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Abstract 

Allegory is not obsolete as Samuel Coleridge and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe have 

claimed. It is alive and well and has transformed from a restrictive concept to a concept 

that is flexible and can form to meet the needs of the author or reader. The most efficient 

way to evidence this is by making a case study of it with a suitable work that will allow 

us to perceive its plasticity. This essay uses J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings as 

a multi-perspective case study of the concept of allegory; the size and complexity of 

the narrative make it a suitable choice. My aim is to illustrate the plasticity of allegory 

as a concept and illuminate some of the possibilities and pitfalls of allegory and 

allegoresis. As to whether The Lord of the Rings can be treated as an allegory, it will be 

examined from three different perspectives: as a purely writerly process, a middle 

ground of writer and reader and as a purely readerly process. The Lord of the Rings will 

then be compared to a series of concepts of allegorical theory such as Plato’s classical 

“The Ring of Gyges”, William Langland’s classic The Vision of William Concerning 

Piers the Plowman and contemporary allegories of racism and homoeroticism to 

demonstrate just how adaptable this concept is. The position of this essay is that the 

concept of allegory has changed over time since its conception and become more 

malleable. This poses certain dangers as allegory has become an all-round tool for 

anyone to do anything that has few limitations and has lost its early rigid form and now 

favours an almost anything goes approach. 
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Introduction 
 

Is allegory obsolete as Samuel Coleridge and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe have 

claimed or is it alive and well as Frederic Jameson asserts? The most efficient way to 

explore this is by making a case study of allegory with a suitable work that will allow 

us to perceive its plasticity. The size and complexity of J.R.R. Tolkien's The Lord of 

the Rings make it a suitable choice for such a study. Over the last fifty years, a slew of 

books and articles analysing The Lord of the Rings for underlying meanings has been 

written. They range in scope from topics on religion and philosophy such as Peter 

Kreeft’s (2009) book to social issues such as racism by Malcom Barnett (1969) and 

homoerotism by Esther Saxey (2006). Many of them argue for or against the legitimacy 

of interpreting Tolkien’s works as allegory. Those in favour of allegorical interpretation 

commonly argue for one or more limited sets of explanations of the novel to support a 

singular understanding such as a Christian allegory, or a political allegory. In classical 

allegorical works which were intentionally crafted with hidden meanings, there was 

often only one expected interpretation. There are a few exceptions to this. Douglas 

Kellner, for example, makes a multi-perspective analysis of the books and films to 

reveal hidden meanings of conservative patriarchal supremacy and crusading militarism 

of the Bush era. But overall, allegorical interpretations of Tolkien’s trilogy are typically 

singular in nature. The aim of this essay is to use The Lord of the Rings (LOTR) as a 

tool in a multi-perspective case study to illustrate the plasticity of allegory as a concept 

and illuminate some of the possibilities and pitfalls of allegory and allegoresis that it 

might entail. This essay will begin with a brief introduction of the history of allegory. 

As to whether The Lord of the Rings can be treated as an allegory, it will be examined 

from three different perspectives: as a purely writerly process, a middle ground of writer 

and reader and as a purely readerly process. LOTR will then be compared to a series of 

historical concepts of allegorical theory to demonstrate just how adaptable this concept 
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is. The malleability of this concept poses certain dangers as allegory has become an all-

round tool for anyone to do anything that has few limitations and has lost its early rigid 

form and now favours an almost anything goes approach. Even staunch opponents to 

allegory such as Tolkien could not resist it. 

 

Allegory: an overview 
 

 

Allegory is a multifaceted tool that has been used by scholars, poets and authors for 

varying purposes. Some search for hidden meanings of the essence of humanity or 

esoteric absolute truths of theology that are only tangible through allegory. Others use 

it to comment on political, and social problems by crafting narratives ripe with 

interpretative metaphors sometimes subtle, sometimes blunt. Allegory might be 

considered a kind of literary monkey wrench that can be used to suit the author’s or 

reader’s purpose. The concept of allegory has existed for more than two thousand years 

and has come to mean different things depending on which period of time is examined 

and who is doing the examining. During these two millennia various authors and critics 

such as Samuel Coleridge and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe have heralded the 

obsolescence of allegory in favour of the symbol (Culler 262). However, allegory is 

very resilient – coming back, falling in and out of fashion. In examining the meaning 

of allegory, Rita Copeland and Peter Struck state that it: 

 

…refers to two related procedures, a manner of composing and a method of 

interpreting. To compose allegory is usually understood as writing with a double 

meaning: what appears on the surface and another meaning to which the 

apparent sense points. Allegorical interpretation (allegoresis) is understood as 

explaining a work…as if there were another sense to which it referred, that is, 

presuming the work or figure to be encoded with meaning intended by the 

author or a higher spiritual authority (2). 

 

 

Allegory is not necessarily simple or one-dimensional. Perhaps it is most simply 

understood as a lengthy or extended metaphor. The concept is made up of two distinct 

dimensions. One is intentionally writing a work as an allegory, composing a work with 

another meaning other than what is superficially presented. The true meaning is on a 

deeper level and the text should point the reader in the correct direction to find it. The 

second part of allegory is the interpretation of a text which might not have been 
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expressly written as an allegory: allegoresis. Whether composed as an allegory or 

interpreted as an allegory the end result is the same; allegories contain hidden meanings 

that the reader must discover. Classical allegory was often expected to contain a 

meaning which was intended by the author or a higher spiritual authority. The aspect 

of a spiritual authority is often found in interpreting religious texts such as the Bible. 

An experienced reader can often identify without difficulty when a text or a set of words 

is not being used in a literal sense. Nevertheless, identifying a metaphor and interpreting 

its meanings are two very separate events. One of the main criticisms of allegory arises 

in the interpretation of the definitive hidden meaning between what is written and what 

is implied. The idea of what constitutes meaning or how to decode it has troubled 

philosophers since creation itself. It is therefore not surprising that allegory has come 

into almost constant contention. Jeremy Tambling points out that “The old prejudice 

against allegory was both that it insisted on putting one thing in place of another, saying 

that A meant B, and that this connection was rigidly, and rather abstractly coded” (1). 

A classical view is that true allegory can only exist if the author intended it (Frye 54). 

If allegories are restricted to those works where the author expressly planned it then the 

number of narratives that can be viewed as allegories is constrained. Similarly, the 

interpretations derived from intentional allegories are often oversimplified. This 

delimits the space for the reader to make their own interpretations. Plato, one of the 

creators of allegory, was opposed to it for another reason, not because of its rigidity but 

because of its flexibility. Plato thought that allegory’s double meaning might “…be 

destabilizing, offering dangerous meanings inadmissible to adult common sense which 

expects language to convey a single truth” (Tambling 8).  

It was in Roman times that the concept of allegory was to alter and grow. There 

was a shift from “‘meaning’ (hyponia) to ‘speaking’ (allegoria)…where emphasis [was 

placed] on the text as ‘speaking’ rather than merely ‘meaning’” (Copeland, and Struck 

4). This precipitated the use of allegory as a rhetorical device, closely linked to 

metaphor. Thus, it came to mean a way of reading a text as well as a way of writing a 

text. There are examples of authors approaching allegory in both senses; as a model for 

constructing their literary texts and point to hidden esoteric truths for their readers to 

fathom and as a concept to be further theorized. Dante is perhaps one of the best 

examples of this, being an allegorical writer and one of the primary early theorists of 

the subject as well (Johnson 150).  
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Allegory remained a widely used trope throughout the Middle Ages, often 

employing personification in the writing process as a key element. A prototypical 

example is William Langland’s The Vision of William Concerning Piers the Plowman, 

a religious moral allegory of the quest for a true Christian life.  

 

Piers henceforth denotes the whole Christian body, upon whom Grace or the 

Holy Spirit bestows various gifts. Grace makes Piers His ploughman and gives 

him four oxen (the four evangelists), and four ‘stots’ (the four chief Latin 

‘fathers’) which are the cardinal virtues. Pride and his host attack the Church of 

Unity. (Langland, vision 4)  

 

As evidenced in this passage, various intangible concepts such as grace and pride have 

become living entities that directly influence the world around them. This is also a good 

example of a naive allegory, which is characterized by one dimensional characters and 

is primarily didactic in nature (Frye 10). There is very little room for allegorical 

interpretations other than the ones presented clearly in the text.  

With the rise of Romanticism toward the end of the 18th century, allegory’s 

status as a literary trope and a way of extracting esoteric truths was seen as lacking in 

comparison to the symbol. There was still an attempt to apprehend esoteric truths, but 

it was through symbolism. Coleridge was perhaps the harshest critic demarcating a 

strong difference between the two. A symbol is characterized “…by the translucence 

of the Eternal through and in the Temporal” (36). It is a direct representation of what 

Coleridge terms “reality” and creates a method of intelligibility of the divine. Allegories 

on the other hand are “…but empty echoes which the fancy arbitrarily associates with 

apparitions of matter” (37). Allegories are decorative at best and they cannot give 

answers to sought after mysteries. This sentiment of allegory continued through to 

modernism, but the advent of postmodernism was to see allegory come into fashion 

again. Jameson contends that “...allegory...stages its historic reappearance in the 

postmodern era (after the long domination of the symbol from romanticism to late 

modernism) …” (The Geopolitical Aesthetic 4). 

Opposing the classical view of allegory are critics like Jameson who claim that 

any text is allegorical because of the subjective experiences of the reader (The Political 

Unconscious 1). Readers construct their own reference points and thus come to read all 

texts allegorically. Jameson’s view offers the possibility of polysemic studies 

permitting a text to have “multiple readings and effects so that numerous dimensions 
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and readings are possible...and not reducing the...phenomenon to a single reading or 

dimension” (Kellner 18). By examining Tolkien’s, The Lord of the Rings, it should 

become evident just how malleable a tool it has become, allowing one narrative not 

only to have multiple interpretations, but also allowing it to fit different schools of 

thought “…ranging from existential and moral to political and philosophical” (Kellner 

18). Some of these views will seem warranted others perhaps outlandish and even 

offensive to the spirit of the text. Allegory is malleable.  

 

How The Lord of the Rings can be used as an allegory  
 

The different approaches to allegory during the twentieth-century can be condensed to 

one key question “...to what entity should we turn in order to decide whether a narrative 

is or is not allegorical? [Classical]...conceptions of allegory give deference to the 

author...” (Johnson 17). Allegories are limited to those which the author has expressly 

created or written. A prime example of this type of writing is George Orwell’s Animal 

Farm. In a preface to the Ukrainian edition of the novel, Orwell writes unambiguously 

that it was intended as an allegory of the “Soviet Myth” (Johnson 18). If we take this 

conservative approach and use it to judge whether LOTR can be read as an allegory, 

then at first glance the answer is a resounding no. From the preface of The Fellowship 

of the Ring, Tolkien makes his public stance on allegory: 

 

...I cordially dislike allegory in all its manifestations, and always have done so 

since...I much prefer history, true or feigned, with its varied applicability to the 

thought and experience of readers...one resides in the freedom of the reader, and 

the other in the purposed domination of the author (n.pag). 

 

 

He is unequivocal in his formulation, a dislike of allegory in any form. If we were left 

only with this one quote and endorsed the view that the only works that are allegories 

are those with authorial intention, then we could not use LOTR as an allegory. However, 

if Tolkien’s private correspondence is examined then it becomes clear that he 

contradicts his own staunch public stance regarding allegory on at least two occasions. 

This is an excerpt from a letter to Milton Waldman from 1951: 
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I dislike Allegory – the conscious and intentional allegory – yet any attempt to 

explain the purport of myth or fairy-tale must use allegorical language. (And, of 

course, the more ‘life’ a story has the more readily will it be susceptible of 

allegorical interpretations... (The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien n.pag) 

 

 

He clearly restates his dislike of allegory, but he qualifies it by saying that he dislikes 

intentional allegory. It can then be concluded that for Tolkien not all allegory is bad. It 

is widely accepted that Tolkien’s LOTR is a mythology and quite an extensive one at 

that. He is also suggesting that allegory is a useful tool for understanding LOTR. Finally, 

he points out that the more alive a story is the more likely it will be used for allegorical 

interpretation. LOTR definitely falls into this category as it is a mythology with a large 

lively following which in Tolkien’s own words needs allegory to understand it. In 

another letter from 1971 written to Carole Batten-Phelps, Tolkien seems to move even 

further away from his dislike of allegory by removing the need for authorial intention. 

“Of course The L.R. [The Lord of the Rings] does not belong to me [Tolkien]. It has 

been brought forth and must now go its appointed way in the world...” (The Letters of 

J.R.R. Tolkien n.pag). These thoughts echo those of Roland Barthes’ that the author 

does not own his or her work – the reader does; it is up to the reader to decide on how 

the work will be interpreted (6). Although Barthes is not expressly referring to allegory 

in his theory, I argue that it can be applied to the concept of allegory as well. According 

to Tolkien, we can and maybe should use LOTR as an allegory. 

The concept of allegory transitions from that of purely authorial intention to the 

other end of the spectrum; the reader’s perspective begins to take precedence in the age 

of postmodernism. Along the way there have been attempts to find a middle ground. I 

argue that Northrop Frye’s essay “The Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays” (1957) is 

an attempt to establish such a middle ground between authorial and reader’s 

perspective. He admits that “It is not often realized that all commentary is allegorical 

interpretation, an attaching of ideas to the structure...” (89). As soon as a comment is 

made about a work then the reader has begun to allegorize. Frye understands the 

freedom and potential problems that this might cause. He creates a system by which 

literary works can be categorized based on genre types. With regard to allegory, he 

describes it as “...a kind of sliding scale, ranging from the most explicitly allegorical, 

consistent with being literature at all, at one extreme, to the most elusive, anti-explicit 

and anti-allegorical at the other” (91). Everything is allegorical, just in different ways 

and in different intensities. He terms intentional allegories as those that incorporate the 
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whole main narrative as continuous allegory. This type of allegory decides the direction 

of interpretation and thereby restricts its freedom, the reoccurring criticism of classical 

allegory. Frye would consider LOTR to be an allegory, but not an actual allegory. Actual 

allegory occurs when an author “...explicitly indicates the relationship of his images to 

examples and precepts, and so tries to indicate how a commentary on him should 

precede” (90). Although he is saying that a work might not be considered an actual 

allegory, it does not diminish the importance of its interpretation or use as an allegory. 

On the contrary, Frye make his position clear that an actual / continuous allegory limits 

freedom of interpretation and “...belongs chiefly to educational literature on an 

elementary level... (90). Allegories that are complex or require some effort to 

understand are far more interesting for the reader than the continuous type.  

Having examined an intermediate position of allegory, a view that admits that 

allegory can be a construction of the author as well as a construction of the reader, it is 

necessary to examine the other end of the spectrum that of the reader’s authority. In his 

essay “The Death of the Author” Barthes postulates: 

 

We know that a text does not consist of a line of words, releasing a single 

“theological” meaning (the “message” of the Author-God), but is a space of 

many dimensions, in which are wedded and contested various kinds of writing, 

no one of which is original: the text is a tissue of citations, resulting from the 

thousand sources of culture...the writer can only imitate a gesture forever 

anterior, never original.... (4)  

 

 

There are many meanings and many perspectives depending upon the individual who 

reads a text. Barthes also turns the notion of author as creator on its head. The writer is 

someone who imitates what has come before her, never creating anything original. He 

uses the term a tissue of citations to explain that any work is always derivative of what 

came before it. In phrasing that resembles Tolkien’s own, Barthes’ position is that 

“[o]nce the Author is gone, the claim to ‘decipher’ a text becomes quite useless. To 

give an Author to a text is...to close the writing” (5). Do not allow a work to be 

concluded by assigning only one meaning, but remain open by allowing the reader to 

decide. It is the reader who is the locus of interpreting not the writer (Barthes 5). 

According to this view there is no question of using LOTR as an allegory.  

 The issue of who decides what can be considered an allegory has so far been 

examined in three ways in this essay: firstly, through author intention or classical 
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allegory; secondly, by using Frye’s classification of allegory, the middle ground of 

writer and reader intention; and thirdly, through the postmodernist view of Barthes, 

solely the reader’s perspective. Owing to the malleability of allegory, it has been 

demonstrated that all three allow for Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings to be used as 

allegory. Allegory is a flexible concept that allows the writer and/or reader a great 

degree of freedom to interpret or to insert hidden meanings in works. I have tested the 

extent to which LOTR can be viewed as an allegory and found that the only limiting 

factor is the theoretical position that individuals take with regards to allegory as a 

concept. Even if Tolkien’s intentions were not known and classical allegory was a 

closed option then there would still remain two legitimate theoretical ways of viewing 

LOTR as such: the middle ground proposed by Frye and the reader’s perspective 

proposed by Barthes. To further demonstrate the plasticity of allegory and illustrate that 

it is not a limited concept which is outdated, I will now use LOTR as a case study by 

comparing Tolkien’s narrative to some commonly accepted types of historical 

allegorical theory. As it is often employed to extract singular meanings from works 

using a specific type of allegorical theory, it is my intention to perform a multi-

perspective analysis and derive multiple meanings from numerous allegorical 

perspectives.  

 

Allegorical traditions and The Lord of the Rings 
 

That LOTR bears traces of classical allegory becomes clear if we compare it with Plato’s 

“The Ring of Gyges” from The Republic located in Book II. The ring allegory displays 

many of the characteristics of a classical allegory; it was clearly written as one and 

contains hidden meanings intended for the reader to discover. It is a story which 

considers the justice and injustice of men as related to power and accountability. A 

golden ring that turns the wearer invisible is found by a shepherd after having descended 

into a cave. He subsequently uses the ring for evil by seducing his queen, enlisting her 

help to murder the king, and then takes the place of the murdered king (Plato 338). The 

question arises then what would happen if you gave such a ring to a good man. Plato 

asserts that the good man would “in all respects be like a God among men. Then the 

actions of the just would be as the actions of the unjust; they would both come at last 
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to the same point” (Plato 338). Unchecked power will ultimately corrupt anyone 

therefore accountability and transparency are essential in avoiding it. 

 LOTR mirrors the narrative of “The Ring of Gyges”. In the prologue to The 

Fellowship of the Ring, we learn that the ring was first the possession of Smeagol. His 

friend finds it after descending to the bottom of a lake. One of Gollum’s first acts upon 

encountering the ring is to murder his friend in order to obtain it; this parallels the 

actions of the shepherd. He then learns of its ability to make him invisible and “...was 

very pleased with his discovery and he concealed it; and he used it to find out secrets, 

and he put his knowledge to crooked and malicious uses” (n.pag). Gollum is an example 

of the evil man given the ring. Bilbo and his cousin Frodo can together be seen to 

represent the good man who possess it. The ring of power is discovered by Bilbo, after 

descending into a cave; this theme of descending to acquire something corrupting is a 

reoccurring feature in both of the stories. Before Bilbo is overly corrupted by the ring, 

he is eventually persuaded to leave it to Frodo. The nefarious force of the ring is felt by 

all who possess it. Frodo feels “...the growing weight of the Ring, a burden on the body 

and a torment to his mind” (The Return of the King n.pag). Tolkien’s classical allegory 

goes further than Plato’s. Plato’s allegory demonstrates how power is corrupting but 

offers no solution. Tolkien displays the same corruption of the individual by the ring 

whether he be good or bad and offers a solution. He chooses to destroy it and thereby 

remove its harmful effect. Though this is no easy task, Frodo becomes so contaminated 

by the power of the ring that he cannot bring himself to destroy it as intended. He says, 

“ ‘I am almost in its power now. I could not give it up, and if you tried to take it I should 

go mad’ ” (The Return of the King n.pag). The ring is then eventually rest from Frodo 

by Gollum and is then finally destroyed. The conclusion which can be drawn from both 

stories is similar; power which is unchecked or unmonitored ultimately corrupts the 

people or person who wields it. 

LOTR can also be seen to reflect some traits of medieval allegory. The Medieval 

Ages timeline spans almost one thousand years. This essay will not attempt to represent 

that entirety, but will choose a work that is commonly held as prototypical of medieval 

allegory. As previously examined, “Piers the Plowman” is a prototypical example of 

medieval allegory. In it, Grace represents a personification of the abstract moral quality 

and gives Piers several different seemingly earthy gifts of animals and seeds. But, the 

gifts are not earthly, they are divine. The four seeds given to Piers represent the cardinal 

virtues: prudence, justice, temperance and courage to which he should aspire. Copeland 
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and Struck point out that in the medieval allegorical tradition, personification was a key 

element. But, it is important to note that it was not limited to “...personified abstractions, 

but [it] also [appeared]…in the form of mythological figures…” (7).  

This element of mythical personification is exemplified in LOTR by Treebeard, 

an anthropomorphic tree like entity. In The Two Towers, he is described as: 

 

...a large Man-like...figure, at least fourteen foot high, very sturdy...hardly any 

neck...clad in...green and grey bark...The large feet had seven toes each. The 

lower part of the long face was covered with a sweeping grey beard, bushy, 

almost twiggy at the roots, thin and mossy at the ends... [with] deep eyes [that] 

were brown, shot with a green light (n.pag). 

 

Treebeard is an Ent, arguably the oldest living thing in Tolkien’s Middle Earth. He 

describes himself and the other Ents as shepherds of trees. Their task is to “...train and... 

[to] teach, we walk and we weed” (The Two Towers n.pag). I contend that Treebeard 

and his ilk are a personification of nature. They are so like nature that some of the Ents 

have become too tree-like and have stopped moving and speaking; some of the younger 

trees have gone in the opposite direction and have become Entish by learning to speak. 

Of this, Treebeard says, “Sheep get like shepherd, and shepherds like sheep...” (The 

Two Towers n.pag). This displays religious and moral undertones in reference to the 

numerous examples in the Bible. Similar to the allegory of “Piers the Plowman” nature 

in LOTR is personified and used as a guiding force to train and teach. Treebeard may 

call himself a shepherd of trees but in a world where men become trees and trees 

become men, he is a shepherd of moral conduct. The four cardinal virtues, a device of 

medieval allegory, can be seen in Treebeard’s conduct. The virtues are prudence, 

justice, temperance and courage. He does not act in haste and shows restraint (prudence 

and temperance). He says,” ...we [Ents] do not say anything...unless it is worth taking 

a long time to say, and to listen to” (The Two Towers n.pag). He is just and brave (justice 

and courage) by aiding at his own peril in defeating the enemies of the forest and Middle 

Earth. Treebeard as a personification of nature and his display of cardinal virtues further 

strengthens the case of viewing solid indications of medieval allegory in LOTR.  

Strong traces of a Catholic theological allegory can also be seen in LOTR. 

Tolkien’s private correspondence once again shows a contradiction to his public stance 

on allegory. In a letter to Robert Murray, he writes: 
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The Lord of the Rings is of course a fundamentally religious and Catholic work; 

unconsciously so at first, but consciously in the revision. That is why I have not 

put in, or have cut out, practically all references to anything like ‘religion’, to 

cults or practices, in the imaginary world. For the religious element is absorbed 

into the story and the symbolism (The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien n.pag).  

 

LOTR was not intentionally conceived as a work with a religious subtext. Tolkien 

crafted it as one while continuing to revise and re-write the text. Even though he does 

not expressly use the word allegory in this quote, it is easily understood as he states his 

intentions regarding the interpretation of the subtext. It is also why he refrains from 

putting any religious references in the story.  

 LOTR exhibits numerous parallels with The Bible in fact too numerous to 

explore in this essay. I will therefore focus on Christ to limit the scope. In The 

Philosophy of Tolkien, Peter Kreeft examines LOTR for its religious allegorical 

elements. He takes the position that there is not one Christ figure in LOTR, but three; 

Gandalf, Frodo and Aragorn. These three figures “...undergo different forms of death 

and resurrection...all three are saviours...” and each exemplifies “...the Old 

Testament...symbolism of prophet (Gandalf), priest (Frodo), and king (Aragorn)” 

(Kreeft n.pag). Gandalf the Grey is struck down and killed by a Balrog; a demonic like 

creature of fire, brandishing a whip with a forked ending and a sword made of fire (The 

Fellowship of the Ring n.pag). After some time, Gandalf mysteriously reappears in the 

story as Gandalf the White; he has become a much more powerful wizard than before 

his fall and returns as a saviour for Middle Earth. This parallels Christ’s resurrection in 

the Bible. Frodo carries the fate of Middle Earth in his hands as the ring bearer and the 

one responsible for the destruction of the ring and the evil in it. This bears a resemblance 

to Christ carrying the cross to Calvary and offering himself to save the world as Frodo 

does for Middle Earth. In the last instalment of the story, The Return of the King, 

Aragorn retakes his rightful place as the king of Gondor after an absence of any such 

authority for twenty-five generations. LOTR bears clear traces of an allegory of The 

Second Coming of Christ and the defeat of earthly evil. All of these instances illustrate 

that there are unambiguous elements of Catholic theological allegory in LOTR. 
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The Lord of the Rings as contemporary allegory 
 

 

Up until now, the majority of the allegories that The Lord of the Rings has been 

compared to in this essay contain a strong religious or ethical component. They have 

also shown to be more in line with an author’s perspective of allegory rather than the 

reader’s. This trend changes with regard to contemporary allegories and the plasticity 

of allegories increases strongly here. The religious examples still exist, but there are 

also many different types of allegories and allegorical interpretations that are used as 

tools to explore social, political and economic issues. In fact, Jameson makes the claim 

that the only way to understand the complex technological and fragmented world that 

we live in today is through allegory (“The Geopolitical Aesthetic” 5). Lynette Hunter 

reinforces this perspective and adds that allegory is “...a mode of writing about...what 

is impossible to articulate...” and has therefore “...led to allegory being used to critique 

systems of power...that are [otherwise] impossible to describe...” (268). This is a clear 

move away from the classical view of allegory seeking a single determined meaning 

moving instead towards individual and fragmented views (Copeland and Struck 11). 

Allegories of the contemporary type can be seen to make strong use of the reader’s 

perspective which has given the concept a much greater freedom than ever before. This 

freedom can be seen to be beneficial or disadvantageous depending on the viewpoint 

of the reader / author. As was noted earlier in this essay, Plato was opposed to it and 

considered it a threat to the possibility of a single truth (Tambling 8). The plasticity of 

allegory frees it from Plato’s criticism of a single truth that could be misconstrued or 

missed by the reader. There is no longer a specific truth; there are many different 

individual truths that each individual reader can discover. One truth might not be 

considered to be more right or wrong than another. From a reader’s perspective, it is up 

to the individual doing the allegorical interpretation to prove or disprove their position. 

Owing to the malleability of allegory from the reader’s perspective, the number of 

interpretations that can be made is quite illimitable. It is not my intention to account for 

all the different nuances of the readings as they are too numerous for the space of this 

essay. Instead, focus will be on the variety of readings. 

This concept of contemporary allegory which exhibits a very strong reader’s 

perspective with regards to interpreting hidden meanings in texts can sometimes pay 

deference to the author’s intentions, allow for the refuting of the reader’s own 
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interpreted meanings or even leave the interpretation open and in question. I contend 

that leaving the interpretation neither confirmed nor denied creates a challenge and an 

opportunity for other readers to build upon and continue the discussion. A very positive 

aspect of the malleability of allegory. 

Saxey’s essay demonstrates this well. She searches for hidden meanings of 

homoeroticism in the novel and the films. The books display several examples that 

support this position such as the close relationship between the hobbits Frodo and Sam. 

The following quote from The Fellowship of the Ring is used to show the tenderness 

between the two characters. Sam “…ran to Frodo and took his left hand, awkwardly 

and shyly. He stroked it gently and then he blushed and turned hastily away” (n.pag). 

Another quote from The Two Towers further evidences this view; Sam “…shook his 

head, as if finding words useless, and murmured: ‘I love him. He’s like that, and 

sometimes it shines through, somehow. But I love him, whether or no’ ” (n.pag). After 

finding and presenting evidence of homoeroticism, she starts to question her own 

interpretation. Saxey scrutinizes Daniel Timmons’ view on the subject of sexuality in 

LOTR that deference should be given to Tolkien who is not projecting anything 

symbolically about sex or gender in LOTR (124). She does not agree wholly with his 

conclusion as Timmons takes a moral high ground and labels homoeroticism as 

sexually deviant. But, she does see some validity in his argument of Frodo and Sam not 

being lovers. She states that “[i]n the novel, sex is not central to the plot; it is optional, 

and one can imagine as much or as little as one likes” (135). Saxey argues for and 

against finding homoeroticism in LOTR which includes taking the author’s intention 

into account. Ultimately, she leaves the topic open saying anything is possible (137). 

Further evidence of the plasticity of allegory can be performed by examining 

another reader’s interpretation of homoeroticism of LOTR. Kellner in his multi-

perspective analysis of the book and films also briefly discusses the topic. He, too, 

examines the bond between the hobbits. In the films, he sees their relationship as a 

German Bruderbund which “...extolled the intimacies of male friendship and brotherly 

valor… [while providing] …a front for homoeroticism...” (27). This type of bond of 

valor encouraged individuals to find social validation and manhood through displays of 

bravery and militarism. Kellner concludes in the films homoeroticism is the 

“…emotional center” (27). However, he draws another conclusion for the novel. 

Kellner argues that there is “…no overt sexuality…besides chaste and extremely 

conventional roles…” (28). He is more decisive in his conclusions than Saxey. While 
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contemporary allegory exhibits a very strong reader’s perspective, it can also, as in 

Saxey’s essay, pay deference to the author’s intentions. Saxey’s and Kellner’s essays 

further demonstrate the advantageousness of the plasticity of allegory through their 

ability to scrutinize possible hidden meanings in a text or a film and then approve or 

disprove them. Author perspective proponents for the concept of allegory would not be 

prone to rebut their own interpretations.  

Anderson Rearick investigates potential hidden meanings of racism in LOTR. 

He initially finds support for this in the clear demarcation of colour and physical 

attributes that Tolkien uses to describe the good characters and the evil characters. The 

orcs who represent some of the malevolent characters are described as “...black 

[and]...short [with] crooked legs, [and] very broad with long arms that hung almost to 

the ground” (The Two Towers n.pag) while the beneficent characters such as Lady 

Galadriel are described as” …tall and white and fair…” (The Fellowship of the Ring 

n.pag). Critics find further support in the fact that Tolkien was born in a racialized South 

Africa albeit only living there for a short a time (Rearick n.pag). Similarly, to Saxey’s 

analysis of homoeroticism, Rearick surmises that reading for hidden meanings of 

racism in LOTR is not substantiated. He examines the text for evidence of the contrary 

and finds a moment when Sam is examining the dead body of an evil brown skinned 

opponent. He wonders “…what the man’s name was and where he came from; and if 

he was really evil of heart, or what lies or threats had led him…from his home…” (The 

Two Towers n.pag). This passage illustrates that those who commit immoral deeds for 

a depraved cause are not necessarily evil and that they could have been deceived into 

doing what they did. Rearick goes on to state that “Racism is a philosophy of power, 

but The Lord of the Rings functions with the Christian idea of the renouncement of 

power” (n.pag). Kellner as part of his multi-perspective essay also examines LOTR for 

traces of racism. His conclusion opposes Rearick’s in stating that “Tolkien is extremely 

racialist...” (23). He employs almost the same examples of skin color, hair and body 

types as Rearick to support his interpretation. He asserts that the malicious creatures in 

LOTR “...represent a threat…[from]…non-western peoples of color, a fear that haunted 

the Nazis and a variety of conservatives and liberals [politicians]” (23).  

Barnett’s analysis of LOTR for racist undertones takes place during the time of 

the Civil Rights Movement in America. His argument is based on similar evidence from 

the text that both Rearick and Kellner have employed, but he perceives a message of 

anti-racism instead. He asserts that “…only black people in the South can 
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comprehend… [Tolkien’s] Mordor. For them the Orcs will look no different from 

Rednecks [racists], the Ringwraiths no different from Klansmen [Ku Klux Klan], the 

manlike allies of Mordor no different from the complacent white community around 

them” (386). Instead of viewing Tolkien’s descriptions as a case of clear racism and 

portraying people of colour as evil, Barnett comprehends Tolkien to be describing the 

evil of white supremacists through the use of dark characters. This further demonstrates 

the strength of the malleability of allegory from a reader’s perspective. Tolkien 

arguably never intended for his book to be racist or anti-racist. Nevertheless, three 

different readers have interpreted it for just that and all have arrived at differing 

conclusions.  

Whether we agree or disagree with these findings is irrelevant. What is 

important is that these examples once again show the strength of the flexibility of 

allegory. LOTR was written during the Second World War, a time when racism was not 

a publicly acceptable topic in the USA: this is evidenced in the Jim Crow laws of racial 

segregation that existed from 1896 up until the Civil Rights Movement in 1965. It is a 

testament to the reader’s perspective of allegory that the topic of racism can be revisited 

and reinterpreted. Contemporary allegorical interpretations are not bound by time as 

traditional allegories are. Animal Farm from a writer’s perspective should always be 

read as a classical allegory about Stalin’s Soviet Union; the representational meanings 

for the underlying text are locked. Animal Farm read from a reader’s perspective has 

multiple and timeless opportunities for interpretation. 

Another way of viewing subtext in LOTR is to look for allegories of war and 

politics. Analysis of this subject has always seemed to figure in many interpretations of 

the novel. There are a number of reasons that have influenced this. Firstly, LOTR was 

written before, during and after World War II. Secondly, Tolkien’s own sons were 

soldiers in World War II. Thirdly, Tolkien was himself a soldier in the trenches of 

World War I where he lost many dear friends and was directly affected by it (Loconte 

n.pag). Tolkien explains in a letter to his son, Christopher, how the war caused him to 

write as a way of dealing with the trauma and “…in some way to rationalize it, and 

prevent it from festering” (The Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien n.pag). Joseph Loconte points 

out how some later critics viewed LOTR as criticism of nuclear weapons. In a telling 

quote “Tolkien set them straight: ‘Of course my story is not an allegory of Atomic 

Power, but of Power…exerted for domination’ ” (A Hobbit, a Wardrobe, and a Great 

War n.pag). This demonstrates that there are intentional hidden meanings of power and 
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war in Tolkien’s writings according to the author himself. Tolkien’s shift from publicly 

refuting allegory to openly embracing it as a tool for understanding power is arguably 

a demonstration of the flexibility of this concept. 

Barnett inspects LOTR for political subtext in the spirit of Jameson by using 

allegory to “…to simplify the increasingly complex and incomprehensible political 

world” (383). Parallels are drawn between the War in Vietnam, the American Civil 

Rights Movement and The Lord of the Rings. He accomplishes this by dividing 

Tolkien’s narrative into three distinct political levels; the democracy of the Shire, the 

kingship of men, and the totalitarian system of the evil Mordor or the good Rivendell 

(384). His conclusion is that the underlying meanings in LOTR encourage uniform 

political beliefs that are oversimplified and dogmatic (387). These thoughts are echoed 

by Kellner.  

Kellner makes a multi-perspective analysis of the films and books to explain 

hidden meanings of conservative patriarchal supremacy and crusading militarism of the 

Bush era. While most allegorical interpretations of works are singular in nature (i.e. 

Saxey and Rearick), Kellner makes an analysis which asserts that LOTR “...can be read 

as socio-political and moral existential allegory that articulates conservative ideology” 

(18). He accomplishes this by scrutinizing the books and the films on different 

allegorical levels. Three of these levels are: an environmental standpoint; racism; and 

homoeroticism. His observations on racism and homoeroticism have already been 

briefly discussed in the previous sections. Environmentally, Kellner views Tolkien’s 

Middle Earth as an example of a Gemeinschaft - an organic community preferred by 

conservatives against the intrusion of industrial society (21). He sees this as an evidence 

that LOTR can be read as a criticism of industrial and technological modernity. There 

is support for this in chapter eight of The Return of the King when the idyllic Shire is 

ravaged and made un-Shire like through small forms of industrialization by the evil 

Saruman. Kellner concludes that the destruction of the Shire’s idyllic peace and values 

parallels the argument of conservative politicians that radical groups are destroying 

today’s society. An argument used for strengthening military defences and going on the 

offensive. All three of Kellner’s arguments help to support his interpretation of LOTR 

as an allegory of “...patriarchal and crusading militarism that reflects Bush’s crusade 

against terrorism...” (38). Kellner’s stance is as interesting as it is contestable and that 

is the strength of the plasticity of allegory. It allows a reader to examine a narrative for 

not only one subtext, but many, and to use those interpretations to support a singular 



  Melanson 17 

perspective or a multi-perspective. Those examining Kellner’s argument can then either 

accept his conclusions or refute them. The reader’s perspective gives the same freedom 

to the critic as it does to those reading her or his interpretation. There is no pre-set 

understanding of the subtext as in classical allegory.  

 

Conclusion 
 

In closing, this essay has examined the concept of allegory and its history. It has used 

The Lord of the Rings (LOTR) as a multi-perspective case study that helps to illuminate 

the possibilities and problems that the plasticity of allegory and allegoresis entail. As 

to whether LOTR can be treated as an allegory, this was first examined from three 

different perspectives: as a purely writerly process, a middle ground of writer and reader 

and as a purely readerly process; all three ways permit Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings 

to be used as an allegory. LOTR was then compared to a series of historical concepts of 

allegorical theory to show just how malleable this concept is. Concerning the 

malleability of allegory, different critics can search for the same underlying meanings 

in a text – find them and then come to opposite conclusions or leave the conclusion 

unresolved as Saxey does. Allegory is still a viable concept and according to critics 

such as Jameson, a necessary device for understanding today’s world. Possible issues 

of the plasticity of allegory were brought up by one of its originators, Plato. His concern 

was that readers would require a certain knowledge to comprehend the hidden meaning 

in a text or possibly misunderstand the meaning altogether. But, allegory as a 

contemporary concept puts this concern to rest. From a purely readerly perspective, 

there is no longer a single absolute truth to be found; there are many individual truths. 

As evidenced in Saxey’s analyse of LOTR from a purely reader’s perspective, she 

investigates homoeroticism and disproves it while also giving deference to Tolkien’s 

author’s perspective and leaving the topic open. This is something classical allegory 

would not be prone to do. It has been demonstrated in this essay that there has been a 

definite move from the more classical writerly process to the more readerly process 

characterized by postmodernist views. This malleability of allegory is not without its 

dangers. Allegory has become a concept of shifting sand as a device that can be used 

by anyone to mean anything characterized by an almost anything goes approach.  It has 

been shown that even publicly staunch opponents such as Tolkien have succumbed to 

it and embraced it. His first objections to allegory rhyme well with the general criticism 
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of classical allegory in only allowing a limited set of interpretations for the reader. In 

examining his personal correspondence in this essay, a change over time is viewed. He 

states that he does not like intentional allegory but allegory is necessary to understand 

the purpose of mythology. He then asserts that he does not own LOTR, it must go 

forward into the world on its own. Later he admits that his book is an allegory of 

Catholicism and power. His position is best summed in his own words, “…it is I 

suppose impossible to write any ‘story’ that is not allegorical in proportion as it ‘comes 

to life’; since each of us is an allegory, embodying in a particular tale and clothed in the 

garments of time and place, universal truth and everlasting life” (The Letters of J.R.R. 

Tolkien n.pag). From full on denial to openly embracing allegory as a concept. The 

evolving concept of allegory from a classical / purely writerly perspective to one of a 

reader’s perspective mirrors Tolkien’s changing positions and gives more weight to the 

malleability and dangers of the shifting sands of allegory as a literary tool. Something 

should be done to set limitations on this concept so that it does not entirely lose its 

meaning and simply become a concept that can mean anything to anyone. Perhaps a 

revamping of Frye’s sliding scale of allegory would aid in re-categorizing this concept. 

A return to classical allegory is not necessary but some reframing of the use of this 

concept is needed in order to maintain its usefulness.   
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