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A Sword of One's Own:

Eowyn as Gender Free Warrior

“But no living man am I! You look upon a woman”(ROK,141). With these words, the stalwart Eowyn, daughter of kings and shield maiden, reveals her female identity to both ally and enemy as she confronts the Lord of the Nazgul on the Pellenor Fields. No doubt, every female identified reader of Tolkien’s Return of the King, the final volume in the classic trilogy The Lord of the Rings, feels a rush of pride and vindication when reading the passage in which Eowyn becomes the hero of the hour in the midst of heated battle. She performs the role of the quintessential warrior maiden: exhibiting the traditionally masculine qualities of courage, fortitude, and determination while eschewing the less-engaging “wait at home in the castle until the men win the battle” female role. 
Indeed, the concept of the medieval warrior character is usually contained within the gender-dichotomous category of the masculine, and has been presented in fiction (at least since the time of the resurgence of interest in medievalism in the nineteenth century) as a model for the masculine ideal. In the introduction to Sidney Lanier’s 1879 A Boy’s Froissart, the author tells the [presumably young male] reader that reading tales of medieval chivalry and warfare will show a boy how to become a man; to possess such qualities as “hardihood, daring, valor” and to encounter “boundless conflict and unhindered actions”(qtd. in Henthorne 75). One might ask, then: if a character is female and behaves “like a warrior,” is it a foregone conclusion that she is also behaving “like a man”? How do we situate Eowyn’s performance as a soldier in the ongoing effort to unpack the cultural layers of constructed gender and depolarize the dichotomous categories of masculine and feminine? Is the “fearless and high-hearted”(TT,163) niece of King Theoden somehow usurping masculine traits as well as borrowing the male-associated sword and helmet?
These questions may perhaps be informed by the work of Judith Halberstam in Female Masculinity, in which she attempts to locate masculinity outside biologically male bodies; in other words, to unravel the web of cultural and performative connections that tie masculinity to maleness. According to Halberstam, “Masculinity in this society [presumably white, Western culture] conjures up notions of power and legitimacy and privilege.” Halberstam’s project acknowledges that the power contained in masculinity is divided into “complicated differentials of class, race, sexuality and gender”(Halberstam 2). Yet the book confines itself largely to exploration of butch lesbian identity and performance, and assumes that what we define as masculine is universally recognized as such. Halberstam contends that an important step toward gender parity is to cultivate female masculinity – to offer qualities such as speed, skill, and strength to women as masculine traits still, but somehow also available to women.

To return to the character of Eowyn: there seems to be no connection in Lord of the Rings between assuming masculine dress in order to join the men in battle and any conscious performance of gender subversion. Eowyn uses the disguise of cloak and helmet only to pass well enough as a man to get to the battle scene. She has no wish to act “like a man” or to locate masculinities in her own female body; she only dresses in masculine attire to achieve the very practical goal of joining her brother and uncle in defense of their homeland. “Perhaps being grounded and understanding one’s sense of place within the cosmic story eliminates gendering”(Fife 152); Eowyn knows who she is and why she wants to fight. Her desperation to join the battle has nothing to do with male performativity: if she would be allowed to fight as a woman, she would gladly do so. 
Nor is Eowyn following the tradition of the cross-dressing soldier and sailor-girls who dressed in men’s clothing and assumed a male identity in order to follow a lover into war. One of these daring young girls appeared as the heroine of many popular ballads in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, chronicled by Dianne Dugaw in Warrior Women and Popular Balladry. Gender is certainly a pivotal element in the actions of the young ladies in these warrior ballads, as they usually adopt the disguise initially for the sake of heterosexual romance. Some ultimately perform heroic deeds in battle in the context of the tale, but the desire to follow one’s love interest is the ongoing motive. We might suggest that Eowyn wants to follow Aragorn in a similar fashion earlier in The Return of the King when he sets out on the Path of the Dead. But as Faramir sees clearly, Eowyn’s love for Aragorn is not gender-dependent or romantic: “And as a great captain may to a young soldier he seemed to you admirable”(ROK,242). He realizes that Eowyn’s love for Aragorn constitutes simple hero worship – the adulation of an aspiring soldier for a mighty warrior.  She loved “only what he represented – valor, activity, movement, travel, a warrior’s life and death”(Fife 152). The hobbit Merry, watching Eowyn disguised as Dernhelm ride away toward Gondor, recognizes the look of a true warrior in her eyes: “it came suddenly to him that it was the face of one without hope who goes in search of death”(ROK,91). Eowyn knows that the battle may be hopeless, yet she is determined to take part in it for the sake of duty and honor exactly as do her uncle, brother and hundreds of other nameless Riders of Rohan. 
Other characters in Tolkien’s tale recognize that Eowyn possesses both the qualities needed in battle and the spirit of a warrior. Hama, the leader of the house guard, points out her leadership abilities to King Theoden, suggesting that she is certainly capable of maintaining the kingdom while the soldiers go forth to battle (TT,163). Gandalf wisely sees the trap that Eowyn inhabits because of her female gender (biologically female body) and pities her, knowing that “she, born in the body of a maid, had a spirit and a courage at least the match of yours” but was required to remain safely at home, with “the walls of her bower closing in upon her”(TT,143). Gandalf, and Eowyn’s companion and fellow stow-away Merry, both recognize that it is the qualities of courage, strength, skill, and fortitude that make a soldier. Throughout the trilogy these qualities are admired, cultivated, and encouraged as desirable in men, hobbits, elves and dwarves alike – all inhabiting male bodies and therefore presumed to perform male identity. It is assumed that the few female characters represent stability, nurturance, inspiration and wisdom; also positive qualities, but less exclusively gendered. The “masculine” qualities are those associated with power and agency - what Eowyn fervently seeks. 
Consider Judith Butler’s fundamental contention that “there is no gender identity behind the expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are said to be its results”(Butler 25). In other words, performance of gender is a copy for which there is no original. The soldier’s garb of armor, helmet and sword perform masculinity in the world of Middle Earth, but there is nothing “real” beneath them that constitutes the masculine. The characteristics that point to success as a soldier are arbitrarily associated with male bodies. So Eowyn’s “performance” as Dernhelm says nothing about men or women, it only places her in the category of “soldier.” Within the theoretical concept of gender performativity, Eowyn is able to locate the transcendent self under the gender performance. It is those around her who require from her a gendered performance; it is the society in which she moves that suggests she cannot be in this category because, as Gandalf points out, she was born in the body of a maid.
In determining to peel away the layer of assumption that ties particular qualities and propensities to a specific gender identity, it becomes a negligible point whether masculinity is located in a male or female body. In eighteenth century narratives about female cross-dressing soldiers Christian Davies and Hannah Schell, the women’s successes in battle are described as “provocative models of proper masculinity, celebrated for their uncommon intrepidity, masculine air and behavior, and possessing the real soul of a man”(Bowen 25). The only actual characteristic in this list is “uncommon intrepidity,” which is then conflated with “proper masculinity” and having the soul of a man rather than a woman. Herein is the situation in which Tolkien’s Eowyn finds herself. The qualities she possesses that lead Hama to recommend her as a leader, and that enable her to valiantly do what no man could do (stand up to the Lord of the Nazgul) are encoded in the performance of masculinity: when one possesses these qualities, one must be a man. 
     In studying the performance of gender commonly known as “drag” (cross-dressing in a self-conscious performative manner), Judith Butler contends that “drag can get us out of the inevitability which surrounds gender performativity”(qtd. in Medhurst and Munt 301), allowing the separation of qualities associated with masculinity from biologically male bodies. Self-consciously dressing and acting “like a woman” or “like a man,” Butler claims, does not support the binary categories of gender, but rather illustrates that all of what we consider masculine or feminine is performance and only performance. By “attaching behaviors to discordant bodies”(Medhurst and Munt 301), Eowyn’s success as a warrior is a performance of strength, courage, and fortitude rather than manliness, or even female masculinity. Gender performativity may always be on the edge of failure (Medhurst and Munt), but perhaps it doesn’t matter. Eowyn succeeds as a warrior and as a person, not as a gendered subject with a particular set of characteristics and behaviors in a particular suit of clothes. As female soldier Martinette declares in Brown’s 1799 Ormond, “I felt as if I was enbued with a soul that was a stranger to the sexual distinction”(qtd. in Lewis 37).
     Butler claims that gender itself becomes a free-floating artifice when the status of gender is constructed separately from biological sex. Why, then, is it important, or even appropriate, to define Eowyn’s performance as a soldier in terms of how well she performs masculinity? Susan Moller Okin, in her 1989 book Justice, Gender, and the Family, argues for the general value of a society free from gender, in which “in its social structures and practices, one’s sex is of no more social relevance than one’s eye color or the length of one’s toes” (Okin 171). In the same sense, assertive behavior such as that required of a warrior would not be judged any differently in a male body or a female body. Okin’s vision of a gender-free society refers largely to the elimination of assumptions connected to gendered sex roles, which would mean that women (and men) could participate fully and freely in any sphere of public life to which they were suited by talent and inclination. Eowyn’s temperament and desire would make her an ideal soldier, and she would be praised for leading her people into battle, rather than having to disguise herself as an ordinary soldier. Unfortunately for her, gender is dichotomized and gender roles are socially constructed in Middle Earth, too.
     Like Shakespeare’s invented sister in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own (1929), Eowyn is confined not by the biological caprice of sex but by the constructed gender roles that those around her attach to the traits associated with her goals. Possessing the qualities of a warrior is more fundamental to Eowyn as subject than any performance of gender; in flowing gown remaining at home or in cloak and helmet on the Pellenor Fields, she is who she is. She disguises herself as Dernhelm for the same reason that Woolf longs for all talented writers to have 5oo pounds a year and rooms of their own. The disguise is the only means by which Eowyn can follow her destiny and do what she knows she is capable of doing to help her people and all the inhabitants of Middle Earth; in a gender-free world, all a warrior would need, whether male or female, is a sword of one’s own. 
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