c o n n e c t io n s  to  d e f u s e  t h e  s i t u a t io n .9

T o  u s e  a n  e x a m p le  f r o m  T o lk ie n ,  F a r a m i r  e f fe c t iv e ly  o b e y s  a  c r im in a l  

o r d e r  a g a in s t  h i s  b e t t e r  j u d g m e n t  w h e n  h e  is  t o ld  to  r e ta k e  O s g i l ia th ,  a  

s t r a te g ic a l ly  q u e s t io n a b le  o b je c t iv e  t h a t  w i l l  o n ly  d r a in  s t r e n g th  a w a y  f r o m  th e  

d e f e n s e  o f  M in i s  T i r i t h  its e lf ,  w i t h  a  g r o s s ly  i n a d e q u a te ,  e x h a u s te d ,  a n d  

u n d e r s u p p l i e d  t r o o p  o f  m e n  d e c i d e d l y  u n e q u a l  to  S a u r o n 's  e n d le s s  s u p p l y  o f  

o r c s  (V .4 .799). ( I t  is  n o t  a  c r im in a l  o r d e r  o f  t h e  s a m e  c la s s  a s  f i r in g  o n  c iv i l ia n s ,  

b u t  w a s t i n g  l iv e s  o n  a  p o in t l e s s  o r  u n w i n n a b le  o b je c t iv e  is  s t i l l  c o n t r a r y  to  th e  

r u l e s  o f  j u s t  w a r  a n d  in  s o m e  c a s e s  c a n  l e a d  to  a  c o u r t  m a r t i a l . )  A n d  w h a t  is  th e  

r e s u l t?  T h e  o b je c t iv e  is  n o t  s e c u re d ,  a  t h i r d  o f  h i s  m e n  a r e  lo s t ,  h e  is  w o u n d e d  

a lm o s t  u n t o  d e a th ,  a n d  h i s  f a th e r ,  r e a l iz in g  w h a t  h e  h a s  d o n e ,  is  p u s h e d  o v e r  th e  

e d g e  in to  d e s p a i r  (802-3 ).

9 For an example from the Star Trek universe, consider the Starfleet training exercise called 
Kobayashi Maru. In this test students must decide whether to rescue a civilian Federation 
ship adrift in  the neutral zone; if they do not, all the passengers will die horribly at the 
hands of the Klingons, but if they attempt the rescue their crew will also die and they may 
set off a war, depending on the version of the test. It is a deliberate no-win scenario; by 
participating in this exercise, cadets are expected to learn to fail and to deal w ith fear. In 
both Star Trek II: The Wrath of Kahn (1982) and the 2009 Star Trek reboot, Kirk refuses to 
obediently learn this lesson and he reprograms the simulation. Yes, he is disobedient, even 
a cheater, but if the Kobayashi Maru simulation had been a real-life situation, w ould he not 
have done anything—disobeyed anyone, broken any rule, even violated the laws of physics 
if possible—in order to change the parameters of the engagement? The eucatastrophic 
result in Star Trek is that original-timeline Spock absorbed this out-of-the-box, damn-the- 
rules way of thinking from Kirk and was able to apply it when needed. Sometimes 
disobedience means subverting the basic assumptions of the system. Another example 
occurs in  Pratchett's The Last Hero, when Cohen cheats at the dice game w ith the gods. To 
w in he must roll a seven, but he's only given a single die. He slices it in  half in  midair and 
lands a six and a one (139). Sometimes the deepest and most significant disobedience is to 
simply flip the gods the bird, as Cohen does in Paul Kidby's illustration (154-5).
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D iso b e d ie n c e  an d  E u ca tas tro p h e
T h is  b r in g s  m e  b a c k  m y  c e n t r a l  q u e s t i o n - h o w ,  in  T o lk ie n ,  c a n  th e  r i g h t  

k i n d  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  l e a d  to  e u c a ta s t r o p h e ,  w h e r e  o b e d ie n c e  in  t h e  s a m e  

s i t u a t io n  c o u ld  l e a d  to  d i s a s te r ?  W h e n  y o u  lo o k  a t  e v e n t s  in  The Lord of the Rings 
in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  y o u  d is c o v e r  t h a t  a t  a n y  m o m e n t  a  b e in g  in  fu l l  p o s s e s s io n  o f  f r e e  

w i l l  m ig h t  s a y  " N e v e r ,  n e v e r ! "  o r  " V e r i ly  I  c o m e , I  c o m e  to  y o u ,"  l ik e  F r o d o  o n  

th e  p e a k  o f  A m o n  H e n  (II.1 0 .3 9 2 ), o r  " I  s h a l l  b e  [ . . . ]  b e a u t i f u l  a n d  t e r r ib le  a s  th e  

M o r n i n g  a n d  th e  N ig h t ,"  o r  " I  w i l l  d im in i s h ,  a n d  g o  in to  t h e  W e s t,"  l ik e  

G a la d r i e l  t e m p t e d  b y  th e  R in g  (II .7 .3 5 6 -7 ). A s  in  t h e s e  tw o  k e y  m o m e n t s  in  The 
Lord of the Rings, a t  a n y  s e c o n d  f a te  m a y  b a la n c e  o n  th e  e d g e  o f  a  k n ife .  H o w  d o  

c h a r a c te r s  g e t  f r o m  th e s e  m o m e n t s  o f  c h o ic e  to  w h e r e  t h e y  n e e d  to  g o ?  H o w  d o  

th e y  d e c id e ?  T h e  c h a r a c te r s  e x e rc is e  th e i r  f r e e  w il l ,  lo o k  in to  t h e i r  h e a r t s  fo r  

m o r a l  a n d  e th ic a l  s t r e n g th ,  a n d  s o m e t im e s  d i s o b e y  th e  l o u d e r  a n d  m o r e  

c o m p e l l in g  v o ic e  in  o r d e r  to  m a k e  a  c h o ic e  in  t u n e  w i t h  t h e  T ao .

E v e n  w h e n  th i s  c o m p e l l in g  v o ic e  is  a  l e g i t im a te  a u th o r i t y  g iv in g  a  le g a l  

o r d e r .  T h e r e  is  a  c e r ta in  a m o u n t  o f  q u e s t i o n i n g  a n d  u p s e t t i n g  o f  h i e r a r c h y  in  

T o lk i e n 's  w o r ld ,  a n d  d i s o b e d ie n c e  is  a  p a r t  o f  t h i s  th e m e .  T h e  l a s t  s h a l l  b e  f ir s t ,  a  

s m a l l  p e o p le  s h a l l  t r o u b le  t h e  c o u n s e ls  o f  t h e  g r e a t ,  a  w o m a n  w i l l  k i l l  t h e  W itc h -  

k in g .  A r a g o r n  a s s o c ia te s  w i t h  h o b b i t s  a n d  p a t r o n i z e s  c o u n t r y  i n n s  l ik e  P r in c e  

H a r r y ,  a n d  a  d w a r f  f a l ls  in  lo v e  w i t h  t h e  h i g h e s t  E lf - Q u e e n  in  M id d le - e a r th .  T h e  

e s t a b l i s h e d  h i e r a r c h y  is  n o t  a lw a y s  r ig h t ,  o r  t h e  b e s t  w a y  to  d o  th in g s ,  o r  e v e n  

v e r y  g o o d  fo r  t h e  p e o p le  in v o lv e d .

I  w a n t  to  s t a r t  w i t h  The Hobbit, a  c h i l d r e n 's  s to ry ,  so  w e  c a n  b u i l t  u p  a  

p i c t u r e  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  in  T o lk i e n 's  w o r l d  p a r a l l e l in g  th e  s t a g e s  o f  m o r a l  

d e v e lo p m e n t  I  m e n t i o n e d  e a r l ie r .  A s  N a o m i  W o o d  r e m i n d s  u s ,  " L i te r a tu r e  fo r  

c h i ld r e n ,  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  o f  i ts  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  d id a c t ic  ro le ,  o f t e n  f o c u s e s  o n  

o b e d ie n c e  a s  a  c e n t r a l  is s u e .  Obedience is  a  f r a u g h t  te rm ;  i t  m a y  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  

a  n a t u r a l  a n d  in s t in c t iv e  r e s p o n s e  to  a  s u p e r i o r  o r  a s  c o e rc iv e  v io la t io n  o f  

i n d iv i d u a l  c h o ic e  t h r o u g h  p e r s u a s i o n  a n d /o r  p h y s i c a l  fo r c e "  (237). W h a t  w e  se e  

in  t h e  e a r l ie r  c h a p te r s  o f  The Hobbit is  a  s e r ie s  o f  s m a l l  m is b e h a v io r s  a n d  m in o r  

r e b e l l io n s  a g a in s t  s o c ia l  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  c o m m o n  c o u r te s y ,  a n d  f a i r y - ta le  r u le s ,  

e v e n tu a l ly  b u i ld i n g  u p  to  a  m a jo r  a c t  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  o n  B i lb o 's  p a r t  t h a t  r e s u l t s  

in  a  e u c a ta s t r o p h ic  e n d in g .

E v e n  in  t h e  v e r y  f i r s t  c h a p te r  w e  f in d  B ilb o  B a g g in s ,  t h a t  t h o r o u g h ly  

c o n v e n t io n a l  h o b b i t  w h o  n e v e r  d i d  a n y th i n g  u n e x p e c te d ,  b e c o m in g  f lu s t e r e d  b y  

G a n d a l f 's  v i s i t  a n d  b r e a k i n g  th e  r u l e s  o f  c o u r te s y  (b y  t r y in g  to  b r u s h  h i m  o ff), 

b o u r g e o i s  p r o s in e s s  (b y  w a x in g  r h a p s o d i c  a b o u t  G a n d a l f 's  f i r e w o r k s ) ,  a n d  

c o m m o n  s e n s e  (b y  n e g le c t in g  to  w r i t e  d o w n  h i s  e n g a g e m e n t  fo r  te a ) .  S in c e  

G a n d a l f  is  l o o k in g  fo r  a  h o b b i t  w h o  is  a  l i t t le  o u t  o f  t h e  o r d in a r y ,  t h i s  e x t r e m e ly  

m in o r  r u l e - b r e a k i n g  is  j u s t  w h a t  h e  w a n t s  to  se e . A n d  i t  is  v in d ic a te d  w h e n
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B ilb o 's  T o o k is h n e s s  g e ts  t h e  b e t t e r  o f  h im ,  a n d  a g a in  in  d i s o b e d ie n c e  to  c o m m o n  

s e n s e  a n d  s o c ia l  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  h e  jo in s  t h e  d w a r v e s  o n  th e i r  a d v e n tu r e .

B u t  l e t 's  lo o k  a t  a  s e q u e n c e  t h a t  in v o lv e s  s o m e  m o r e  o b v io u s  r u l e ­

b r e a k in g .  I n  " R id d le s  in  t h e  D a r k "  b o t h  G o l lu m  a n d  B ilb o  b r e a k  th e  r u l e s  o f  th e  

r i d d l e  g a m e ,  w h ic h  w e  a r e  t o ld  is  " s a c r e d  a n d  o f  im m e n s e  a n t iq u i ty ,  a n d  e v e n  

w ic k e d  c r e a tu r e s  w e r e  a f r a id  to  c h e a t  w h e n  th e y  p l a y e d  a t  i t"  (V .90). B i lb o 's  

q u e s t io n  " W h a t  h a v e  I  g o t  in  m y  p o c k e t? "  is  n o t  r e a l ly  a  p r o p e r  r i d d l e  b y  th e  

r u l e s  o f  t h e  g a m e — " n o t  a  r i d d le ,  p r e c io u s ,  n o ,"  a s  G o l lu m  p o in t s  o u t  (93), a n d  

l a t e r  m o r e  e m p h a t ic a l ly ,  " I t  c h e a te d  f ir s t ,  i t  d id .  I t  b r o k e  th e  r u l e s "  (LotR I .2 .5 6 ) — 

b u t  B ilb o  in s i s t s  o n  a n  a n s w e r  in  o r d e r  to  a v o id  f o r f e i t in g  th e  g a m e  a n d  lo s in g  h is  

life . G o l lu m 's  b r e a c h  o f  t h e  r u l e s  is  f a r  m o r e  s e r io u s ,  a s  h e  i n t e n d s  to  k i l l  th e  

h o b b i t  r a th e r  t h a n  k e e p  h i s  p r o m is e  a n d  s h o w  h im  th e  w a y  o u t .  B o th  o f  th e s e  

i n s ta n c e s  a r e  r a th e r  lo w  o n  th e  s c a le  o f  m o r a l  d e v e l o p m e n t — th e y  a r e  b o th  

c h e a t in g  in  o r d e r  to  g a in  s o m e th in g  th e y  w a n t  o r  p r e v e n t  t h e  o th e r  p a r t y  f ro m  

h a r m i n g  th e m .  B u t  t h e n  i t  g e ts  m o r e  c o m p l ic a te d .  G o l lu m  lo s e s  b o th  t h e  g a m e  

a n d  th e  c h a n c e  to  d in e  o n  h o b b i t ,  b u t  h i s  m is e r y  l e a d s  to  B ilb o  f e e l in g  p i t y  a n d  

e m p a t h y  a n d  s p a r i n g  h i s  life . B i lb o 's  v e r y  a c t  o f  m e r c y  is  a  d i s o b e d ie n c e  to  th e  

p r o m p t i n g s  o f  ju s t ic e  a n d  c o m m o n  s e n s e ,  w h ic h  p la c e s  i t  a t  a  h i g h e r  le v e l  o f  

m o r a l i ty ,  a n d  th is  p e r h a p s  is  w h y  i t  l e a d s  to  a  g o o d  e n d .  W ith in  t h e  s to ry ,  i t  g e ts  

h i m  o u t  o f  t h e  g o b l in  c a v e s  w i t h  t h e  R in g  in ta c t  and w i t h o u t  a  d e a t h  o n  h is  

c o n s c ie n c e .  E v e n tu a l ly ,  o u t s id e  t h e  s to r y  o f  The Hobbit, t h i s  is  o n e  o f  t h e  a c ts  o f  

M e r c y  t h a t  a l lo w  G o l lu m  to  b e  a t  t h e  C r a c k s  o f  D o o m  a t  t h e  e n d ,  w h e n  h e  n e e d s  

to  b e .

O n c e  w e  c ro s s  u n d e r  t h e  M is ty  M o u n t a in s  w e  m o v e  in to  a  s e c t io n  o f  th e  

b o o k  w h e r e  B ilb o  b e c o m e s  m o r e  o f  a  f a i r y  t a le  h e r o ,  a n d  w e  e n c o u n te r  m a n y  

in s ta n c e s  o f  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  o b e y in g  ( a n d  th e  r i s k s  o f  d is o b e y in g )  f a i r y  ta le  

p r o h ib i t io n s .  G e n e r a l ly ,  in  t h i s  s e c t io n  i t  is  t h e  d w a r v e s  w h o  b r e a k  th e  r u l e s  a n d  

B ilb o  w h o  m u s t  s e t  t h in g s  r ig h t ,  s in c e  i t  s e e m s  th e  i n s t a n t  th e y  a r e  o u t  o f  

G a n d a l f 's  s i g h t  t h e y  t e n d  to  g e t  in to  t r o u b le .  S h o o t in g  a t  t h e  e n c h a n te d  d e e r  w a s  

n o t  s t r i c t ly  p r o h i b i t e d  in  a n y  o f  t h e i r  i n s t r u c t io n s ,  b u t  i t  is  o n e  o f  t h o s e  c o m m o n -  

s e n s e  t h in g s  o n e  is  s u p p o s e d  to  l e a r n  f r o m  f a i r y  ta le s ,  a n d  th e  r e s u l t  w a s  t h a t  

t h e y  w a s t e d  a ll  t h e i r  a r r o w s  a n d  B o m b u r  fe ll  in to  a n  e n c h a n te d  s le e p .  S im ila r ly ,  

t h e  d w a r v e s  d i s o b e y  b o t h  f a i r y - ta le  r u l e s  a n d  c o m m o n  c o u r te s y ,  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  

p r o h ib i t i o n  a b o u t  l e a v in g  th e  p a th ,  w h e n  t h e y  th r ic e  d i s tu r b  t h e  E lv e n k in g 's  

f e a s t .  T h is  a t  l e a s t  r e s u l t s  in  t h e  m in o r  e u c a ta s t r o p h e  o f  g i v in g  B ilb o  a  c h a n c e  to  

b e  h e ro ic ,  g a in  c o n f id e n c e ,  b e c o m e  th e i r  l e a d e r ,  a n d  l e a r n  th e  u s e s  o f  t h e  R in g .  

A n d  in  t h e  e n d ,  i t  t u r n s  o u t  t h i s  g e ts  t h e  p a r t y  to  L a k e to w n  b y  " t h e  o n ly  r o a d  

t h a t  w a s  a n y  g o o d ,"  a s  a ll  o th e r s  w e r e  e v e n  m o r e  u n s a f e  (X .203). U l t im a te ly ,  

t h r o u g h  c a u s in g  th e  E lv e n k in g  s u c h  a n n o y a n c e ,  t h e  e u c a ta s t r o p h ic  r e s u l t  is  t h a t  

t h e  E lf, D w a r f ,  a n d  H u m a n  a r m ie s  a ll  m e e t  t o g e th e r  in  t h e  r i g h t  p la c e  to  f i g h t  o f f  

t h e  G o b l in s  a n d  W a rg s .
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B u t  t h e  r e a l ly  i m p o r t a n t  a c t  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  w i t h in  t h e  c o n f in e s  o f  The 
Hobbit is  B i lb o 's  c o n c e a lm e n t  o f  t h e  A r k e n s to n e  a g a in s t  T h o r in 's  v e r y  s p e c if ic  

o r d e r s  a n d  th r e a ts .  W h e n  B ilb o  f i r s t  g r e e d i ly  p ic k s  i t  u p ,  n o  sp e c if ic  o r d e r  h a s  

b e e n  i s s u e d ,  b u t  h e  h a s  " a n  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  f e e l in g "  a b o u t  w h a t  h e  h a s  d o n e  a n d  

is  a f r a id  t h a t  " t r o u b le  w o u l d  y e t  c o m e  o f  i t"  (X III.2 4 9 ). B y  th e  t im e  T h o r in  

c o m m a n d s  a ll  h i s  f o l lo w e r s  to  lo o k  f o r  t h e  A r k e n s to n e  a n d  th r e a t e n s  v e n g e a n c e  

o n  a n y o n e  w h o  k e e p s  i t  (X V I.279), B ilb o  h a s  r e d e e m e d  h im s e l f  b y  m o v in g  

b e y o n d  m e r e  p o s s e s s iv e n e s s  a n d  s t a r t i n g  to  f o r m  " t h e  b e g in n in g s  o f  a  p l a n . "  H e  

s n e a k s  a w a y  a n d  g iv e s  t h e  g e m  to  t h e  l e a d e r s  o f  t h e  b e s i e g in g  e lf  a n d  h u m a n  

a r m y  in  h o p e s  t h a t  t h e y  c a n  u s e  i t  to  b r o k e r  a  p e a c e  w i t h  T h o r in  (284). A  b a r g a in  

is  s t r u c k ,  a s  h e  h a d  h o p e d  (X V II.288), b u t  T h o r in ,  e n c o u r a g e d  b y  th e  a p p r o a c h in g  

a r m ie s  o f  h i s  c o u s in  D a in ,  t r e a c h e r o u s ly  p l a n s  to  b r e a k  it. B u t  a ll  t h e  n e g o t i a t i n g  

a n d  d e la y in g  b r o u g h t  a b o u t  b y  B i lb o 's  a c t io n  h a s  t h e  e u c a ta s t r o p h ic  e f fe c t  o f  

h o l d in g  o f f  t h e  b a t t l e  b e tw e e n  th e  D w a r v e s  a n d  th e i r  o p p o n e n t s  u n t i l  e x a c t ly  th e  

m o m e n t  o f  t h e  G o b l in  a n d  W a r g  a t ta c k .  T h e i r  v ic to r y  b r in g s  p e a c e  to  t h e  n o r th ,  

a n d  c r e a te s  a  l a s t i n g  a l l ia n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  r a c e s  in  t h a t  p a r t  o f  M id d le - e a r th .  O n  a  

m o r e  p e r s o n a l  le v e l ,  t h e  b a t t l e  a l lo w s  T h o r in  to  r e d e e m  h im s e l f  fo r  h i s  a c t  o f  

t r e a c h e r y  a n d  d ie  c le a n s e d  o f  th is  ta in t .

S o  in  The Hobbit, t h e  m a jo r i ty  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  is  to  s im p le  t h in g s  l ik e  

f a i r y - ta le  r u l e s  a n d  th e  r u l e s  o f  e t i q u e t t e  a n d  c o u r te s y .  B u t  a s  t h e  s to r y  

p r o g r e s s e s  t h e  d i le m m a s  b e c o m e  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e  r e s u l t s  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  

m o r e  s ig n i f ic a n t ,  a n d  th e  e u c a ta s t r o p h ic  e v e n t s  m o r e  c le a r ly  r e la te d  to  B i lb o 's  

m o r a l  d e v e lo p m e n t .

M o v in g  o n  to  The Lord of the Rings, w e  f i n d  o u r s e lv e s  in  a  w o r l d  a t  w a r ,  

a n d  th e  a c ts  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  a n d  th e i r  c o n s e q u e n c e s  a r e  b o th  m o r e  m e a n in g f u l  

a n d  m o r e  c le a r ly  d e f in e d .  I  w a n t  to  lo o k  a t  d i s o b e d ie n c e  th e m a t i c a l ly  r a th e r  t h a n  

s t r i c t ly  c h r o n o lo g ic a l ly  t h i s  t im e ,  a n d  d i v id e  in c id e n t s  b y  m o t iv a t io n .  Why d o  

c h a r a c te r s  in  The Lord of the Rings d i s o b e y  w h a t e v e r  i t  is  t h e y  a r e  d i s o b e y in g ?  

W h a t  a r e  t h e  r e s u l t s ?  P a r t  o f  t h e  b r i l l i a n c e  o f  The Lord of the Rings is  t h a t  i t  is  so  

t ig h t l y  p l o t t e d  a n d  d e n s e ly  i n te r w o v e n  t h a t  i t  c a n  b e  d i f f ic u l t  to  not s e e  a n y  

p a r t i c u l a r  a c t  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  c o n t r ib u t in g  in  s o m e  w a y  to  a  l a t e r  m o m e n t  o f  

e u c a ta s t r o p h e .

F i r s t  l e t 's  lo o k  a t  a  f e w  a c ts  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  t h a t  s p r i n g  f r o m  

q u e s t io n a b le  m o tiv e s .  B o r o m ir  is  a  g o o d  e x a m p le  to  s t a r t  w i th .  W h e n  w e  f i r s t  

m e e t  h i m  a t  t h e  C o u n c i l  o f  E lr o n d ,  h e  s p e a k s  o f  f o l lo w in g  a  v i s io n  t h a t  d i r e c te d  

h i m  to  I m la d r i s ,  b u t  w h a t  h e  q u ic k ly  g lo s s e s  o v e r  w a s  t h a t  t h e  v i s io n  c a m e  f i r s t  

a n d  m o s t  o f te n  to  F a r a m i r  a n d  th e  q u e s t  w a s  c le a r ly  m e a n t  f o r  h im ,  a n d  t h a t  

B o ro m ir ,  in  h i s  d e s i r e  fo r  g lo ry ,  p r e s s u r e d  h i s  f a th e r  in to  l e t t in g  h i m  g o  in s te a d ,  

a g a in s t  b o th  D e n e t h o r 's  o w n  b e t t e r  j u d g m e n t  a n d  th e  u r g i n g s  o f  t h e  v i s io n  i ts e l f  

(II .2 .2 4 0 , IV .5 .6 5 6 , V .1 .7 3 8 , V .4 .7 9 5 ). T h is  is  o f  a  p ie c e  w i t h  h i s  l a t e r  d i s o b e d ie n c e  

a t  P a r t h  G a le n ,  w h e n  h e  g o e s  a g a in s t  A r a g o r n 's  r e q u e s t  t h a t  F r o d o  b e  g iv e n  t im e
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a lo n e  to  d e c id e  o n  th e i r  p a th ,  a n d  r e v e a ls  h i s  o s te n s ib le  m o t iv e  o f  s a v in g  G o n d o r  

to  b e  t a i n t e d  b y  th e  d e s i r e  fo r  h i s  o w n  g lo r y  w h e n  h e  t r ie s  to  t a k e  t h e  R in g  

(II .1 0 .3 8 9 ). W a s  h i s  d i s o b e d ie n c e  o n l y  a  c a t a s t r o p h e  w i t h  n o  g o o d  e f fe c ts ?  N o t  

e n t i r e ly ;  i t  w a s  w h a t  w a s  n e e d e d  to  c o n v in c e  F r o d o  to  le a v e  th e  c o m p a n y  t h e n  

a n d  th e r e ,  a n d  B o ro m ir  w a s  a b le  to  r e d e e m  h im s e l f  b y  d e f e n d i n g  M e r r y  a n d  

P i p p i n  f r o m  th e  o rc s ,  t h o u g h  i t  d i d n ' t  s a v e  t h e m  f r o m  c a p tu r e .

P i p p in ,  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d ,  is  g e n e r a l l y  m o t iv a te d  b y  a  m o r e  in n o c e n t  

" 's a t i a b l e  c u r t io s i ty ,"  l ik e  K ip l in g 's  E l e p h a n t 's  C h i ld ,  w h e n  h e  d i s o b e y s  t h e  l a w s  

o f  c o m m o n  s e n s e - m o s t  n o t a b l y  w h e n  h e  d r o p s  t h e  r o c k  in  t h e  w e l l  in  M o r ia  

a n d  w h e n  h e  lo o k s  i n to  t h e  palantir. H e  k n o w s  h e  is  d o in g  w r o n g ,  a n d  th o s e  

e v e n t s  d o n ' t  t u r n  o u t  v e r y  w e l l - t h o u g h  e v e n tu a l ly  t h e r e  is  a  e u c a ta s t r o p h e ,  in  

t h a t  t h e  M o r ia  i n c id e n t  l e a d s  to  G a n d a l f 's  d e a t h  a n d  r e s u r r e c t io n ,  a n d  S a u r o n  is  

d i s t r a c t e d  b y  h i s  a p p e a r a n c e  in  t h e  palantir. P i p p i n  a t  l e a s t  h a s  t h e  c h a n c e  to  

m a t u r e  a n d  r e d e e m  h im s e l f  w i t h  la te r  a c ts  o f  f a r  m o r e  p u r p o s e f u l  a n d  

m e a n i n g f u l  d i s o b e d ie n c e ,  a s  w e  s h a l l  se e .

T h e  m o s t  i n te r e s t in g  a n d  f r u i t f u l  a c ts  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  in  The Lord of the 
Rings r e s u l t  f r o m  w h a t  o n e  m ig h t  t e r m  t h e  v i r t u e  o f  caritas, o r  w h a t  L e w is  c a l le d  

g i f t- lo v e  (The Four Loves 213): lo v e  fo r  o n e 's  f r i e n d s ,  a  d e s i r e  to  k e e p  o th e r s  o u t  o f  

d a n g e r ,  a n d  a n  u r g e  to  t r u s t  e v e n  w h e r e  o n e  w a s  t o ld  n o t  to . A n  e x c e lle n t  

e x a m p le  o f  t h i s  is  t h e  " c o n s p i r a c y "  o f  F r o d o 's  f r i e n d s ,  M e r r y ,  P i p p in ,  F a t ty ,  a n d  

e s p e c ia l ly  S a m , w h o ,  in  d e f ia n c e  o f  s o c ia l ly  c o r re c t  b e h a v io r ,  s p y  o n  F r o d o  a n d  

s c h e m e  b e h in d  h i s  b a c k  to  e a s e  h i s  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  f r o m  th e  S h ire ,  a n d  in  s p i t e  o f  

h i s  p r o te s ts ,  p l a n  to  g o  w i t h  h i m  w h e r e v e r  h e  g o e s .  L a te r  w e  s e e  S a m  s n e a k in g  

u n i n v i t e d  in to  t h e  c o u n c i l  c h a m b e r  a t  R iv e n d e l l ,  a n d  P i p p i n  a n d  M e r r y  in s i s t in g  

th e y  w i l l  a c c o m p a n y  th e  F e l lo w s h ip  e v e n  if  f o r b i d d e n  to  g o  b y  E l r o n d  h im s e l f .  A t 

P a r t h  G a le n  th i s  c u lm in a t e s  in  t h e  d i r e c t  d e f ia n c e  o f  A r a g o r n 's  o r d e r s  — M e rry ,  

P i p p in ,  a n d  S a m  a ll  r u n  o f f  in  s e a r c h  o f  F r o d o .  B u t  in  t h e  e n d  th e i r  caritas fo r  

F r o d o  l e a d s  to  e u c a ta s t r o p h e ;  t h e  s c a t t e r in g  o f  t h e  C o m p a n y  p u t s  S a m  f i r m ly  a t  

F r o d o 's  s id e ,  s e n d s  M e r r y  a n d  P i p p i n  o f f  to  b e c o m e  th e  p e b b le s  t h a t  s t a r t  th e  

a v a la n c h e  in  F a n g o r n ,  a n d  b r in g s  G a n d a l f  to  E d o r a s  to  c u r e  T h e o d e n .

T h e r e  a r e  a ls o  tw o  m a jo r  p o i n t s  in  t h e  p lo t  w h e r e  caritas f o r  a  s u p e r io r  

p r o m p t s  d e l ib e r a t e  a n d  k n o w i n g  d i s o b e d ie n c e  to  h i s  o r d e r s .  O n e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  is  

M e r r y  a n d  E o w y n 's  d i s o b e d ie n c e  in  f o l lo w in g  T h e o d e n  in to  b a t t l e ,  w h ic h  is  

e u c a ta s t r o p h ic  in  p u t t i n g  th e  o n ly  p e o p le  w h o  c o u ld  v a n q u is h  t h e  W i t c h -k in g  in  

t h e  r i g h t  p la c e  a t  t h e  r i g h t  t im e .10 T h e  o th e r  is  B e r e g o n d 's  d i s o b e d ie n c e  in  

f i g h t in g  to  s a v e  F a r a m i r  in  th e  T o m b s  w h e n  h i s  f a th e r  t r ie s  to  b u r n  h i m  a liv e ;  

h e r e  P i p p i n  r e d e e m s  h i s  e a r l ie r  f o o l is h  r u l e - b r e a k i n g  b y  d e f y in g  D e n e th o r 's  

o r d e r s  w i t h  fu l l  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o f  w h a t  h e  is  d o in g .  A s  h e  p u t s  i t  q u i t e  c le a r ly  to

10 Eowyn's motives are of course complex and multi-faceted, but love for Theoden is a very 
large part of w hy she rides w ith him.
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B eregond, it is a situa tion  w h ere  one m u s t choose b e tw een  o rd e rs  an d  life 
(V.4.809).

G iv ing  tru s t w h ere  one is o rd e red  n o t to  is an o th e r d isobedience th a t is 
a d irec t re su lt of caritas. W e w itness  th is in  tw o  p a rticu la rly  im p o rtan t places, 
w h e re  som eone stric tly  fo llow ing  o rd e rs  to  d is tru s t stran g ers  cou ld  dera il the 
en tire  m ission  of th e  A llies. F irst w e see E om er's  d isobedience to o rd e rs  in  n o t 
ju s t a llow ing  A ragorn , Legolas, an d  G im li to cross R ohan  u n accom pan ied , b u t in 
len d in g  th em  horses. "H o w  shall a m a n  ju d g e  w h a t to  do in  such  tim es?" h e  asks 
A ragorn , w ho  rem in d s  h im  th a t "G ood  an d  ill h av e  n o t chan g ed " (III.2.427-8); 
g iv ing  tru s t  w h en  th e re  is no  reason  n o t to  is still a good  a n d  charitab le  th in g  to 
do. A n d  th en  th ere  is F a ram ir 's  p ara lle l d isobed ience  in  a llow ing  F rodo, Sam, 
an d  G ollum  to trave l u n im p e d e d  th ro u g h  Ith ilien  in  sp ite  of h is  o rd e rs  to kill all 
strangers , h u m a n  an d  an im al (IV.5.650). In  bo th  of these  cases the  re su lt is a 
m u tu a lity  of tru s t  th a t benefits all. We also see tru s t  g iven  u n e a rn e d  b y  F rodo  to 
G ollum ; th o u g h  G ollum  can n ev er tru ly  re tu rn  h is tru st, th is  is an o th e r one of the 
m ercies th a t b rin g s Sm eagol to  th e  C racks of D oom .

H o w  do  w e in te rp re t th e  com plex series of even ts a t M o u n t D oom  from  
th e  p erspective  of look ing  for acts of d isobedience, the ir m otives, a n d  their 
resu lts?  A  key  question  is: w ho  is ac tua lly  th e  M aster of th e  P recious w h o m  
G ollum  h as  p ro m ised  to  serve? H e  h a s  left h im se lf a certa in  am o u n t of w rigg le - 
ro o m  w ith  h is w o rd in g  (IV.1.604). T he sp irit of h is  p rom ise  is c le a r—he  is to 
serve F rodo. B ut the  actua l w ord in g , of course, leaves h im  free to  serve 
w h o m ev er h o ld s  th e  R in g —in c lu d in g  h im self. In  th e  C ham ber of th e  S am m ath  
N a u r w e find  tw o  overw h e lm in g  u rg e s  to d isobed ience  locked  in  battle. F rodo  is 
d isobey ing  th e  charge  la id  on  h im  a t th e  d e p a rtu re  from  R ivendell, to  accom plish  
th e  task  th a t E lrond  felt w as ap p o in ted  to  h im  a n d  h im  alone (11.3.273), an d  
b e tray in g  the  faith  a n d  sacrifices of all w ho  m a d e  h is  jo u rn ey  p o ss ib le —h ere  
w h ere  it  w as forged, w h ere  th e  co m m an d in g  "voice" of th e  R ing  is s im ply  too 
ove rw h e lm in g  to ignore. G o llum  is d isobey ing  th e  o rd e rs  of th e  cu rren t M aster 
of th e  P rec ious in  try in g  to  take  it  from  Frodo, an d  as F rodo  p red ic ted , th e  R ing  is 
tw is tin g  h is  p ro m ise —for is h e  no t, in  try in g  to save the  R ing  from  th e  Fire, m ore  
tru ly  se rv ing  b o th  th e  R ing  an d  th e  R ing 's  firs t m aste r, its creator, S auron  
h im self?  A n d  yet, in  the  end , th e  euca tastroph ic  re su lt is th a t he  does serve F rodo, 
b y  b ea rin g  th e  R ing  in to  the  F ire an d  th u s  accom plish ing  h is  m ission  for h im  — 
an d  b y  sav ing  F rodo  a t la s t from  th e  m ad n ess  h is  b u rd e n  caused:

A nd there w as Frodo, pale and w orn, and yet him self again; and in  his 
eyes there w as peace now , neither strain  of will, no t m adness, nor any 
fear. H is b u rden  was taken away. [...] [H]e w as him self again, he w as free. 
(VI.3.926)
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A s  w e  c a n  se e , d i s o b e d ie n c e  in  The Lord of the Rings is  m o r e  o f te n  a b o u t  

l o o k in g  w i t h in  to  j u d g e  a  r i g h t  c o u r s e  o f  a c t io n  a g a in s t  a n  a u th o r i t y  t h a t  is  

o r d e r i n g  s o m e th in g  q u e s t io n a b le ,  r a th e r  t h a n  d i s o b e y in g  a  s e t  o f  r u le s .  T h is  m o r e  

m a t u r e  c o n s id e r a t i o n  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  r e q u i r e s  j u d g in g  o r d e r s  a n d  a c t io n s  b y  

th e i r  h a r m o n y  w i t h  t h e  T ao  a n d  d i s o b e y in g  o r d e r s  t h a t  c o n f l ic t  w i t h  t h e  w a y  th e  

w o r l d  n e e d s  to  b e . I n t e n t io n s  a r e  v i ta l ly  i m p o r t a n t ;  a s  L o y  a n d  G o o d h e w 's  

B u d d h i s t  e x a m in a t io n  o f  The Lord of the Rings p o in t s  o u t ,  o n e  o f  i ts  c e n t r a l  le s s o n s  

is  t h a t  " g o o d  in te n t io n s  l e a d  to  g o o d  r e s u l t s ,  w h i l e  e v il  in te n t io n s  a r e  se lf -  

d e f e a t in g "  (8).

I n  The Silmarillion w e  a r r iv e  a t  t h e  tw i n  u n d e r ly i n g  a c ts  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  

a n d  r e b e l l io n  t h a t  s h a p e  T o lk ie n 's  w h o le  u n iv e r s e ,  a n d  I  w a n t  to  c o n c e n t r a te  o n  

th e s e  to  t h e  e x c lu s io n  o f  m a n y  o th e r  i n te r e s t in g  e x a m p le s  f r o m  th e  b a c k g r o u n d  

l e g e n d a r i u m .11 T h e  f o u n d a t io n a l  e v e n t  o f  t h e  p h y s ic a l  u n iv e r s e ,  t h e  G r e a t  M u s ic  

t h a t  I l u v a t a r  i n s t r u c t s  t h e  V a la r  to  s in g ,  is  m a r r e d  b y  a n  a c t  o f  r e b e l l io n  — 

c o n f i r m in g  t h a t  e v e n  th e  V a la r  a r e  c r e a te d  w i t h  f r e e  w il l .  T h e  in te r e s t in g  th in g  to  

lo o k  a t  h e r e  is  M e lk o r 's  m o t iv a t io n  fo r  r e b e l l in g .  M e lk o r ,  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  th e  

V a la r ,  b y  s in g in g  h i s  o w n  t h e m e  in to  t h e  M u s ic ,  " s o u g h t  t h e r e in  to  in c r e a s e  th e  

p o w e r  a n d  g lo r y  o f  t h e  p a r t  a s s ig n e d  to  h im s e l f .  [ . . . ]  H e  h a d  g o n e  o f te n  a lo n e  

in to  th e  v o id  p la c e s  s e e k in g  th e  I m p e r i s h a b le  F la m e ;  fo r  d e s i r e  g r e w  h o t  w i th in  

h i m  to  b r i n g  in to  B e in g  t h in g s  o f  h i s  o w n  [ . . . ] "  (Silm. 4). W h y  d o e s  h e  d e s i r e  to  

c r e a te  th e s e  th in g s ?  W e  se e  la te r ,  w h e n  th e  V a la r  b e h o ld  t h e  v i s io n  o f  th e  

C h i ld r e n  o f  I l u v a t a r ,  t h a t  t h e  o th e r  V a la r  " lo v e  th e m ,  b e in g  t h in g s  o th e r  t h a n  

th e m s e lv e s ,  s t r a n g e  a n d  f re e , w h e r e i n  th e y  s a w  th e  m i n d  o f  I l u v a t a r  r e f le c te d  

a n e w "  (7), b u t  M e lk o r  " d e s i r e d  r a th e r  to  s u b d u e  to  h i s  w i l l  b o t h  E lv e s  a n d  M e n , 

e n v y in g  th e  g i f ts  w i t h  w h ic h  I l u v a t a r  p r o m is e d  to  e n d o w  th e m ;  a n d  h e  w i s h e d  

h im s e l f  to  h a v e  s u b je c ts  a n d  s e r v a n ts ,  a n d  to  b e  c a l le d  L o rd ,  a n d  to  b e  a  m a s te r  

o v e r  o th e r  w i l l s "  (8); h e  e v e n  w a n t e d  to  m a k e  th e  o th e r  V a la r  s u b je c t  to  h i m  (28). 

S o  M e lk o r 's  m o t iv a t io n ,  o n e  w e  w i l l  s e e  a g a in  a n d  a g a in  in  T o lk i e n 's  d e p ic t io n  o f  

e v il ,  is  t h e  u r g e  to  d o m in a t e  a ll  o th e r  f r e e - w i l le d  b e in g s .

N o w  l e t 's  c o n t r a s t  t h i s  w i t h  a n o th e r  a c t  o f  d i s o b e d ie n c e  o n  th e  p a r t  o f  

o n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t  V a la r — A u le 's  c r e a t io n  o f  t h e  D w a r v e s .  B o th  A u le  a n d  M e lk o r  

" d e s i r e d  to  m a k e  t h in g s  o f  t h e i r  o w n  t h a t  s h o u l d  b e  n e w  a n d  u n t h o u g h t  o f  b y  

o th e r s ,  a n d  d e l ig h t e d  in  t h e  p r a i s e  o f  t h e i r  s k i l l"  (18). B u t  in  c o n t r a s t  to  M e lk o r ,  

w h o  " s p e n t  h i s  s p i r i t  in  e n v y  a n d  h a te ,"  A u le  " r e m a i n e d  f a i t h f u l  to  E r u  a n d  

s u b m i t t e d  a ll  t h a t  h e  d i d  to  h i s  w i l l "  (18). A u le  c r e a te d  th e  D w a r v e s  o u t  o f  h i s  

g r e a t  e a g e r n e s s  fo r  t h e  c o m in g  o f  t h e  C h i ld r e n  o f  I l u v a t a r ,  d e s i r in g  to  h a v e

11 Two major and highly significant acts of disobedience and rebellion in  The Silmarillion 
that w ould also be useful to analyze are Feanor's great oath of vengeance for the theft of 
the Silmarils, and the act of Ar-Pharazon that led to the drowning of Numenor. See Croft, 
"Turin" 5, for a discussion of the former.
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s o m e o n e  to  t e a c h  " h i s  lo r e  a n d  h i s  c r a f t s "  to  (37), a n d  to  " re jo ic e  in  [A r d a ] "  (38). 

B u t  s o m e h o w  h e  k n o w s  w h a t  h e  w a s  d o i n g  i s n ' t  q u i te  r ig h t ,  so  h e  w o r k s  in  

s e c re t .  I l u v a t a r  s to p s  h i m  a t  t h e  v e r y  m o m e n t  h e  w a k e s  h i s  c r e a t io n s  a n d  b e g in s  

t e a c h in g  t h e m  to  s p e a k ,  a n d  th e  m a in  p o i n t  o f  h i s  a d m o n i s h m e n t  is  t h a t  A u le  h a s  

o n ly  c r e a te d  a u to m a to n s  to  d o m in a te :  " [T ]h e  c r e a tu r e s  o f  t h y  h a n d  a n d  m i n d  c a n  

l iv e  o n ly  b y "  t h e  p o w e r  a n d  a u th o r i t y  t h a t  E r u  g a v e  A u le , t h u s  " m o v i n g  w h e n  

t h o u  th in k e s t  to  m o v e  th e m ,  a n d  if  t h y  t h o u g h t  b e  e ls e w h e r e ,  s t a n d in g  id le .  I s  

t h a t  t h y  d e s i r e ? "  (37). A u le  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h i s  p e r fe c t ly ,  a n d  th o u g h  h i s  m o t iv a t io n  

w a s  s u b - c r e a t io n  in  im i t a t i o n  o f  a n d  f o r  t h e  g lo r y  o f  E ru ,  h e  r e a l iz e s  h i s  e r r o r  a n d  

o f f e r s  to  d e s t r o y  th e m .  I l u v a t a r  g r a n t s  t h e  D w a r v e s  a w a r e n e s s  a n d  f r e e  w il l ,  b u t  

i n s i s t s  t h e y  m u s t  s le e p  t i l l  t h e  F i r s tb o r n  a p p e a r .  H e r e  d i s o b e d ie n c e  is  b o r n  o u t  o f  

lo v e  a n d  a  d e s i r e  to  in c r e a s e  t h e  b o u n t y  o f  t h e  w o r ld ,  b u t  w i t h  a n  e s s e n t ia l  

m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  g i f t  o f  f r e e  w il l .  B u t  A u le 's  a c t  is  t u r n e d  to  t h e  g o o d ,  a n d  

th e  D w a r v e s  th e m s e lv e s  t e a c h  t h a t  t h e y  w i l l  b e  p a r t  o f  t h e  r e b u i l d i n g  o f  A r d a  

a f te r  t h e  L a s t  B a ttle .

I n  t h e s e  tw o  s e q u e n c e s  w e  s e e  f r e e  w i l l  a t  w o r k  e v e n  a m o n g  th e  h i g h e s t  

a n g e ls .  D is o b e d ie n c e  is  c le a r ly  d i f f e r e n t i a te d  a s  to  i ts  in te n t io n :  w h e t h e r  i t  o c c u r s  

o u t  o f  a  l u s t  f o r  d e s t r u c t i o n  a n d  th e  d o m in a t io n  o f  o th e r s ,  o r  o u t  o f  lo v e  a n d  s u b ­

c r e a t iv e  d e s i r e .  A ls o  k e y  is  t h e  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  c o r re c t io n  b y  E r u — w h e t h e r  th e  

d i s o b e d ie n t  V a la  u n d e r s t a n d s  a n d  s u b m i t s  to  h i s  w i l l  o r  c o n t in u e s  in  r e s is ta n c e .

I  w a n t  to  f in is h  t h i s  s e c t io n  b y  f o c u s in g  o n  G a la d r ie l .  H e r  s to r y  is  a n  

e x a m p le  o f  t h e  w o r k i n g  o u t  o f  fa te ,  f r e e  w il l ,  d i s o b e d ie n c e ,  a n d  e u c a ta s t r o p h e  

o v e r  a  s in g le  b e in g 's  l i f e t im e . U n f o r tu n a t e ly ,  i t 's  a ls o  o n e  o f  t h e  s to r ie s  t h a t  

T o lk ie n  t i n k e r e d  w i t h  u p  to  t h e  v e r y  e n d — C h r i s t o p h e r  T o lk ie n  c o m m e n ts  o n  th e  

" s e v e r e  in c o n s is te n c ie s "  o f  th e  d i f f e r e n t  v e r s io n s  ( q td .  in  L a k o w s k i  96) — so  i t 's  

n o t  e n t i r e ly  c le a r  w h a t  w e  s h o u l d  c o n s id e r  t h e  " t r u e "  s to ry .  W h a t  w e  a r e  a b le  to  

s a y  f o r  s u r e  is  t h a t  s h e  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  N o l d o r  w h o  r e b e l le d  a g a in s t  t h e  V a la r  a n d  

f l e d  to  M i d d l e - e a r t h  a g a i n s t  th e  w i s h e s  o f  M a n w e ;  in  The Silmarillion h e r  m o t iv e  

is  g iv e n  a s  a  " [ y e a r n in g ]  to  s e e  th e  w i d e  u n g u a r d e d  l a n d s  a n d  to  r u l e  t h e r e  a  

r e a l m  a t  h e r  o w n  w i l l"  (Silm. 9 0 ). A s  s u c h ,  w h e t h e r  s h e  w a s  o f  F e a n o r 's  p a r t y  o r  

a g a in s t  h i m  o r  a c t e d  a lo n e ,  h e r  g o a l  w a s  in  e f fe c t  to  s e e k  a  p la c e  a w a y  f r o m  th e  

d i r e c t  c o n tro l  o f  t h e  V a la r  w h e r e  s h e  c o u ld  r u l e  a n d  h a v e  d o m in io n  o v e r  o th e r s .  

W h a te v e r  h e r  m o tiv e ,  s h e  w a s  t h u s  s u b je c t  to  t h e  e x ile  o f  t h e  N o l d o r  a n d  

f o r b i d d e n  to  r e t u r n  to  V a l in o r .  B u t  h e r  lo n g  e x ile  in  M i d d l e - e a r t h  t a u g h t  h e r  

w i s d o m ,  h u m i l i ty ,  a n d  " a  d e e p  a w a r e n e s s  o f  t h e  l im i ta t io n s  o f  h e r  p o w e r "  

( L a k o w s k i  99), to  t h e  p o i n t  w h e r e  s h e  is  a b le ,  w h e n  p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  t e m p ta t io n ,  to  

r e je c t  t h e  R i n g — to  w i l l i n g ly  s a y  " I  w i l l  d im in i s h ,  a n d  g o  in to  t h e  W e s t,  a n d  

r e m a in  G a la d r ie l "  (LotR II .7 .3 5 7 ). S h e  h a s  f in a l ly  a n d  f i r m ly  r e je c te d  th e  

t e m p t a t i o n  to  fu lf i l l  h e r  e a r ly  d e s i r e  to  d o m in a t e  t h e  w i l l  o f  o th e r s .  A g a in ,  th e r e  

a r e  c e r ta in  in c o n s is te n c ie s  in  t h e  v e r s io n s  o f  t h e  s t o r y — d i d  sh e , l ik e  D o ro th y ,  

h a v e  th e  m e a n s  to  g o  h o m e  a ll  a lo n g ,  o r  w a s  p e r m is s io n  to  r e t u r n  to  V a l in o r  n o t
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g r a n te d  u n t i l  t h e  i n s t a n t  s h e  r e je c te d  th e  R in g ?  I n  a n y  c a se , th is  r e p e n ta n c e  o f  h e r  

e a r l ie r  s in  o f  d e s i r in g  d o m in a t io n  r e s u l t s  in  p e r s o n a l  e u c a ta s t r o p h e  fo r  

G a l a d r i e l — s h e  t a k e s  s h ip  to  t h e  U t t e r m o s t  W e s t  a t  la s t .  W h a t  h e r  s to r y  s h o w s  is  

t h a t  f r e e  w i l l  m e a n s  o n e  m a y  m a k e  m is ta k e s ,  r e b e l ,  a n d  b e  d i s o b e d ie n t  fo r  a ll  th e  

w r o n g  r e a s o n s ,  a n d  s t i l l  b e  g r a n t e d  th e  g r a c e  o f  a n o th e r  c h a n c e .  T h e  W a r  in  

H e a v e n  t a k e s  p la c e  e v e n  a t  th e  le v e l  o f  t h e  i n d iv id u a l .  A s  a b o v e ,  so  b e lo w ;  a s  

b e lo w ,  so  a b o v e .

C o n c lu s io n
D is o b e d ie n c e  r e s u l t i n g  in  e u c a ta s t r o p h e  is  p a r t  o f  t h e  v e r y  f a b r ic  o f  

E r u 's  u n iv e r s e  f r o m  th e  b e g in n in g .  E v e n  a s  M e lk o r  r e b e l s  a n d  p l a y s  h i s  o w n  

th e m e s ,  t r y in g  to  d o m in a t e  t h e  m u s i c  o f  c r e a tio n ,  E r u  w o r k s  t h e m  in to  th e  

g r e a t e r  M u s ic .  A s  h e  p ro c la im s ,

A nd thou, Melkor, shall see tha t no them e m ay be played tha t ha th  no t its 
u tterm ost source in  me, nor can any alter the m usic in m y despite. For he 
tha t attem pteth  this shall prove bu t m ine instrum ent in  the devising of 
things m ore w onderful, w hich he him self h a th  not im agined. (Silm. 6)

T h is  is  r e i t e r a t e d  la te r  a s  E r u  p o n d e r s  t h e  g i f ts  h e  w il l  g r a n t  to  M e n  a n d  

th e  r i s k s  o f  g iv in g  t h e m  f r e e d o m  f r o m  fa te : " T h e s e  to o  in  t h e i r  t im e  s h a l l  f in d  

t h a t  a ll  t h a t  t h e y  d o  r e d o u n d s  a t  t h e  e n d  o n ly  to  t h e  g lo r y  o f  m y  w o r k "  (36). So 

w h a t e v e r  d i s o b e d ie n c e  o r  r e b e l l io n  th e r e  m i g h t  b e  in  t h e  w o r ld ,  i t  w i l l  s o o n e r  o r  

l a t e r  b e  w o r k e d  in to  t h e  p a t t e r n  f o r  g o o d .  " S o o n e r  o r  l a t e r "  d o e s  d e p e n d ,  th o u g h ,  

o n  th e  m o t iv e  fo r  d i s o b e d ie n c e  a n d  w h a t  t h e  b e in g  in  q u e s t io n  is  r e b e l l in g  

a g a in s t .  T h e  r e b e l l io n  o f  a  g r e a t  p o w e r  l ik e  M e lk o r ,  d i r e c t ly  a g a in s t  h i s  C re a to r ,  

c o n te n d in g  fo r  t h e  d o m in a t io n  o f  a ll  c r e a tio n ,  a n d  w i t h o u t  r e p e n ta n c e ,  m a y  ta k e  

a ll  e t e r n i ty  a n d  a  f in a l  b a t t l e  to  b e  b a la n c e d  o u t  in  t h e  T ao . B u t  a  m e r e  h o b b i t  

b r e a k i n g  a  r u l e  f o r  t h e  s a k e  o f  lo v e  m a y  f in d  i t  w o r k i n g  to  t h e  g o o d  in  f r o n t  o f  h is  

v e r y  e y e s .

I n  t h e  e te r n a l  s c h e m e  o f  th in g s ,  th e n ,  a ll  e v il  e v e n tu a l ly  t u r n s  to  th e  

g o o d ,  t h o u g h  w e  c a n n o t  g r a s p  th e  fu l l  p i c tu r e  o u r s e lv e s ,  a s  T o lk ie n  p o i n t e d  o u t  

in  o n e  o f  h is  le t te r s :

N o m an  can estim ate w hat is really happening  at the m om ent sub specie 
aeternitas. All w e do know  [...] is tha t evil labors w ith  vast pow er and 
perpetual success — in vain: preparing  always only the soil for unexpected 
good to  sprout in. So it is in general, and  so it is in  our ow n lives. (Letters
76)

F r e e  W il l  is  t h e  c h ie f e s t  w e a p o n  in  t h e  a r s e n a l  o f  h e a v e n ,  h o w e v e r  

s y m b o l ic a l ly  o n e  in t e r p r e t s  t h i s  s t a te m e n t .  T h e  f r e e  e x e rc is e  o f  in te l le c t  a l lo w s  u s
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to  t u r n  o u r  t h o u g h t s  to  d e f e a t in g  e n t r o p y ,  i f  y o u  p r e f e r .  Y o u  m ig h t  e v e n  s a y  w e  

h a v e  f r e e  w i l l  so  w e  can d i s o b e y — t h a t  d i s o b e d ie n c e  is  i t s  v e r y  p u r p o s e .12

V e ry ln  F l i e g e r  h a s  r e c e n t ly  w r i t t e n  a b o u t  T o lk i e n 's  E lv e s , M e n , a n d  th e  

r e la t iv e  " f a te d n e s s "  o f  t h e  t w o  r a c e s  a c c o r d in g  to  t h e  g i f ts  g iv e n  to  t h e m  b y  

I lu v a t a r .  I f  y o u  lo o k  o n  f r e e  w i l l  a s  I l u v a t a r 's  " s e c r e t  w e a p o n "  in  t h e  W a r  in  

H e a v e n ,  g i v in g  M e n  b o th  more f r e e  w i l l  t h a n  E lv e s  and t h e  g i f t  o f  d e a t h  m a k e s  

t h e m  e v e n  m o r e  e f fe c tiv e  a c to r s  in  t h i s  b a t t l e ,  f a r  m o r e  t h a n  m e r e  w e a p o n s .  T h e i r  

s t a k e s  a r e  h ig h e r ;  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  a c t i n g  w i t h  f r e e  w i l l  m e a n s  m o r e .  W h e n  a  

h u m a n  a c ts  w i t h  f r e e  w i l l  to  r i s k  h i s  l if e  f o r  a n o th e r ,  w i t h  n o  c le a r  p i c tu r e  o f  w h a t  

m ig h t  h a p p e n  to  h i s  b o d y  o r  s o u l  a f te r w a r d s ,  j u s t  k n o w i n g  t h a t  i t 's  r i g h t  to  d o  it, 

i t  q u i te  s e r io u s ly  m e a n s  s o m e th in g .  A n d  t h a t  is  a  h u g e  c o n t r a s t  to  a  d a r k  l o r d  

s p e n d i n g  h i s  m in d l e s s  b a t t a l i o n s  w i t h o u t  c a r in g  h o w  m a n y  h e  lo se s .

T o  r e t u r n  to  a  p o i n t  r a i s e d  e a r l ie r ,  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  to  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  

t h e  M i lg r a m  e x p e r im e n ts ,  w h e n  th e y  w e r e  l e d  a w a y  a n d  to ld  i t  w a s  a ll  a  fa k e , 

t h a t  th e y  d i d n ' t  a c tu a l ly  h u r t  a n y o n e  a n d  t h a t  t h e  w h o le  p u r p o s e  o f  th e  

e x p e r im e n t  w a s  q u i te  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  w h a t  t h e y  h a d  b e e n  to ld ?  T h e y  w e r e  a s  

m u c h  e x p e r i m e n t e d  o n  a s  t h e y  w e r e  o b s e r v e d ,  w h e n  o n e  t h in k s  a b o u t  it. T h e  

r e c o r d s  a r e  s e a le d ,  so  i t  is  n o t  p o s s ib le  to  t r a c k  t h e m  d o w n  a n d  a s k ,  to  c o lle c t  

d a t a  a n d  d r a w  c o n c lu s io n s  a b o u t  t h e m  a s  a  g r o u p .  B u t  L a u r e n  S la te r ,  in  

r e s e a r c h in g  h e r  b o o k  Opening Skinner's Box, d i d  m a n a g e  to  g e t  in  to u c h  w i t h  o n e

12 But what then of war on heaven? Even this must be allowed; Orual must come to her god 
under the impetus of her own free will, fighting her private war against heaven all the way, 
in  C.S. Lewis's Till We Have Faces. Terry Pratchett offers a contrasting cosmological system 
and motive for War on Heaven. In Pratchett we quite often see a refusal to play a part in the 
War in Heaven as a major manifestation of free will in hum an characters. In The Last Hero, 
Cohen the Barbarian and the Silver Horde storm a heaven where the gods are morally 
ambivalent to show that free-willed humans are not toys to be played with. In other novels 
characters go up against the Auditors of Reality, who are the vaguely anthropomorphic 
embodiment of the heat-death of the universe (Pratchett and Briggs 31) and therefore are at 
odds w ith the very idea of free will. Exhibiting the slightest hint of individuality, let alone 
the full exercise of free will, causes them to simply disappear from existence. This refusal is 
especially prominent in  Good Omens, which Pratchett co-authored w ith Neil Gaiman, where 
an Armageddon deeply desired by both sides (except for Aziraphale and Crowley) is 
derailed by young Adam the Antichrist's refusal to play the game at all. In Pratchett's 
cosmology, this is in  tune w ith the Tao behind what appears to be the all-encompassing war 
between heaven and hell—as Crowley and Aziraphale point out to Beelzebub and the 
Metatron, "It might be w ritten differently someplace else [...] Where you can't read it" 
(Gaiman 335). There is always a level beyond these contending powers that is the true Tao, 
and a being w ith free will, desiring to be Right instead of just Good, will find its harmony 
at this level. "Disobedience, then, recognizes that different stories might need to be told, 
that the official story is not sufficient. Disobedience is not perversity but rather creativity" 
(Wood 255).
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of th e  peo p le  w h o  o bed ien tly  p u sh e d  th e  vo ltage  to 450. H e  m a y  or m a y  n o t have  
b een  typical, of course. B ut h is  reac tion  w as to  rea lize  h o w  vu lnerab le  h e  w as to 
au th o rity  a n d  b eg in  to  consciously  w ork  to develop  a " s tro n g  m o ra l cen ter," to 
change th e  p a th  of h is  life e n tire ly —to becom e, in  h is  o w n  w o rd s, "ga lvan ized"  
b y  w h a t th e  exp erim en t ta u g h t h im  ab o u t h im se lf (Slater 59).

W hat, then , can w e conclude ab o u t T o lk ien 's  u se  of d isobed iences an d  
its re su ltin g  euca tastroph ic  effects? It seem s clear th a t u n th in k in g  obedience is 
n o t an  un a llo y ed  good  in  T o lk ien 's  M idd le-ea rth , n o r in d eed  o u r ow n. 
S om eth ing  th a t d em an d s  u n th in k in g  obedience, d o m in a tin g  a n d  d en y in g  free 
w ill, is m ore  th a n  likely  to be  evil. A s th e  Z en  koan in structs, "If you  m eet the 
B u d d h a  on  th e  road , kill h im "; if som eth ing  looks like it h a s  th e  an sw ers  an d  
claim s to  h av e  the  rig h t to te ll you  w h a t to  do, it  is an  illusion. O w n in g  an d  
exercising  free w ill req u ires  you  to  be  responsib le  for y o u r o w n  actions, an d  
lea rn  from  them ; in  th e  end , to be  like the  m a n  w ho  w en t th ro u g h  th e  M ilg ram  
exp erim en t an d  cam e o u t changed , g a lvan ized  in to  se lf-u n d ers tan d in g  an d  
th o u g h tfu l d isobedience. For if d isobed ience  is in  h a rm o n y  w ith  the  Tao, then , as 
Ju lian  of N orw ich  said , "All shall be  w ell, an d  all shall be  w ell, a n d  all m a n n e r of 
th in g  shall be w ell."
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