Tolkien and Technology

The Science of Art

A Very, Very Rough Draft

We live in a world that is dominated by science and technology, and it is strange that so many of us feel on the surface that this is natural.  At times however, the People of the West do pine for a simpler time, a less stressful time—this is usually when we are trapped in traffic, or have been waiting of hold for twenty minutes after talking to a cold, impersonal telephone menu, or after watching flying monsters piloted by madmen crash into the World Trade Center—and yet, we go about our lives trusting in the machines that drive our world and manage our futures.  Few of us can truly understand the impact that the beginnings of this dominance had on the agrarian world of 19th-century Europe and America, its citizens held in awe and dread as they looked upon the metamorphosis of their once green lands into a sooty, noisy, dangerous landscape full of Blake’s “dark Satanic mills.”  J.R.R. Tolkien’s masterwork, the Lord of the Rings, can be seen as an analysis of a world attempting to come to terms with the onset of industrialization, just as Tolkien had to contend with the undeniable permanence of the Industrial Age, as the world entered the 20th Century.


Tolkien’s experience with the evils of industrialization were of course not limited to noisy cars and sooty mills: he saw first-hand in the First World War the killing machines and technologies that were unleased on Humanity.  At places such as the Somme (where Tolkien himself fought in 1916), Guernica, and Dresden, Tolkien and other writers of his day survived (yet were scarred by) the first generations of truly industrialized warfare and genocide.  In The Lord of the Rings, most of Tolkien’s characters fight, not modern war, but medieval war, full of glorious battles that last at most one or two days.  But Frodo and Sam, in a sense, must fight a modern struggle, akin to the trench warfare of the Great War.  As the pair moves through the lands around and within Mordor, they do not fight a few days and then rest, regroup, and move on as battles have been fought for centuries.  Their experience is the constant fear of death or discovery that marked life in the trenches in WWI, the pressures that led to battle fatigue (shell shock, post traumatic stress disorder) in the soldiers.  And Frodo does seem himself to suffer from this disorder.  He quakes and shivers, has insomnia and a lack of appetite, and seems to lose all hope as he approaches Mount Doom.  The parallels between the Mordor trek and World War I (though not allegorical) are striking.  The choking fumes which fill Mordor mirror the poison gases, introduced first in WWI, which floated heavy over battle plains and settled into the trenches.  The constant thirst that Frodo and Sam feel is reminiscent of the thirst reported by soldiers in the trenches, due to the difficulty of transporting sufficient water to the front.  The Eye of Sauron reminds us of search lights, and the Nazgul flying overhead menacingly on Fell Beasts of the new airforce which in WWI first became a major influence.  Perhaps the most chilling parallel is seen as Frodo and Sam are led through the Dead Marshes by Gollum.  The dead faces of Elves and Men they see looking up at them from just below the surface of the water, are, as Gollum informs them, the spectres of those fallen in the great battle against Sauron at the closing of the Second Age.  These faces were not the nightmarish invention of Tolkien, but his reality; he most assuredly saw the faces of the dead soldiers that filled the flooded trenches at the Battle of the Somme, so numerous were they (60,000 British were killed on the first day of the battle alone) that the removal of the bodies could not keep apace.  Tolkien experienced a war that for the first time (and hopefully the last) combined the horrific weapons spawned from science and the antiquated, glorifying view of war.  He seems to have made a deliberate decision to not spare his Middle-earth the evils of this combination, and Frodo is the Sacrifice.

The Question of Power

As has been pointed out numerous times (and by Tolkien himself), The Lord of the Rings is not a tale of Good versus Evil, as much as it is a question of Power.  Lord Acton said that “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”  The works of Tolkien are filled with characters who are faced with the question of power, and some do not answer it well.  Thorin’s lust for the Arkenstone in The Hobbit is his downfall.  In fact, the lust and greediness of the Dwarves seem to be the only characteristic amplified by the seven Rings of Power given to them.  Perhaps this lust of the Dwarves comes originally from their creator, the Vala Aule, who so loved the image he saw of the Children of Iluvatar in the Song of Creation that he also gave into his desire for power and fashioned this reduced people.  Many characters (Isildur, Smeagol, Boromir, Frodo) face and fail the ultimate challenge when tempted by the One Ring.  But Lord Acton said that power tends to corrupt, and Tolkien must have thought it important to show that power (even absolute power) can be resisted.  Until his final failure, Frodo shows great resistance to the power of the Ring:  He offers it freely to Gandalf, Tom Bombadil and Galadriel.  Bilbo has the power to give up the Ring to Frodo.  Sam returns it freely to Frodo after Cirith Ungol.  Galadriel, Gandalf, and Elrond know that though they desire it, they cannot give in and take up the Ring, else it would corrupt them absolutely.  And perhaps the greatest triumph is made by Faramir, who, though he does not possess the grace and majesty of the Elves or the Maiar nor the simpleness of Hobbits, shows his quality:  Just half of a page after Faramir learns that he has in his control two helpless halflings and the Ring of Rings, he proclaims the men of Gondor to be truth-speakers and vows, “Not if I found it on the highway would I take it.”  Tom Shippey, in his book J.R.R. Tolkien:  Author of the Century, recalls an Old English proverb, “A man does as he is when he can do what he wants,” making the point that power does not alter character, it reveals it (115).  Truly, Faramir’s character is revealed.

Science and Technology for Good or Ill


Tolkien, though he abhorred the industrialization of his England, knew that an object, a human construction is not evil unto itself; only its use can be evil.  It is not the Silmarils that are evil, but the Oath taken by Feanor and his sons that is.  Weapons are not evil, they are only put toward evil designs by evil men.  Faramir says 

War must be, while we defend our lives against a destroyer who would devour all; but I do not love the bright sword for its sharpness, nor the arrow for its swiftness, nor the warrior for his glory.  I love only that which they defend.” (LotR IV,5)

Shippey points out that there is an Old English poem known to Tolkien which attributes the Fall of Man not to Adam and Eve but to Cain and Abel and the invention of metallurgy (241).  Saruman, Sauron, and Feanor all use metallurgy to disastrous ends:

Feanor made a secret forge, of which not even Melkor was aware, and there he tempered fell swords for himself and for his sons, and he made tall helms with plumes of red.  (Silmarillion, ch. 7)

But again, it is not the power that is evil but the purpose.  The oft misquoted Biblical passage is not “Money is the root of all evil,” but rather “The love of money is the root of all evil.”  The word “science” is from the Greek “scientia,” to know.  Granted knowledge is not the same as wisdom, and knowledge itself is power, but it is not evil.  In a c1951 letter, Tolkien described the Light of Valinor as 

the light of art undivorced from reason, that sees things both scientifically (or philosophically) and imaginatively (or subcreatively) and says that they are good…” (Tolkien 148)


Tolkien saw magic and technology as the same:  “The Machine is our more obvious modern form [of Power] though more closely related to Magic than is usually recognised” (Tolkien 146).  Actually Tolkien talked about two forms of magic, which he identified as “magia” (which was seen by ancient people as good) and “goeteia” (which was held to be evil).  Tolkien refutes this, saying there is no good or bad magic; it’s all in the motives of the user.  The Enemy uses magic for evil ends:  magia is used in the form of machinery, and goeteia is used to control the wills of others.  But the forces of good use both magics as well:  magia has useful purposes “like fire in a wet faggot,” and goeteia is used for artistic effects with no desire to deceive. (Tolkien 199-200)  Rather than trying to separate magics, Tolkien tended to see all magic and machines as means to gain power, and he preferred the word “Art” to describe the creative and nurturing aspects that others attributed to “good magic.”  The Elves magic is Art, used for “sub-creation, not domination and tyrannous re-forming of Creation,” while the magic of machines is an evil that “can and does arise from an apparently good root, the desire to benefit the world and others.” (Tolkien 146)  Of his High Elves, the Elves that saw the Light of Valinor before the Two Trees were destroyed, Tolkien saw the Noldor as the most associated with science and technology.  In the Second Age, in Eregion, their desire for the machinery of the Rings of Power caused them to cleave to the knowledge (scientia) that Sauron offered and to refuse the warnings of Gil-galad and Elrond.  Tolkien considered them no more wicked than modern researchers whose by-products produced poisonous gases and explosives, which while not inherently evil “are pretty certain to serve evil ends.  For which they will not necessarily be to blame, even if aware of them.” (Tolkien 190)  The Elves to Tolkien were more complex than the purely good beings that some made them out to be.  While the Elves of Eregion made the three Rings to preserve beauty, they also “enhanced the natural power of a possessor—thus approaching ‘magic,’ a motive easily corruptible into evil, a lust for domination.” (Tolkien 152)  But always for Tolkien, the Elves 

Represent, as it were the artistic, aesthetic, and purely scientific aspects of the Humane nature raised to a higher level than is actually seen in Men…they have a devoted love of the physical world, and a desire to observe and understand it for its own sake…not as a material for use or as a power-platform.  (Tolkien 236)


In the end, Good and Evil are merely how we use power.  Sauron has knowledge but not understanding.  His true weakness is that he doesn’t truly perceive others’ views.  He cannot imagine the idea of wanting to destroy the Ring rather than use it for domination.  He releases his armies too soon in fear that Aragorn will use the Ring against him.  True knowledge (joined with wisdom) defeats fear.  Sauron who lacks true knowledge is constantly afraid.  In opposition to this, Aragorn uses the palantir in ways that the Enemy can or will not.  While Sauron utilizes the seeing stones to plant lies in the minds of Saruman and Denethor and to dominate wills, Aragorn, the rightful owner of the stones, uses them to learn and plan.  He uses this science “to know” but complements it with understanding.


The pathway toward the good or evil use of power begins with a choice.  Tolkien’s writings are resplendent with choices, the choices that characters have and the choices that they allow, all eventually derived from Eru, who does not dominate Creation, but allows it to unfold.  The Istari, or Wizards, have come to Middle-earth with great powers but chose to not intervene in the affairs of the Free Peoples to an extent that takes away free will.  True they were commanded by the Lords of the West to withhold their power, but in the end it is their choice to make.  Saruman chooses to violate this trust and falls; Gandalf remains true, realizing that were he to take up the Ring, this is exactly what would happen:  In an attempt to do good, he would rob the People of their free will in his desire to protect them.  Elrond does not command the Fellowship, but rather gives them the choice to accompany Frodo.  To do otherwise would be to use his power to dominate.  Aragorn, as he is proving his kingship, does not command all to follow him to the Morannon and the assault against Mordor, but gives all the choice to return and defend Cair Andros, without shame.  When most choose to follow him, he has not bent their wills to him, only their hearts.  Bilbo (as well as Aragorn, Gandalf, and Frodo) have the power to kill Gollum, but they choses not too.  They pity Gollum, and in the end, this is what saves Middle-earth.  

The choice has always been ours:  will technology be the Master Ring that enhances our desires and lusts for power and control, thus controlling us, or will we control technology and temper it with compassion and heed the tutelage 

Nature


Tolkien was a great lover of Nature.  

  In the Silmarillion, Eru Illuvatar says that even the evil Melkor “shall prove but [His] instrument in the devising of things more wonderful.”  Through struggle comes change and improvement.
