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By: National Geographic, Mike Davey, Tom Shippey & Peter Kavanagh

It has been interpreted as a commentary on Nazism and World War II, a treatise on environmental degradation, and an extended reflection on modernity. Today it can be read as a classic assessment of a fateful struggle between good and evil. Or it can be simply enjoyed as a rollicking good read. Going to watch Lord of the Rings?  Take a look at the trilogy’s socio-cultural and historical influences.

Tolkien’s Experience in War

World War I and World War II

World War I broke out while Tolkien was a student at Oxford University. After finishing his degree, Tolkien joined the Lancashire Fusiliers as a second lieutenant. 

In 1916 Tolkien was sent to France, where he and his fellow soldiers faced the terrifying new mechanisms of modern warfare—machine guns, tanks, and poison gas—fighting in some of the bloodiest battles known to human history. Tolkien fought in the Battle of the Somme, a vicious engagement in which over a million people were either killed or wounded. 

In the trenches of World War I, Tolkien began recording the horrors of war that would later surface in The Lord of the Rings. Later that year he caught  trench fever, an illness carried by lice, and was sent back to England.  During his convalescence, he began writing down the stories and mythology of Middle-earth, which would form the basis for The Silmarillion. 

"An author cannot of course remain wholly unaffected by his experience," Tolkien acknowledged, but he strongly denied that his story was an allegory for World War I or II.*  Although The Lord of the Rings was written during World War II and follows the rise of a great evil threatening to envelop the world, at lease on the surface level the ring was not meant to symbolize the atomic bomb. Likewise, the characters Sauron and Saruman, although both tyrants, are  imaginary characters and are not meant by Tolkien, at least consciously to represent Hitler or Mussolini. 

In the foreword to the second edition of The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien wrote, "By 1918, all but one of my close friends were dead." The reader cannot help but notice that the Dead Marshes of Mordor is eerily reminiscent of World War I's Western Front and its utter devastation of life.   The similarities between the Lord of the Rings saga and the Second World War appear even greater. 

The Lord of the Rings Cast/Character Similarities:

Sauron: Hitler, essence of pure evil

[image: image1.wmf]Saruman: Mussolini( puppet of Sauron, initially on allies side changed (just like Mussolini), conducts eugenic experiments to create new and better orc race for Sauron (Hitler believed in creating a better master race through eugenics)

Nazgul(Nazi): Nine servants of Sauron, brown shirts (or SS) 

faithfully served Hitler completely 

Gandalf: Churchill ( first to see evil rising, he is put away

 for awhile but returns to lead the allies

Pippin: Macarthur? Causes trouble but in the end important in


the victory

Frodo: FDR, troubled by health has the inspiration to carry on nearly to the end.

Sam:
Eisenhower, constant, not flashy makes sure the job gets done

Golem: Stalin, A doubled edged sword, without him the Hobbits (and the allies) may not have been

able to get to Mt. Doom and destroy the ring (in fact Stalin gets to Berlin first and completes the conquest).  Yet throughout the war he spies on the allies and is untrustworthy.  He continually seeks the ring (see below) and tries to steal it.

Legolas: Montgomery? Instrumental in the allied success and early on argues with other allied 

   generals (Gimli), but in the end he puts aside his personal differences for the overall good.

Lands/Misc:  See a great map at http://thereandbackagain.xigroup.com/maps/map_lotr.gif 

Rohan: Combination of two allied powers.  1. Poland: fought bravely yet futilely and their lancers, despite being outdated were respected and even feared by German generals. 2. France, low birth rate, hid in citadel (Helms Deep) like French in Maginot Line.

Gondor: Soviet Union, took the brunt of attack by Mordor, had kings way back who helped save 

  Europe from Napoleon, but men were weak ( became Communist

Mirkwood: Land of Elves, once dominated much of the world, were old and wise but now retreating 

       back home (end of colonialism)

The Shire: Perhaps America, folk who like to drink and seemingly unimportant, so far away yet 

crucial in the end to the success of allied forces.  One of the hobbits says “its none of our concern what goes beyond our borders.  Keep your nose out of trouble and no trouble will come to you.”   America was isolationist at the start of the war and only later sent crucial aid.  For awhile, the British held out alone but held no chance to win the war until America entered.  By the end of the war American money. men, and weapons became perhaps the key influence in the war.   Aragorn says in the return of the king “we cannot win by force of arms alone, but we can hold out to give Frodo a chance.”

The Ring: The ring Frodo holds is so terrible that  if he used it, he would become all-powerful - but 

at the cost  of becoming as evil as his enemy, who hungers after the secret  weapon that he created and lost (the Germans were well along building the bomb till the British bombed their facilties making heavy water). Shadows of the atomic bomb lurk round the edges of the story, with the knowledge that  in the real world, the Allies did actually use their ultimate  weapon, with horrific consequences.

Key Quote: "That [the future] is not for us to decide. All we have to decide is what to do with the time that is given us." 
•”Tolkien surely did not mean these words just for Frodo. They were a major part of his own conviction and a part of his own cure for the defeatism, the appeasement, the lack of will and the weary calculation of odds that he saw dogging the Western democracies as he was writing The Lord of the Rings and still after he had finished it. Tolkien's achievement, it may be, was to reintroduce a heroic world view, drawn from the ancient texts he taught as a professor, to a world gone ironic.” 
The Environment:

The industrial revolution, a period of rapid change beginning in Britain around 1750 and lasting well into the 1800s, transformed the cultural and physical landscape of England. 

Handmade products crafted in small-town shops gave way to urban factories and mechanized production.  Textiles, shipbuilding, iron, and steel emerged as important industries, and the country's population increasingly migrated to urban areas to work in the factories. Coal fueled these industries, polluting the air with black smoke and dotting the countryside with mining spoil. The book is littered to negative references  concerning the growing, mechanized, industrial society.

Although born well after the industrial revolution, Tolkien witnessed the lasting effects of industry on the environment, first as a child in Birmingham and later as an adult in Oxford. 

Tolkien's concern for nature echoes throughout The Lord of the Rings. Evil beings of Middle-earth dominate nature and abuse it to bolster their own power. For example, Saruman, the corrupt wizard, devastates an ancient forest as he builds his army.   In the end Saruman meets his fate by the very forces of nature he attempts to use when the tree folk, the Ents destroy his kingdom by releasing the water which he bottled up to feed his industry. The imagery that is used to describe the lands of Saruman’s ally,  Mordor, the home of evil, is reminiscent of descriptions of the trenches in the First World War, or  the slag heaps outside mines, or areas that have been laid  waste by ecologically disastrous human activity. In a key  episode in the book, one of the main hobbit characters is given a glimpse of what might happen to his beloved homeland. An old mill has been knocked down to be replaced with a brick-built factory, with a chimney belching smoke, and an avenue of beautiful trees has been chopped down for timber.

The Elves, in contrast, live in harmony with nature, appreciating its beauty and power, and reflecting a sense of enchantment and wonder in their artful songs.

1. Rent one of the movies from the  Lord of the Rings series.  Get your parents signature stating that you watched the movie (again).  Type a 2 page analysis of the movie from the historical, socio-cultural perspective.  Agree or disagree with the above allegorical perspective of the movie using evidence from the film.   Find evidence to support or deny the metaphors shown above and create some of your own.
