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Abstract 

This essay focuses on J.R.R Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, how the different races in the text 

are portrayed and how they interact with each other. The essay uses postcolonial theories, 

mainly “Orientalism” and “Otherness”, to prove traces of racism in the text. It focuses on the 

text and what can be found in the characters opinions of each other. The aim of this essay is 

to prove that in The Lord of the Rings there is an underlying story of racial issues between the 

different races of Middle-Earth and that these issues can be described as racism.  The 

colonial themes of the text can mostly be found in the geographical descriptions, the colour 

of skin and the stereotypical descriptions of different races within the text. The stereotypical 

descriptions are probably sprung from the fact that J.R.R Tolkien grew up towards the end of 

the big Imperialist era of 19th century Europe and the similarities and descriptions of foreign 

cultures existing in the real world can be traced throughout the text.  The Lord of the Rings 

contains themes with racial issues and this can be described as racism, even though it is not 

possible to say that The Lord of the Rings is a racist text as whole.  
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Lord of the Rings by J.R.R Tolkien is one of the most popular fantasy books written. Millions of 

people have read it and they have fallen in love with the world that Tolkien created, the 

creatures, the different races that inhabit the world and the stories that are told in the novel.  

Other fantasy writers have copied his creations into their own works and kept the same names 

of the races and their attributes. Tolkien set the standard for the different races, how a Dwarf 

should act and behave, that the Elves love the forests, and he also created the ultimate enemy 

in the Orcs. Tolkien’s text is a classic creation where he has created a whole new world filled 

with different characters, species, languages and races and they all share the world of Middle-

Earth. In this essay I will look closer at the relations between the different races and show that 

The Lord of the Rings has an undercurrent that can be described as racism. My claim is that 

beneath this classic story of Good versus Evil there lies an implicit story of race issues and that 

Tolkien in his world of fantasy has created a racist hierarchy between the different races he 

created based on the colour of their skin and geographic origin.  

 In order to show the racist tendencies, I will use a postcolonial perspective on the text. I 

will mainly show these perspectives with the use of “otherness” and “orientalism” presented 

in Orientalism (1978) by Edward Said and the works of Homi K. Bhabha as introduced by K. M. 

Newton in Twentieth-Century Literary Theory (1997). I will analyse the main humanoid races of 

Middle-Earth and explain the relation they have to each other in order to prove that there is a 

story of racial issues in the text. Apart from The Lord of the Rings I will also use parts from The 

Silmarillion (1977) by J.R.R Tolkien to further show the theme of otherness in the world of 

Middle-Earth.  I will categorise the humanoid creatures of Middle-Earth as different races and 

not as different species since they are in fact able to interbreed with each other. The definition 

of a race used here is “An interbreeding, usually geographically isolated population of 

organisms differing from other populations of the same species in the frequency of hereditary 

traits.” (Yourdictionary.com). 

 At the time when The Lord of the Rings was written the world was in the aftermath of 

the imperial era that swept across Europe during the 19th century. J.R.R Tolkien grew up in 

England which was one of the greatest empires at this time with many colonies and a ruling 

white population. Growing up in a culture based on the superiority of the Western civilisation 

will affect the way you write and think on a subconscious level. You might not realise it but 

your thoughts, prejudges and the way you interact with the world around you will be 

influenced by the culture you grow up in. At the same time as England ruled over the colonies 
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the studies of social Darwinism became popular proclaiming the white man at the top of the 

hierarchical ladder.  

 The definition of racism that I use in this essay is “the belief that race accounts for 

differences in human character or ability and that a particular race is superior to others.” 

(Yourdictionary.com). However, I am not only looking at the human perspective as this 

definition says but have extended this definition to pertain to all humanoid races in Middle-

Earth and their relations to each other.   

  In Hobbits, Elves, and Wizards: Exploring the Wonders and Worlds of J.R.R. Tolkien's the 

Lord of the Rings (2002) Michael Stanton has outlined the various races of Middle-Earth. I will 

use some of his racial categories for my analysis to explain how the race of men in Middle-

Earth can be divided into different groups. “The first group are the Men of the West, the 

people who still have the love of the elves in their hearts, such as the people of Gondor and 

the Númenors. The second group are the Middle People or the Men of The Twilight, The 

Rohirrim are an example of these. The last group are the Wild, the men of Darkness and these 

are the followers of Sauron, like the Haradrim.” (137). I will not be using the same names as 

Stanton in my essay but I will use the same divisions between them.    

 As mentioned above The Lord of The Rings is a fantasy novel. The text carries the 

characteristics of a fairy-tale. Typical for the tale genre is that the good fights against the evil 

and that it describes a world where it is obvious who is evil and who is good. Often or regularly 

the good side is victorious. The fairy-tale often describes a development. The main characters 

of the fairy-tale might be given a quest or taken away on a journey where they will meet great 

challenges and hardships. The Fantasy genre is in many ways similar to the fantasies of fairy-

tales, and as in The Lord of The Rings fantasy novels are often placed in a medieval 

environment among different fantasy creatures. The story often has a war as a central point 

where the evil shall be defeated with the help of magic or gifts given to the heroes 

(Hedencrona 37-40). The Lord of the Rings is not a text filled with defined us against them 

values in ways about one race’s superiority over another, but instead it might only be a story in 

the fantasy genre, and when looking at these genre characteristics we might say that it is not 

only The Lord of The Rings that can be seen as racist but maybe the entire genre of Fantasy. 

This might be one of the reasons that so little criticism has been pointed at The Lord of the 

Rings since it is just a story among other stories with the same characteristics that we are so 

used to that we do not raise an eyebrow since we are told stories like these from when we are 

http://www.yourdictionary.com/racism
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young children. This is interesting because if the Fantasy genre can be seen as racist it can be 

claimed that we might be so used to being exposed to the sort of racism hidden in The Lord of 

the Rings that we do not think about it when we read the text. However there are not enough 

facts to back this claim up based on a few observations.  The fact that certain racism might be 

so hard to find in western literature might of course be because Sweden is part of the western 

civilisation. People from other cultures might have a whole different experience from reading 

the text and might see parts from another point of view. The Lord of the Rings is written from 

the perspective of the heroes. This is nothing strange for a classic fairy-tale but when you start 

thinking about the text as a whole we are given very little information about the enemies of 

the heroes other than that they are evil. These things are typical for a Fairy-tale but they are 

also typical for the discourse of colonial literature where a writer often portrays the enemy 

very one sided and only dealt with in stereotypical ways.  Focusing on the otherness of others 

creates a stereotype that can be applied to other groups. The facts that are given to us from 

the writer about the enemies are to be considered the truth and we should just accept this. 

 Stereotypical portrayal can be linked to the thoughts of Homi K. Bhabha as introduced 

by K. M. Newton, who writes how stereotypical figures are created and used because it is 

repeated over and over again in order to create a type of otherness, as we focus on the things 

that make us different such as culture, religion or history (Newton 293). These stereotypes are 

according to Bhabha a form of colonial discourse with the objective “… to construe the 

colonized as a population of degenerate types on the basis of racial origin, in order to justify 

conquest…” (Newton 295). This way of justifying the rule of others by making them inferior is 

something that will be looked back upon throughout this entire essay. I will use these theories 

to show how the geographical areas of Middle-Earth represents different races and that these 

races are portrayed in a very stereotypical way. 

 Another postcolonial critic is Edward Said. And in his book Orientalism (1978) Said 

discusses how the Western world uses stereotypical views on the Eastern world in order to 

create a mystic experience when talking about it. How the ruling of colonies are justified by 

calming that other cultures are inferior to you own and therefore you have the right to rule 

over them. Said also writes how different aspects of religion and cultural advancement are 

seen as excuses to teach the savages about civilisation and teach them how to live their life to 

the fullest. Said’s thoughts have a close link to the “white men’s burden” concept where the 

white colonisers saw it as their duty to teach and civilise other cultures that were looked upon 

as inferior to their own.  
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 Looking at a map of Middle-Earth we can see that the races representing the good in the 

text come from the west or the north while the different people representing the evil in the 

world live in the south and the east. If we would place the map of Middle-Earth on a map of 

the world we would find that the areas inhabited by the “heroes” would be the northern areas 

of Europe such as Great Britain, Germany and Scandinavia while the evil areas would be 

outside Europe in the areas of North Africa or the Arabic areas in the Middle-East. In the text 

other places located outside the map of Middle-Earth are mentioned, but we get very few 

references to where they are located, only that they are placed in the farther south, the east 

or the west. The dark-skinned people from the south are fighting for the dark lord and they 

send him soldiers so that he can conquer the west. But we also learn that they worship the 

dark lord as a god, and the fact that their evil comes from this worship of a false god and evil 

lord of darkness (Tolkien 631-33). The worshiping of a false god was something that the 

colonisers used as an excuse to conquer new areas, the population needed to be taught 

Christianity to save them from evil and it is also a common theme in Orientalism (Said 100). If 

the people from the south were dark-skinned before they turned to the dark lord’s service, if 

their dark skin is a mark of evil, or if their dark skin comes from living under a hot sun in the 

south is unknown.  

 The first race to inhabit Middle-Earth was the Elves; they are described as the most 

beautiful of all creatures and also the wisest. The Elves have blond hair and are very tall; they 

have pale skin and grey eyes. They were also the tutors of the first humans, teaching them to 

write and giving them their culture. The Elves are the race with the smallest population since 

they are leaving the world of Middle-Earth for a place where only Elves are allowed to live. 

However the Elves make an exception for the bearers of the great rings of power, allowing 

Bilbo and Frodo to travel with them to their land. Even among the fair Elves there is a hidden 

hierarchy where the High Elves, who live in the Elven homeland, stand at the top and further 

down we find the Elves from the great forests of Mirkwood located in the north of Middle-

Earth. Legolas is the Elven hero of the text and he is a prince of the Mirkwood Elves. Typical 

characteristics of the Elves are that they are very agile and that they have superior eyesight. 

Evidence of their agility is shown in Lothlórien when they without problems run across a single 

rope (Tolkien 337) and when the fellowship walks the pass of Caradhras, Legolas walks on top 

of the snow without falling through (Tolkien 285). Since the Elves are untouched by time they 

have no natural end to their lives and can never die of old age. We also find out that the Elves 

use some sort of disguise to cover their real appearance when the black riders are being 



  Alexander Fahlén 

  Supervisor: Anna Linzie 

7 

 

defeated at the river crossing: “I thought that I saw a white figure that shone and did not grow 

dim as the others. Was that Glorfindel then? ‘Yes, you saw him for a moment as he is upon the 

other side: one of the mighty of the Firstborn. He is an Elf-lord of a house of princes” (Tolkien 

217).This glowing figure could be interpreted as a form of divine being, and in the world of 

religious hierarchical orders (The great chain of being) the group placed above the race of Men 

are the angels. This angelical approach would help to show the superiority of the Elves 

compared with other races in Midde-Earth.  The Elves are looked at with admiration by most 

races and their pale complexion is something almost everyone finds beautiful regardless of 

how their own people are shaped. This admiration for something white and pure sets the 

standard for what is considered beautiful in Middle-Earth, just as it was during the colonial 

time when the pale skin would be considered more pure then the dark skinned people of the 

colonies. 

   As mentioned before the race of Men are neither the oldest nor the most intelligent of 

the races in Middle-Earth, for that you would have to look at the Elves.  The humans, however, 

are the major race of Middle-Earth, and can be found far and wide in this world, but the race 

of Men who are considered “good” have a tendency to live in the north and the west, while 

the “evil” humans mainly live in the south or the east. However there are of course cases of 

evil men in the west as well but if we look at the typical racial descriptions we find that they 

are based on geography. 

 In The Lord of the Rings we get the following description of what the first humans looked 

like: “tall men and fair women, valiant both alike, golden-haired, bright-eyed, and strong; they 

remind us of the youth of Men, as they were in the Elder days” (Tolkien 663) We see that the 

stereotypical North European features are what humans are supposed to look like in The Lord 

of the Rings. This would be the standard to measure all humans by and the further east we 

look in Middle-Earth we find less of the first men’s features. Furthermore the race of Men can 

be divided into different sub-races or tribes. The humans who are considered the purest of 

heart and with the purest bloodlines are the Dúnedain. The Dúnedain were one of the first 

races of humans from which all the other tribes developed. The Dúnedain look down on the 

other tribes because of their less pure blood and they desperately try to keep their bloodline 

free from all other races, except from the Elves (Tolkien The Silmarilion 150). The humans who 

moved east and south became corrupted and evil, and their skin darkened, they became slaves 

under the evil Vala (god) Morgoth and later his follower Sauron.   
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 In comparison to the way the first Men looked like, the Men from the south, the 

Haradrim, are described as carrying the typical features of North-African people described 

during the middle ages: “These warriors were clothed in scarlet cloaks and had gold rings in 

their ears and golden collars and great round shields … All had black eyes and long black hair in 

plaits braided with gold … They were armed variously with bows, crimson-headed spears and 

pikes, curved daggers and scimitars” (Day 154). The Haradrim are described as evil. They 

worship Sauron and they fight for him willingly even though the Haradrim soldiers must be 

aware that he is an evil master. In the final battle of The Lord of the Rings the Haradrim bring 

their elephant-like Oliphaunts to wage war against the free people of Middle-Earth (Tolkien 

687).  When the Hobbit Sam first catches a glimpse of a fallen Haradrim soldier, however, he 

cannot help to wonder if it just comes down to innate good and evil: “He wondered what the 

man’s name was and were he came from; and if he was really evil by heart, or what lies or 

threats had led him on the long march from his home; and if he would not really rather have 

stayed there in peace” (Tolkien 687). The fact that Sam doubts the evil of this fallen soldier 

proves in a way that there are heavy prejudices against other races. Sam believes, like 

everyone else used to believe, that the people from the South and East are evil by heart and 

only when he is standing close to one of their soldiers and sees him as an individual, he starts 

to think otherwise.  This again goes back to Bhabha’s description of how stereotypical figures 

are created and used with the help of otherness (Newton 293). Sam, as an example, knows 

what a Haradrim soldier is, he has been taught this from stereotypes that have found their way 

across Middle-Earth all the way to the Shire but he has no real knowledge since he has never 

met one. However, seeing one up close, he begins to question the stereotypes.  

 Another tribe of Men is the Easterlings who are given the following description “Not tall, 

but broad and grim, bearded like dwarves, wielding great axes. Out of some savage land in the 

wide East… ” (Tolkien 803). These Easterlings are seen as a barbaric people and cannot be 

trusted since they have committed crimes in the past against the “noble descendants of the 

Edain [the first race of men]” (Day 141). This tribe is also allied with Sauron and willingly joins 

his war against the people of Middle-Earth. This could be seen as a racist description based on 

the geographic origin and the fact that they are seen as a lesser race of savages. To portray 

another group as savages is also a very common element in the otherness theme of colonial 

writing. By making them inferior it is morally justified to conquer them. 

 After the great war of the ring, King Aragorn gives the Haradrim and the Easterlings their 

freedom and a new age begins, the age of Men. “And the King pardoned the Easterlings that 
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had given themselves up, and sent them away free, and he made peace with the peoples of 

Harad; and the slaves of Mordor he released and gave to them all the lands about Lake Nùrned 

to be their own” (Tolkien 947). This pardon from the king led to peace and prosperity among 

the race of Men. This can be seen as a way of civilisation of the inferior races since only when a 

man of noble blood (the blood of the Dúnedain) tells the people of Harad and the East to stop 

their wars can they achieve long lasting peace. There are some parallels between this motif of 

civilising others in Lord of the Rings and the imperialist thoughts of “the white men’s burden” 

which was a strong ideology during the 19th century where white colonisers were considered 

the teachers of the uncivilised populations of Africa and Asia. This education were considered 

as something morally right both because of the white race superiority in civilisation and also 

because of the religious aspects. The savages of the uncivilised world were a danger to 

themselves and only with the help of the colonisers could they be saved (McKay 776).  The 

idea about the white men’s rights to rule were strong during the 19th century. In 1883 the 

French premier Jules Ferry claimed “It must be stated openly that, in effect, superior races 

have rights over inferior races. … I repeat that superior races have a right, because they have a 

duty. They have a duty to civilize inferior races.” (McKay 798-99). Consequently it can be 

argued that Aragorn the king of the remaining Dúnedain teaches the Haradrim and Easterlings 

how to become civilised and live in peace with the other races of Men, not only because it is 

necessary for peace but because it is expected of him since he is representing the superior race 

of the Dúnedain.   

 Sadly enough the idea that some people have the right to govern another culture is 

something that goes back a long time and in Orientalism (1979) Edward Said discusses several 

aspects of how the self-appointed superior culture sees it as its right to govern. This type of 

reasoning can be applied to the Easterlings and Haradrim who-are after the war pardoned and 

with the help of King Aragorn they can now live in a civilised society. The people who were 

victorious now take the right to govern their lands even though we have no information about 

Aragorn knowing anything about either government or the cultures or history of his new lands. 

His knowledge is based on prejudices and stereotypical rumours.  The people of the west 

might think they know Haradrim and Easterling culture but, typically, the colonisers only know 

small parts of it.  Even if Said is not talking about the works of Tolkien, we can still use his 

explanation about how this type of behaviour is typical for orientalism where the people from 

western civilisations believe that people from the orient are not able to take care of 

themselves. Instead they are treated like children or people of less intelligence, and since the 
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ones in charge think that they know so much about their way of life, and also have a greater 

understanding of how the way things work generally in the world, it is necessary for them to 

help the lesser culture in order to make that culture work properly and introduce it into 

civilisation (Said 34-38). Here we again come back to the thoughts of the white men’s burden, 

namely that a civilised group will have to teach the savages. 

 Another group of Men are the Rohirrim, or the horse people, who are described as wild 

but noble warriors fighting for the good. The Rohirrim are a race that share their appearances 

with the real world historical Anglo-Saxons, they have braided blond hair and beards, and they 

are blue-eyed (Day 176).  They are not seen as powerful as the people from Gondor and their 

bloodlines are not as pure as the people from the far north but in the end of the war of the 

ring, the blood between Rohan and Gondor is connected in the love between the Steward of 

Gondor Faramir and Éowyn, the sister of Éomer, the new king of Rohan (Tolkien 955). 

 In The Lord of the Rings we also get a glimpse of where humans place themselves on the 

hierarchal ladder of race. When Boromir tries to take the ring from Frodo, he explains that the 

race of Men is both stronger and better than the other races since unlike all other races the 

pure-hearted Men of Gondor will not be corrupted by the ring. This might be one of the 

greatest ironies in the book since Boromir himself while saying this is corrupted by the ring’s 

power and he is about to prove himself wrong. He proclaims the Gondorian superiority to 

other Men and the race of Men’s superiority over other races. The other races only care about 

themselves, according to Boromir (389). On the other hand, Boromir’s father Denethor only 

thinks about his own people and cares nothing about the other humans inhabiting Middle-

Earth (845).  

 Both Boromir and Denetor are descendants of the Dúnedain population of Gondor, but 

over the years the people of Gondor have been mixing with other groups and are no longer of 

the pure Dúnedain bloodline. This leads us to believe that the purer the blood the harder it will 

be to corrupt since Aragorn, a true Dúnedain, is able to resist the corruption of the ring. It is 

also the fact that he is of pure blood that makes it possible for Aragorn to live a long life; he 

dies at an age closer to 210 while normal Men rarely live past 100 (1072). Since Aragorn is a 

descendant to the old king it is his right to rule, and this is also because he has the right blood 

in him. Gondor has for generations been governed by the Stewards of Minas Tirith but all 

those years they have not been chosen as new kings and it is easy to see the connection 
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between the rights to rule with the lack of the pure blood of the Dúnedain since they over the 

years have been mixing their race with others.    

 As mentioned above the different races of Middle-Earth can probably crossbreed but 

this is not seen as an entirely positive ability. The ancient human tribe of Dúnedain looked 

down on the other human tribes for their blending with others. We also see a mix between the 

big Orcs from Mordor, the Uruk-hai, and evil humans, thus creating the “fighting Uruk-hai”, 

Saruman’s elite forces in the war against the Rohirim, a bigger and stronger version of the 

Uruk-hai Orcs, able to withstand sunlight. The Ent Treebeard has his own theory about the 

creation of Saruman’s soldiers: 

He [Saruman] has taken up with foul folk, with the Orcs. Brm, hoom! Worse than 

that: he has been doing something to them, something dangerous. For these 

Isengarders are more like wicked Men. It is a mark of evil things that came in the 

Great Darkness that they cannot abide the Sun; but Sarumans’s Orcs can endure 

it. Even if they hate it. I wonder what he has done? Are they Men he has ruined 

or has he blended the race of Orcs and Men? That would be black evil! (Tolkien 

462) 

We also learn that to make his Uruk-hai strong, Saruman gives them human flesh to eat: "We 

are the servants of Saruman the Wise, the White Hand: the Hand that gives us man's-flesh to 

eat" (Tolkien 436). By mixing two races together Saruman has created a superior warrior with 

the bloodlust and temperament of the Orcs but with the size and strength of Men. These Orcs, 

would according to Treebeard, be even worse than the original Orcs and the reason that 

Saruman somehow mixed the somewhat better blood of Men with the blood of the Uruk-hai 

Orcs, who inhabit the absolute bottom steps of the hierarchal ladder, makes this “black evil”.   

We cannot make the assumption that the mixing of blood is a bad thing based on Threebeard’s 

words alone. However, if we add the fate of the Elven maids who if they fall in love with a 

mortal man must make a choice; if she wishes to marry the man she must choose to live a 

mortal life as well. This is the case for Arwen when she decides to marry King Aragorn.  

 However, there is a mix between Humans and Elves that is very special, since the 

offspring of these will have to choose if they are to live a mortal life and die or live an immortal 

life as the other Elves. The Half-Elves are not looked down on by other Elves like other half-

breeds, and they can rise to a high place in the Elfish society. Elrond the Half-Elven is a 

powerful leader among the Elves but his title as “half-elven” is a constant reminder that he is 
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not a complete elf but something different. Faramir’s and Eowyn’s union would seem like a 

crossbreeding between the Dúnedain and the Rohirrim but since the Age of Men has begun 

with the crowning of King Aragorn, the king who breaks the hierarchy apart, this is not 

considered a problem. 

 This idea that the mixing of blood would be something bad can also be found in the real 

world where it still today can be considered negative if you have parents from different 

cultures (McKay 852). In Middle-Earth the mixing of blood between Elves, Humans, Orcs, 

Hobbits or Dwarves is rarely mentioned, if at all, but since Men seem to be able to mix with 

both Elves and Orcs there would be no reason why the other races could not also mix. The 

taboo of mixing between different races can be seen as a way of keeping the blood pure. The 

purer the blood the better.  

 While the race of Men are seen as the standard in the text, building great kingdoms, the 

Hobbits are seen as a simple and dull people who only care about eating and drinking. They 

love peace and their homeland, the Shire. The Hobbits are a small and almost childlike race 

and are even called Halflings due to their short stature. The Hobbits of Middle-Earth live in a 

well-developed society where they despise anything modern. They can be seen as a very 

civilised race with a working mail system and clocks on their mantle-pieces. Where exactly the 

Hobbits came from, no one really knows. Tolkien explains that the only race who kept record 

of history in the old age were the Elves, and they were busy trying to write about themselves 

(Tolkien 2). However, Tolkien also explains in the prologue that “It is plain indeed that in spite 

of later estrangement Hobbits are relatives of ours: far nearer to us than Elves, or even than 

Dwarves. ... But what exactly our relationship is can no longer be discovered” (Tolkien 2). In 

the light of this it is clear that they are in some way related to the other races of Middle-Earth. 

Since the Hobbits are not a tribe among the race of Men it is hard to see why they would 

choose to coexist within their kingdoms.  

 The Hobbits should be considered as something in the way of the “others” and therefore 

be seen as an inferior race. However the race of Hobbits are considered relatives and therefore 

not completely inferior. When Treebeard the Ent captures Merry and Pippin he is very 

surprised to find that they are not in the list of creatures that he learned when he was young, 

but with the help from the Hobbits he makes a new line in the song next to the race of Men 

(Tolkien 454). The fact that Merry and Pippin place the race of Hobbits in relation to the race 

of Men also helps to prove their view on their place in the hierarchical society of Middle-Earth. 
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    The Hobbits have a hierarchy within their own race where some are better than the 

others. As an example Frodo himself shows his contempt for the lower-class hobbits at the 

Green Dragon when he says that an earthquake or an invasion of dragons would be good for 

them (Blackwelder 157). The Hobbits are as the humans divided into different tribes. 

Furthermore, the Hobbits are looked down on by the other races, not because they are evil or 

bad but because of their dull life and the fact that they are small. However, when the Elves say 

to Bilbo that they have trouble separating two mortals from each other Bilbo answers, “If you 

can’t distinguish between a Man and a Hobbit, your judgment is poorer than I imagined. 

They’re as different as peas and apples” (Tolkien 253). This shows that the Hobbits consider 

themselves as a different race than the Men. 

 Only at one place in Middle-Earth are Hobbits and Men considered real equal. In the 

town of Brie Hobbits and Men live together side by side in a community that depends on both 

their races (Tolkien 166). These two races living side by side is something that is almost unique 

for Brie in the entire Middle-Earth. In other places people of different races can work together 

when necessary but they live separated from each other in their own communities.  The 

Dwarves and Elves generally distrust each other because of ancient wars; humans are 

generally not trusted by the older races because they are easily corrupted by power. So this 

town of Brie could be seen as a version of the perfect place where two different races are able 

to coexist within a single community. This community however makes no mentions of a mix 

between Men and Hobbits, which might also be seen as a sign of the taboo of mixing blood.  

The tolerance between Hobbits and Men has ended somewhere because in the prologue of 

The Lord of The Rings we get the explanation that the Hobbits still exist but they do not trust 

the “Big folks” and hide from them (Tolkien 2).  

 The strange thing about the Hobbits is that they are in fact the heroes of The Lord of the 

Rings and because of their heroic acts the Hobbits are in the end of the book the race that 

makes the greatest climb on the hierarchy ladder. In the end Frodo and Sam are placed on the 

throne of Gondor and the King himself says “Praise them with great praise” (933). This shows 

that certain deeds can allow you to climb the hierarchical ladder and be rewarded by the ruling 

group.   

 In contrast to the beautiful Elves the Orcs are a race that is described as short-grown, 

black skinned, with apelike arms and yellow tusks. They are evil and they take pleasure in 

killing everything living. Moreover, as Bradley J. Birzer points out, “Translated from Anglo-
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Saxon ‘Orc’ means ‘demon’” (93). They are clan or tribe people frequently fight wars against 

each other, even at the same time they fight the people of Middle-Earth. The Orcs are in one 

way relatives to the Elves but dark magic corrupted them into the evil form they are in the 

books. Their origin is described in The Silmarillion:  

But of those unhappy ones who were ensnared by Melkor [Morgoth] little is known 

of a certainty. For who of the living has descended into the pits of Utumno, or has 

explored the darkness of the counsels of Melkor? Yet this is held true by the wise of 

Eressea, that all those of the Quendi who came into the hands of Melkor, ere 

Utumno was broken, were put there in prison, and by slow arts of cruelty were 

corrupted and enslaved; and thus did Melkor breed the hideous race of the Orcs in 

envy and mockery of the Elves, of whom they were afterwards the bitterest foes. 

(Tolkien Silmarillion 50)  

The Orcs are considered the lowest form of life in the Middle-Earth and they are hated for 

their evil deeds. Even the peace-loving Hobbits despise the Orcs and use them in expressions 

for negative comparisons, as in “he is as bad as an Orc, and just an enemy” (Tolkien 73).  They 

are even named “the enemy of Men,” and while their human allies are shown mercy at the 

battle of Helm’s Deep the Orcs are slaughtered (Tolkien 532). Since the Orcs are formed by evil 

magic they cannot stand the sun, they are afraid of it and never travel in daylight. The fact that 

the Orcs are black-skinned is interesting since they are unable to live and move in the sunlight, 

and therefore their black skin cannot be from the sun. This tells us that the Orcs have 

somehow been bred to have a dark skin instead of the pale Elfish complexion as a mark of 

their evil master. By the theory that the Orcs’ black skin is a designed feature we can possibly 

draw the conclusion that the humans serving Sauron got their black skin because they serve 

the evil lords, and not because they are exposed to the sun in their homelands. If the dark skin 

should be because they are evil it is safe to say that the colour of skin is something very 

important in Middle-Earth since this would prove what side you are on if you would meet a 

new culture. The black skin of an enemy can also be linked to the stereotypical descriptions of 

otherness and orientalism as it would help to prove that the Orcs are something else, they are 

not part of the western world since they have black skin. 

 When it comes to the view of skin colour we can see a difference in value between being 

pale skinned and dark skinned where the pale skin is supposed to be more agreeable and 

representing the forces of good. These thoughts have their origin in the time when Tolkien 
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lived. In the late 1800s and early 1900s imperialist thoughts were strong among the citizens of 

Great Britain, and together with the fairly new Origin of Species by Charles Darwin (1859) the 

popularity of the Social Darwinist (a sort of pseudo-science) thoughts where different groups 

were divided after features of their race. People who were put in one of these groups where 

expected to share the characteristics of their race. Social Darwinism also created a hierarchical 

ladder where different groups would represent different stages of evolution were the ones at 

the bottom would be equal to the children of the ones at the top of the ladder (Wilson 40). 

This can be applied to the different groups of Men in The Lord of the Rings where the noble 

Dúnedain are placed on the top while the Haradrim and Easterlings are placed at the bottom 

with their wild ways. 

 It is clear that the Orcs are at the very bottom of the hierarchical ladder when it comes 

to the humanoid creatures of Middle-Earth. When examining where the Orcs come from on 

the map of Middle-Earth we notice that they are actually from all over the world. But their 

greatest concentration is with their master in Mordor, the land at the outskirts of the map. 

This way of portraying the Orcs is a way of making them exotic and mystic. We are not told 

about their language, culture or history even if they have been around for almost as long as 

the other races of Middle-Earth. Should we assume that they are a lesser race not worthy of 

understanding just as the colonial masters of Europe did when they encountered a new group 

of people? In my reading, there are resemblances between how the Orcs are portrayed and 

the way certain African tribes were talked about in the context of the British Empire. 

Describing people as wild savages without culture or language makes it more acceptable to 

conquer their lands and teach them some culture just like the colonising countries of Europe 

did. The Orcs are being treated like “the others” in order to justify the treatment of them. They 

are dehumanised and are dealt with according to stereotypical ideas of how the Orcs are. 

 As shown, all the races on the good side are more or less pale-skinned. If we try to 

translate Middle-Earth to the real world we can see that the Haradrim people would live in 

African areas, and during the 19th century these African areas were colonised by different 

European countries such as the British Empire, France and Germany. The coloured inhabitants 

of Africa were considered unintelligent by the colonising countries, and the different tribes 

waged war against each other as well as the white colonists (McKay 776). This may not be the 

author’s intention but we can see the resemblance in the text where the white and civilised 

people from the west teach the barbaric human tribes from the east how to live and how not 

to make war against each other. This way of making the enemy into something mystic and 
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unknown can be seen as a form of orientalism where Tolkien takes pieces of things we are 

familiar with such as the cultures from the Far East or the resemblance to people in the real 

world. Tolkien participates in racist forms of discourse since the text reflects the times of the 

ending imperialism in which Tolkien lived. 

 In conclusion we can see that there is a strong hierarchy between the races of Middle-

Earth. This determines the way in which attitudes and alliances are represented. For instance, 

the race of Orcs can be exterminated without anyone saying anything against it. In Middle-

Earth race is something that affects your life and what other people see when they look at you, 

especially since the colour of your skin will give away if you come from the lands of the enemy 

or not.  The Elves are at the top of the ladder until the end of the text when they leave Middle-

Earth for their homeland. When Aragorn is crowned King of Gondor a new age has started in 

Middle-Earth, the Age of Men, where other races such as Elves, Hobbits and Dwarves will 

slowly be pushed away and the race of Men will become the new rulers of the world. With the 

race of Men taking over the world the hierarchy ladder is broken and mixing between human 

tribes is allowed.  The pure blooded races at the top of the ladder leave Middle-Earth and at 

the very bottom the human tribes who are enslaved and worship Sauron as their god are 

shown mercy by the other Men. These tribes are just above the Orcs in the race hierarchy 

because they are after all humans, but the fact that they are made allies with Gondor by King 

Aragorn also shows that they are climbing upwards. The Orcs are however shown no mercy 

and are instead hunted down as the animals people think they are. The treatment of the 

Haradrim and Easterlings can, as mentioned before, be seen as a way of colonising the lands of 

their enemy since their new ruler is in fact King Aragorn of Gondor. Under this ruling they will 

become civilised and good. 

 The Hobbits have no place of their own on the ladder but are instead placed within the 

group of Men. The Hobbits climb on the hierarchy ladder since they have shown their courage 

by helping to destroy the ring of Sauron. Since The Lord of The Rings is a classic tale of good 

and evil it is clear that there has to be an evil force and to oppose the evil forces we need the 

forces of good to fight for us. In other words, Middle-Earth is a society where the evil must be 

destroyed by the forces of good. There is no possibility for the good and the completely evil 

races to live together. We have seen that the Haradrim and the other tribes of Men who live in 

the south are forgiven after the great war of the ring but there is no pardon for the Orcs; they 

must be destroyed. In a way this can be seen as a type of orientalism at the heart of the text 

and its depiction of heroes since it is the belief that they themselves, the people from the 
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west, are the good and therefore better than the people living in the south. This belief, that 

they are a superior culture, makes it acceptable for them to destroy another race. This can 

only be achieved since the races of the west are incapable of seeing anything good in the Orcs. 

The Orcs are at rock bottom of the hierarchical ladder, they never climb this ladder and will 

remain the sworn enemy of all living things. The evil that is infested in them makes it 

impossible for them to live together with other races. Why is it possible to have peace with the 

other followers of Sauron like the Haradrim or the Easterlings but the Orcs are considered not 

worthy of life or peace?    

 The geographical fact that Middle-Earth placed over Europe would show the civilised 

and pale-skinned kingdoms over the West, North and central Europe, while the lands of 

Mordor and Harad would be found in the East and South on its own would not be seen as 

something strange, but given the fact that we find real world equivalents in the North African 

tribes and the Arabic population of the east in the stereotypical descriptions used in the text 

makes this something worth commenting. In Middle-Earth, South and East is where the black 

races comes from and the black in Middle-Earth is considered evil. This is however only true 

for the race of Men as long as Sauron lives. When he is destroyed the people of the South 

become free and able to live side by side with other tribes of Men. 

  I cannot claim that Lord of the Rings as a whole is a racist text but there are some parts 

that can be interpreted as upholding the colonial values of Social Darwinism and racism. We 

have the way the different races are portrayed in very stereotypical ways and very few 

characters step out of these stereotypes. The fact, however, that some characters break the 

stereotypical walls – for instance that Gimli befriends Legolas and how Sam starts to think 

about the Haradrim soldier as a person - shows that there are characters willing to change.  
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