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The three papers  posted  on Peter  Kreef t’s  off ice door  in  the phi losophy depar tment  

of  Boston College embody the character  of  h is  pedagogical  book,  The Philosophy of  

Tolkien:  The Worldview Behind The Lord of  the Rings :  f i rs t ,  f rom smal les t  and 

lowest  on the door ,  the anecdotal  a t tent ion to  detai l  ref lected in  the comment on the 

importance of  a  minor  point  of  grammar different iat ing ‘Let’s  eat ,  grandma!’  vs .  

‘Let’s  eat  grandma!’ ;  second,  the openly personal  perspective captured in  the  s t icker  

with  a  red  bar  s tr ik ing out  ‘Relat iv ism’,  par t ia l i ty  bordering on pure prejudice,  i f  

not  for ,  th ird,  the abandonment  of  the self  and to tal  immersion in  h is  subject  that  

Kreef t  achieves in  accept ing and adher ing to  Gandalf’s  command,  wri t ten  on a  

modern-day road s ign on a  path  leading up a  mountain,  ‘You cannot  pass!’  Having 

grown out of  the eponymous course taught  repeatedly over  many years ,  The 

Philosophy of  Tolkien ,  publ ished by Ignat ius  Press  in  2005,  effect ively d is t i l ls  the 

essent ia l  ideas  under lying Tolkien’s  opus,  including the great  mythological  backdrop 

of  The Si lmaril l ion .  Al though i t  not  only extends beyond phi losophy proper  but  

sometimes seems to s tray in to ‘outer  r im’  areas ,  engaging quest ions such as  ‘Why do 

human’s  have ident i ty  cr ises? ’  and ‘Is  there  real  magic?’,  i t  more or  less  meets  i ts  

four  object ives  (pp.  10–11) :  ‘a  voyage of  d iscovery in to the phi losophical  hear t  of  

Middle-ear th’ ,  ‘a  research tool ,  a  concordance’  to  the phi losophical  themes in  the 

LOTR ,  ‘an  engaging introduct ion to  phi losophy’,  and f inal ly  an  explorat ion of  ‘ the  

very close paral le l  between Tolkien and [C.S.]  Lewis’ ,  as  i t  quotes  f rom this  o ther  

Inkl ing,  on whom Kreeft  is  an in ternat ional  expert ,  a lmost  as  of ten as f rom Tolkien.  

Kreef t’s  book is  a  personal  one through and through,  f rom the f irs t  chapter ,  

‘Metaphysics’ ,  which opens with a  remark on the  loss  of  philosophy’s  proper  

meaning of  ‘ the love of  wisdom’ in  modern ‘phi losophy depar tments’ ,  drawing an 

analogy with  how the dwindl ing of  mar tyrs  and saints  in  North  America does no t  

d iminish  the meaning of  Chris t iani ty,  before even mentioning metaphysics ,  and 

ending with  a  concluding chapter  that ,  a t  leas t  a t  f i rs t ,  appears  not  to  engage 

Tolkien’s  phi losophy,  but  Chr is t iani ty again.  In  between,  i t  is  r iddled with  

humorous,  insightful ,  even emotional ly engaging,  but  never theless  of ten  gra tuitous 

or  only loosely appropr iate  asides .  For  example,  when explaining the d ifference 



between learning phi losophy and reading l i terature,  Kreef t  adds  in  parentheses,  

‘Angels ,  who begin  with  general  pr inciples  and know everything else  by deduct ion 

from them, do not  wri te  s tor ies’  (p.  26)  –  something which,  besides  being only 

tangent ial ly relevant,  Kreef t  real ly  cannot c laim to  know about .  ( I  hasten  to  add,  

though,  that  just  below,  in  explaining that  the purpose of  h is  book is  ‘ to  teach,  not  

[ l ike Tolkien] to  fascinate ,  engage,  amaze, or  move the reader’ ,  because Kreef t  

presupposes that  the reader  ‘has already been swept  away by ‘ the great  grey 

ineluctable  wave’  of  The Lord of  the Rings’ ,  h is  addi t ion,  ‘This  book is  not  l ike 

surf ing but  l ike oceanography’  (p.  26) ,  surpr is ingly turns out  to  be based on a  long-

t ime love of  surf ing.)  Some asides  are  more harmless,  as  when,  in  consider ing Elves  

in  the sect ion on Platonic  Ideas,  he concedes,  ‘There  are  no physical  Elves in  th is  

world’  (44) ,  but  adds in  parentheses  ‘al though most  of  the ci t izens of  Iceland would 

disagree with  that’ .  ( Icelanders ,  of  course,  might  f ind th is  less  than harmless . )  

Others  are  less  apparently so;  for  example,  in  the chapter  on ‘Angeology’,  under  the  

quest ion ‘Could  there  be creatures  between men and angels ,  such as  Elves?’ ,  Kreef t  

r ight ly  re lates  how Tolkien’s  Elves  envy man his  mortal i ty ,  and (s t i l l  r ightly)  

in terprets  the  naïveté  in  their  conservat ism in  l ight  of  th is ;  but  he  then unnecessar i ly  

in ter jects  in  parentheses ,  ‘Envy is  one of  the s tupidest  of  s ins,  the only one that  

never  caused a  s ingle  moment  of  even fa lse  joy’  (80) .  A f inal ,  exemplary as ide 

character izes  qui te  well  the ent ire  exper ience of  reading th is  book,  which in  th is  

respect  resembles  reading the  Pensées ,  only s l ight ly more orderly (and Kreef t  is  

heavi ly indebted,  both in  general  and specif ical ly  in  this  example,  to  Pascal) :  in  

d iscussing modes of  knowing,  Kreef t  wri tes ,  ‘Hel iocentr ism,  evolut ion,  and 

rela t iv i ty  are  t rue ideas  only if  they conform the scient is t’s  mind to  the object ive 

physical  world;  but  this  world  is  t ru ly hel iocentr ic ,  evolut ionary,  and relat ive  only i f  

i t  conforms to  the d ivine Idea and design for  i t .  (And everything does that  except 

man.  Only in  man is  there  a  gap between God’s e ternal  des ign and temporal  fact .  The 

word for  that  gap is  ‘s in’ . )’  (43) .  

However ,  the s tudy’s  s t ructure  is  a lso  s tr ic t ly  impersonal  and pragmatic .  As one 

might  expect—or at  least  hope for—from a Thomist ,  i t  adheres  to  a  s imple s t ructure:  

arranging and l is t ing  more or  less  phi losophical  quest ions under  major  phi losophical  

f ie lds  that  make up each chapter .  Thus,  under  ‘Epistemology’  we f ind ‘What is  

t ru th?’  and ‘Is  knowledge always good?’ ,  among others;   under  ‘Pol i t ical  

Phi losophy’ ‘Is  small  beaut ifu l?’  and ‘Can war be noble?’ .  Kreef t  offers  an 

explanat ion of  the meaning and importance of  the quest ion,  and then quotes  from 

The Lord of  the Rings  (LOTR),  f rom Tolkien’s  o ther  wri t ings (usual ly a  le t ter) ,  f rom 

C.S.  Lewis,  and of ten from others  as  wel l ,  more  or  less  d irect ly  answering or  ( in  the 

case of  sources  besides  LOTR) commenting on the quest ion.  Not  a l l  quest ions  are  as  



philosophical  as  some might  wish—’Is  romance more thr i l l ing  than sex?’—, nor  does 

Tolkien’s  answer  always appear ,  but  Kreef t  invar iably engages an  apposi te  author i ty 

to  demonstrate  the phi losophical  and l i terary d imensions  of  the issue:  Dostoyevsky 

for  the  death of  the  self  versus  the death of  the  soul ;  Kierkegaard for  the  contrast  

between a  ‘knight  of  inf in i te  resignat ion’  and Frodo the ‘knight  of  fai th’ ;  Wilder’s  

The Bridges  of  San Luis  Rey  for  Tolkien’s  own i l luminat ion of  the  tapestry of  

providence;  Marx to  shed—or swallow—light  on whether  ‘ the  past  ( tradi t ion)  [ is]  a  

pr ison or  a  l ighthouse’;  Nietzsche’s  n ihi l ism pi t ted against  Machiavel l i ’s  

pragmatism with Plato’s  self- loving al tru ism appear ing on top.  However ,  as  h is  

consideration of  these la t ter  authors  shows,  Kreef t  may be accused of  s implis t ic  

analyses  and plain ,  unsuppor ted  opinions:  the Republic’s  central  drama,  here ,  i s  

between two forms of  magic ,  the  might  from the  r ight  and the  r ight  f rom the  might,  

and culminates  in  Plato’s  answer  to  the quest ion why we ‘should…be good if  we can 

get  whatever  we want by being evi l’ :  ‘wanting what you should  is  bet ter  than get t ing 

what  you want’  (p .  183) .  Likewise,  though widely read across  l i terary genres  and 

per iods ,  Kreef t’s  perspect ive  is  radical ly romant ic—with a  lowercase r ,  the 

Romantics  being probably too modern for  h is  l ik ing—so that  not  only does he 

dismiss  Hardy’s The Dynasts  and Camus’  The Stranger  for  fa l l ing shor t  of  ‘great  

l i terature’  on account of  their  opposi te  extremes on the phi losophico-theological  

scale  of  fa te  and freedom, or  prefer  Shakespeare’s  Macbeth  to  Faulkner’s  Compsons 

and Marlow’s  Faust  to  Goethe’s ,  but  one imagines he might  d iscount  Flauber t ,  

Faulkner ,  even Proust  and others  for  a  def ic iency of  purposeful  (provident ial? )  

meaning.  For tunately,  Kreef t  ingenuously offers  h is  take on what  const i tu tes  a  ‘great  

s tory’  in  the In troduct ion,  and his  i l lustrat ive example of  the f irs t  of  f ive  

components ,  p lo t ,  a lso ref lects  h is  own overal l  s tyle  and approach: ‘You cannot  

wri te  a  great  s tory about  saving a  but ton on a  sweater  and nothing more.  You can,  

however ,  wri te  a  great  s tory about  saving the world,  which is  what Tolkien did’  (p.  

18) .  In  consider ing his  re la t ive  d isuse of  secondary sources on Tolkien—only a  

handful ,  but  of  the best—and only anecdotal ,  but  a lways appropr iate ,  use of  

phi losophers  and wri ters ,  i t  i s  wel l  to  remember  that  Kreef t  i s  f irs t  and foremost a  

phi losopher  in  h is  own r ight ,  and an unabashedly though absent-mindedly asser t ive 

and opinionated one.  

The par t icular  s trength of  th is  book,  though,  l ies  in  the innumerable  l inks Kreef t  

draws between Tolkien and Lewis,  tapping a  knowledge base of  the la t ter  which 

l ikely exceeds that  of  the former  in  order  to  enl ighten i t .  Although nei ther  was a  

professional  phi losopher ,  Lewis  has  more claim to  i t ,  and even in  Tolkien’s  le t ters ,  

f rom which Kreef t  quotes  profusely,  h is  phi losophical  ideas  re ta in much of  the 

poet ic  qual i ty  that  character izes  his  creat ive  work:  most  effect ive  in  f ic t ion and 



fantasy,  they enr ich  each le t ter  with  an  enchanting aura,  but  can therewith  a lso 

obfuscate  the  issues.  In  even the one ins tance in  which Tolkien appears  to  be 

expl ic i t ly ‘phi losophizing’  the myth (90;   :  291) ,  the incomprehensibi l i ty  of  the 

account  is  only overcome with  fur ther  quotat ions,  for tu i tously from Tolkien making 

the same point  about  power  and magic in  ‘On Fairy-Stor ies’  and from Lewis’  The 

Aboli t ion  of  Man .  Through a  combinat ion of  l i terary and phi losophical  a l lusions and 

anecdotes  as  wel l  as  his  own phi losophical  analysis ,  but  especial ly  with  the aid  of  

Lewis’  br i l l iant ly  c lear  expl icat ions,  Peter  Kreef t  is  able  to  connect  the  paradoxical  

c la ims of  Tolkien’s  philosophical  web,  more in tr icate  than Shelob’s,  in to  a  beauti fu l  

panorama as  b ig  as  Middle-Ear th  and as  r ich  and consis tent  in  every point :  to  show, 

in  shor t ,  how The Lord of  the Rings ,  by the reckoning of  i ts  own author ,  can be 

pr imar i ly about  power ,  central ly  about  creat ion and sub-creat ion,  deep down about  

death  and deathlessness ,  and above al l  about the honour of  God.  
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