Sauron’s Panopticons: power, identity and surveillance in J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings
Tolkien’s fictional works as a whole, and The Lord of the Rings in particular, occupy a controversial place within twentieth century literary criticism. His recognition as an author worthy of critical attention has grown, particularly since the 1970s, yet he has not escaped an ambivalence due, it seems, to his standing apart from the chief areas of literary development in the twentieth century. His use of the “Secondary World”
 fantasy genre has also done his reputation a disservice, partly due to the inferior writing of many of his imitators (although there are some notable exceptions). An assumption still exists that The Lord of the Rings (hereafter Rings) is of necessity morally narrow, and flat in characterisation. The latter at least has not always been seen negatively: C.S. Lewis suggests that characters in myth should be like “shapes moving in another world … we do not imaginatively transport ourselves into their [lives]”
, and there are certainly elements of myth (even as Lewis defined it) in Rings. There are, moreover, critics prepared to go beyond even that assumption
. The accusation of moral narrowness has been more problematic and is, perhaps, partly responsible for the fact that a majority (though by no means all) of his admirers have been more concerned with his literary and philological influences, or with a straight defence of the work, than with the themes and structures of the text itself.

This dissertation will examine the relationship between themes in the Rings text for which I am using the two words “power” and “identity”, although it may be appropriate to consider a number of different concepts associated with those words. The issues I shall consider demonstrate, in my opinion, a far deeper approach to moral and psychological questions than it is often suggested can be found in Tolkien’s work. As I hint in my title, I shall spend some time examining the themes through a consideration of a secondary theme of surveillance - particularly unseen surveillance - which is a recurring form of power in Rings, and which connects my discussion to ideas of vision and visibility that have a considerable impact on identity.

First, however, there are certain parameters that need to be established. Many of Tolkien’s comments on Rings are in print, thanks to the publication of his letters. The principal of whether or not to trust an Author’s interpretation of his own work in general would take another dissertation. In this case Tolkien’s own lack of “particular, conscious, intellectual, intention” is acknowledged by himself
, although his own ability as a literary critic, and the relevance to Rings of, for example, his essay “On Fairy Stories” need not, and arguably should not be ignored. I have, therefore, in my research, made some limited use of Tolkien’s comments on The Lord of the Rings, but as if he were an independent critic of the work, rather than an authoritative voice.

I also question the advisability of seeking a single authorial voice on power and identity in the Middle-earth writings, by referring to the large number of unfinished texts and early drafts of completed texts of Tolkien’s works that have been published since his death. Thanks to Christopher Tolkien’s editions of The History of Middle Earth, many versions of the same text are now available in print and even The Silmarillion does not exist in a form prepared by the author. Further, The Hobbit and Rings are very different texts, with different fictional authors
 who, as characters in Rings, have different moral viewpoints, as well as a very different writing style. And then there are the appendices to Rings that summarise a great deal of the material later published in The Silmarillion and Unfinished Tales. Are they a part of the Rings text? Tolkien expressed dissatisfaction with them
, and the novel has been published without them
. Consequently, for the purposes of this dissertation, I shall sidestep this knotty issue and confine my argument almost exclusively to the Rings text itself, though I will occasionally refer, as supporting rather than conclusive evidence, to the novel’s appendices.

Before I begin, I must clarify my use of the words “power” and “identity”. Tolkien’s treatment of power in Rings is largely concerned with the effect of the possession of power upon the individual possessing it. The details and ethics of what Foucault calls “the administrative apparatus”
 are rarely touched upon, beyond obvious narrative disapproval of the parasitic bad government of “Sharkey” in Book VI, chapter 8, “The Scouring of the Shire”
. Where ethical questions of rule are dealt with, they are primarily a function for determining the morality of the ruler: through for example, the comparisons offered between Denethor and Théoden. That is not to say that the text’s analysis of power never goes beyond the individual, but it does so rarely, and the emphasis is still chiefly, if not solely, on the governing rather than the governed.

I shall allow myself to be flexible in my use of the word “power”, but I shall draw particularly on two definitions. One is the “ability to act or affect something strongly”
, although I shall use it primarily with reference to that ability in an extreme; in the same way that Tolkien uses “magic” in The Hobbit, although in Rings the use of that word is questioned
. By that definition, “power” is an ability that is not possible in the Primary World, but which may signify a number of different concepts with which we are familiar, or which have an implied morality applicable beyond the text. The second is the “possession of control or command over others”
. A power of surveillance utilising (for want of a better word) “magical” means, would obviously invoke both of these meanings.

Then there is the word “identity”. The Oxford English Dictionary contains the following definition: “…the condition or fact that a person or thing is itself and not something else… the condition or fact of remaining the same person throughout the various phases of existence”
. In Middle-earth, where species can indicate character, this must include the cultural and ethnic background of the individual. Among my questions, I shall be considering whether an individual can remain an individual while possessing a great power. How does the text interpret Lord Acton’s assertion that “[p]ower tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely”?
.

I shall begin with those elements in Rings that relate to surveillance, starting with those powers attributed to the One Ring, which justify Jane Chance’s conclusion that the Ring is “a type of Panopticon”
. By this, I mean those of its functions that have an affect on the vision or visibility of the keeper or wearer (primarily Frodo), and a consequent effect upon his identity. 

We learn early on that the Ring confers apparent invisibility upon a mortal wearer
, thus enabling him to see, unseen. Temporary invisibility is accompanied by the ability to see the “that which is hidden” (Fellowship p. 475), specifically, in Frodo’s case, the true forms of the Nazgûl. Both these attributes involve a transfer of the wearer’s physical presence from the ordinary world of Middle-Earth to what Gandalf calls “the wraith-world” (Ibid. p. 291) or “the twilight” (Ibid. p. 72). During this temporary wearing of the Ring, the Ring-bearer becomes visible to the Nazgûl, as they are visible to him. It also makes him potentially visible to the Eye of Sauron, which I will discuss below. The wearer of the Ring cannot always escape surveillance. Further, the wearer’s visual perception of what might be called the “daylight” world around him is lessened. The invisibility does not, as it might seem, allow the body to disappear to the extent of having no appearance anywhere; it changes the environment in which it appears. The individual’s psychological identity may remain intact, but while the wearer physically ceases to be visibly apparent in one state of reality, and becomes visibly apparent in another, his social identity - as a mortal, as a hobbit - is surely compromised, or at least subverted. Moreover, there is the possibility of permanent transference to “the twilight”:

[I]f [a mortal] often uses the Ring to make himself invisible, he fades, he becomes in the end invisible permanently, and walks in the twilight under the eye of the dark power that rules the Rings… sooner or later the dark power will devour him.

Note that Gandalf says, “walks in the twilight” (bold type mine): the verb indicates a continuous, specific action, not a state of existence, which in the context is curious. Note also the “devour”. Gandalf portrays this permanent transference as a loss of self that is complete enough to involve consumption by another. Identity is not merely subverted by this; it is wholly negated. 

The long-term effects of keeping the Ring, even without wearing it, are also remarkable. In Moria Frodo observes that: 

His senses were sharper and more aware of things that could not be seen. One sign of change… was that he could see more in the dark than any of his companions, save perhaps Gandalf.

The narrator attributes the change both to the Ring and to Frodo’s knife wound (whose function is also a transferring of the victim to “the twilight”). His psychological “sight” also grows “keener”, developing into a weakened form of the ability to “see all the other [Rings] and know the thoughts of those that wear them”; an ability available only to one who has “train[ed his] will to the dominion of others”
. As with the apparent invisibility, Frodo’s new abilities have a negative impact upon his identity. With the increased sensory and extra-sensory perception comes an increased awareness of the true nature of the Ring, and of the Eye of Sauron: knowledge that is oppressing and preoccupying. Sauron’s Eye is - as the Ring has the potential to be - akin to Bentham’s panopticon: the prison, where “the warders could at all times observe the prisoners”
. It is even more like the form of surveillance described in Pat Barker’s Eye in the Door:

The peephole formed the pupil, but around this someone had … paint[ed] a veined iris, an eyewhite, eyelashes and a lid… Facing it was intolerable because you could never be sure if there was a human eye at the centre of the painted eye. Sitting with his back to it was worse, since there’s nothing more alarming than being watched from behind. And when he sat sideways, he had the irritating impression of somebody trying to attract his attention.
 

The prisoner believes himself seen even if he is not, achieving the same effect as actual surveillance. Frodo’s continued visualisation of the Eye weakens his determination to fulfil his quest and leaves him unable to visualise anything else. Frodo himself phrases it thus:

No taste of food, no feel of water, no sound of wind, no memory of tree or grass or flower, no image of moon or star are left to me. I am naked in the dark, Sam, and there is no veil between me and the wheel of fire. I begin to see it even with my waking eyes, and all else fades. (King, p. 258)

It is significant that Frodo’s corruption by the Ring is accompanied by a loss of memory of things that are particularly dear to him, and that are particularly in the nature of a hobbit to love: things that are essential to his personal and cultural identity. He has gained a capacity for surveillance but cannot use it to survey, even imaginatively, anything it is in his nature to wish to see. Is this Acton’s tendency to corruption, or is it rather a tendency to personal negation?

The Eye’s attempts to locate Frodo illustrate another danger of engaging in surveillance: that of becoming the object of it. Each attempt occurs when Frodo is wearing the Ring, when he is in Mordor (and so within the scope of Sauron’s Benthamic panopticon), and when he has access to other forms of surveillance: at Amon Hen
 (“the Hill of the Eye”) and when looking into the Mirror of Galadriel
. Frodo also experiences thoughts that do not originate from the self, but from Sauron or the Nazgûl: in the early chapters in the Shire
, at Amon Hen and before Minas Morgul
. In each case he has been watching the originator of the thought and thus, again, engaging in surveillance. “And when you gaze long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.”

Nietzsche’s maxim is applicable also to another of the Rings panopticons: the palantíri. This is most obvious with regard to Denethor and Saruman. Saruman, motivated by his pursuit of “knowledge … for the sake of personal power”
, “cast[s] his gaze upon Barad-dûr”, where it is “trapped and held”, becoming available to Sauron for “inspection and instruction” (Towers p. 255; bold type mine). Appropriately, Saruman’s narrowly selfish gazing not only enables the abyss to look back at him, but also to draw his gaze permanently towards it. The Orthanc-stone becomes, at least temporarily, a monopticon. Similarly, Denethor’s view through the Stone of Minas Tirith is narrowed not only by Sauron’s control of it
, which allows him to see “only those things which that Power permit[s] him to see”
, but also narrowed through his own preoccupation with the fate of Gondor, and his lack of concern for the fate of other lands. “You think, as is your wont, my lord, of Gondor only” accuses Gandalf, “Yet there are other men and other lives, and time still to be.”

If the use of a panopticon is so problematic, can it safely be undertaken by any? The mistakes of Saruman and Denethor are contrasted with Galadriel’s use of her Mirror. Galadriel is aided by her ability to acknowledge that it is not safe and to avoid sole reliance upon it: to temper its images with her own judgement. She acknowledges that her panopticon “is dangerous as a guide to deeds”
 and dissuades Sam from returning to the Shire when his use of the Mirror confirms his suspicion that “evil things might… be happening”
 at home. Similarly, she acknowledges that her use of her ring Nenya to read Sauron’s mind is limited: she can see “all of his mind that concerns the Elves”
, but not any other part of it. It is significant that Galadriel can read Sauron’s mind but that he cannot read hers. In practical terms, this is the result of the fact that she keeps one of the Three Rings that “Sauron never touched”. But does it also say something about their imaginative vision of each other? Galadriel can imagine Sauron’s desire for power: she is herself tempted by the One Ring, although she is able to resist that temptation. Sauron cannot imagine the desire of anyone to throw away the Ring. Gandalf describes the “folly” of the anti-quest as “our cloak, a veil before the eyes of the Enemy” (Fellowship, p. 353). Like Saruman and Denethor, Sauron’s considerable power of vision is restricted by his own mental narrowness. His own identity adversely affects his power.

I shall return now to the One Ring, and to the second of the definitions of power that I offered in my introduction: the “possession of control or command over others”. That the Ring can be a means of “control or command” is due partly to its panoptic functions: note that the original purpose of the panopticon of Bentham and Foucault was as a “technique … of coercion”
. It is also due partly to another of its attributes: a “power of Command” of unspecified means that Boromir craves
 and with which Frodo threatens Gollum
. The example of Frodo and Gollum is appropriate, since the relationships between Frodo, Sam and Gollum on the way to Mordor offer a microcosm of ruler and ruled. Sam and Gollum both refer to Frodo as “master” and each offers him a particular service (as the nurturing confidante and the “dog-like”
 guide). They entertain a mutual dislike which loses force when they unite in Frodo’s service
: loyalty to Frodo is a primary motivation even for Gollum, and Sam’s attitude to their guide is almost as due to rivalry as to suspicion. The intensity of this microcosmic political state is entirely absent from the fellowship of the Ring, and from the company of hobbits travelling from Hobbiton to Bree. As the Ring gains power over Frodo, he becomes a ruler with power over others, one of whom has sworn allegiance to him by the Ring itself
.

Bentham’s panopticon is a function of rule whoever has control of it. “Do you think that it would be much better to have the prisoners operating the Panoptic apparatus and sitting in the central tower, instead of the guards?”
 Possession of the Ring turns even Frodo - who cannot wield it - into a ruler. Those who can wield it fulfil Foucault’s rhetoric even more closely: “[i]f any of the Wise should with this Ring overthrow the Lord of Mordor, using his own arts, he would then set himself on Sauron’s throne, and yet another Dark Lord would appear”
 says Elrond. Whoever has charge of the Ring, if they are capable of wielding it they will inevitably behave as Sauron does. This gives a possible resolution to the debate between Manichean and Boethian ideas of evil that Tom Shippey identifies as an important part of the moral landscape of Rings, and that, he asserts, reaches no conclusion within the text
. Neither concept of evil, he claims, wholly explains the Ring. “If evil was just the absence of good,” he argues, “then the Ring could never be more than a psychic amplifier”
. And the Ring certainly is more than a psychic amplifier. Galadriel comments that: “[t]he evil that was devised long ago works on in many ways, whether Sauron himself stands of falls”(Fellowship, p. 474). Does this indicate that the Ring is, at least partly, an animate object, a source of active, Manichean evil? Or is it rather a sign that the Ring imitates the panoptic apparatus of the central tower? If the prisoners take over the apparatus, they will be indistinguishable from the guards: it does not imply that the apparatus itself is in control. 

It seems that there is no room for individual identity in the use of the Ring. Neither is there room for individual identity in the keeping of it. Each character in Rings who is tempted by the Ring has a different motivation. Gandalf is tempted by the “desire of strength to do good”
; Boromir seeks the “power of Command”; Faramir wishes to “show his quality” (and so prove himself to his father, and perhaps himself); Sam wishes to transform the “vale of Gorgoroth” into “a garden of flowers”. Yet, both unchecked temptation and long-term inactive possession result in startling effects of physical and linguistic uniformity.

The physical effects of inactive possession of the Ring are characterised by Gollum’s appearance. The Ring is described as “eating him”, “devouring him”
: he is “terribly old” relative to the natural life of his species, thin and “mortally hungry”
. Although neither Bilbo nor Frodo keeps the Ring for a comparable length of time, Bilbo does remark that he feels “all thin, sort of stretched”
: it indicates a mild form of Gollum’s physical corruption, suggesting that continued possession would lead to his “devouring”. The primary physical characteristic of desire for the Ring is a “raging fire”
 or, at the least, a “glinting” in the eyes, that alters the appearance of the face,
. The temptations of Gandalf, Saruman, Boromir and Faramir are given a uniformity of imagery that, in such a disparate group of characters, illustrates the unifying power of the Ring. The image itself is appropriate. Even without possession, the panopticon has an effect upon the eyes.

I shall now turn to the linguistic effects of the Ring. The hobbit Sméagol becomes addicted
 to the Ring, and his name becomes a meaningless gurgling noise at the back of his throat: a no-name, a linguistic form of self-negation. As the guide of Frodo and Sam, he is torn between his hobbit-like love for Frodo, and that part of him which is wholly corrupted by the Ring. During a dialogue between them, these two parts are clearly identified as Sméagol and Gollum, respectively
. Further, Frodo notices that “remnants of old truth and sincerity”
 in Sméagol are characterized by a rare use of the first person singular pronoun. Gollum habitually uses the third person pronoun - another linguistic form of self-negation - or at best the first person plural, reflecting the pluralistic confusion of his identity. Another linguistic expression of the Ring’s effect on identity is the use of the word “precious” by those severely tempted by or addicted to the Ring. Gollum is the obvious example of this, but Bilbo
, Saruman
 and Isildur
 all do the same at some point in the novel. Again, the uniformity between such disparate characters is disconcerting.

The negation of identity through uniformity is thus a primary function of the One Ring. The long-term possessor can replace Sauron, become a wraith-like slave or, at best, be physically and linguistically reduced to a “gollum”. This being the case, it is no surprise that “[Sauron’s] service is a negation of personal autonomy”
, and, again, the negation is apparent physically and linguistically. The Lieutenant of Barad-dûr, having forgotten his own name
 is known simply as the Mouth of Sauron: his identity is reduced to performing a function of someone else’s body. The orcs encountered by the narrative either have names like “Uglúk” and “Gorbag” - scarcely less guttural than “Gollum” - or are referred to simply as “Snaga”, a capitalised common noun that means “slave”
. The Nazgûl too lack names
, and their leader, like Gollum, uses the third person pronoun on the single occasion when his speech is recorded
. Physically the Nazgûl inhabit the “wraith-world” that I discussed earlier: below their cloaks, they have no body visible to mortals; the death of the Lord of the Nazgûl leaves only an empty “mantle and hauberk” (King, p. 138).

The relationship of these slaves to their master is one of complete dependency. After his fall, the remaining Nazgûl “crackled, withered and went out”
 (more like fires than living beings), and the orcs and trolls run “hither and thither mindless”
. But none of these creatures owes its existence to Sauron. Frodo comments that:

The Shadow that bred them can only mock, it cannot make: not real new things of its own. I don’t think it gave life to the orcs, it only ruined them and twisted them.
 

Sauron’s rule eliminates the individual identity of his servants: and the fact that he did not create them himself assures us that each had an identity to be eliminated. He also seeks domination of all of Middle-earth. His use of power is the destruction of the Other.

His is not the only power to seek such destruction. Shelob not only desires “death for all others, mind and body”, but completes the negation by consuming her victims. Saruman seeks to dominate Middle-earth and conflates the identities of Man and Orc. His servant Gríma Wormtongue murders both Saruman and Lotho, and there is a suggestion that he may also have eaten the latter
. Each of these three seeks the negation of the Other: but each has also lost his Self. Shelob is a cannibal, and her victims include “her own offspring” (Towers, p. 418): that negation comprises both Self and Other. Her material identity is also unstable: she is not defined as a spider but as a “thing in spider form” (Ibid, p. 417). In seeking to rival Sauron, Saruman is reduced to imitation, “so that what he made [of Orthanc] was naught, only a little copy, a child’s model or a slave’s flattery, of Barad-dûr” (Towers, p. 199). 

Similarly, Gríma Wormtongue loses his status as a Man. Gandalf’s comment on this is significant:

See, Théoden, here is a snake… But it was not always as it now is. Once it was a man, and did you service in its fashion. Give him a horse…

Note Gandalf’s use of pronouns. Wormtongue has become a “snake”, an “it”: indeed, shortly after Gandalf’s speech, the snake’s breath is described as “hissing”
. But Gríma “was a man” at one time, and so Gandalf also calls him, “him”. Gandalf enacts linguistically, in reverse, the process of Gríma’s self-negation. At first there is a “him”, associated with the horse, which is a consistent and reliable image for Rohan. This is followed by the pronoun “it”, and the qualification of Gríma’s service, “in its fashion”. Eventually the pronoun disappears, leaving just a snake available to the surveillance of a ruler.

A less extreme rejection of the Other is apparent among Sauron’s enemies, and it too carries a risk of self-negation. This is the national isolationism that hinders effective opposition to Sauron and so makes his aims more likely to succeed. Denethor and Boromir, in particular, both see the fate of Middle-earth as indistinguishable from the fate of Gondor. Denethor’s narrowness ultimately results in his suicide. It also compromises his leadership and so endangers even his beloved Minas Tirith
. Boromir narrowly avoids a similar, or yet worse, form of self-negation. Deborah Webster Rogers and Ivor A. Rogers comment that “[I]n his grand way, the heir-apparent of Gondor is provincial, like the hobbits in their Shire – and he has more ambition and scope for his provincialism to be dangerous.”
 It is no coincidence that Boromir’s redemption for his attack on Frodo is the giving of his life to save Merry and Pippin. His identity is recovered by an act that sacrifices Self in the service of an Other: an Other, moreover, comprising two individuals who appear to have no particular importance to the defence of Gondor. Similarly, Théoden's healing is characterised by his bringing to an end the linguistic isolationism of Edoras, and by his friendship with Merry. 

Much of this discussion of corrupted and negated identities has had some reference to the character of Sauron. But what of Sauron’s own identity? As one of the novel’s primary doers of evil, is he a Manichean originator, or a Boethian absence? His precise physical appearance is not revealed in Rings. He appears as an Eye and a “vast threatening hand” (King, p. 273). He is also imagined as an arm, a finger and a shadow; but not as any other body part, and not as a complete being. As a “shadow”, he lacks solidity. His Eye and Hand demonstrate that he possesses the apparatus of discipline and punishment, but not of communication: he lacks the ability to relate his own identity to that of anyone else. His “mouth” is a mortal with no identity: an interface rather than part of himself. Like Shelob, Gollum and Gríma, Sauron seeks the negation of the Other but has also lost his Self. Or has he? Note this description of the Eye:

[S]uddenly the Mirror went … as dark as if a hole had opened in the world of sight, and Frodo looked into emptiness. In the black abyss there appeared a single Eye that slowly grew ... So terrible was it that Frodo stood rooted, unable to cry out or to withdraw his gaze. The Eye was rimmed with fire … and the black slit of its pupil opened on a pit, a window into nothing.
 

 “[A] hole had opened in the world of sight, and Frodo looked into emptiness”. Frodo looks into nothing, and sight (the Mirror) is itself negated. This “emptiness” can negate; it is active. “[T]he black slit… opened on a pit, a window into nothing.” Eyes are the windows to the soul, and they are the only part of Sauron given a detailed description. Sauron’s soul is “nothing”: absolute power has negated absolutely. Yet, Sauron reconciles the Boethian and Manichean idea of evil. His evil is an absence, a negation, a nothing. But it is a nothing with an active power of its own: like Nietzsche’s abyss, it gazes back.

Is it possible for any powerful ruler to escape some form of self-negation? I turn now to Treebeard, Galadriel and Aragorn. For these the threat to identity is diffusion rather than corruption. Both Treebeard and Galadriel have long-term associations with their domains. Treebeard is a tree-herd, not a king; not even, strictly speaking, a ruler. But he shares a name - Fangorn - with the forest that he herds, and he recognises the symbiotic nature of the relationship between tree and Ent:

[M]any [Ents] are growing sleepy, going tree‑ish… Most of the trees are just trees, of course; but many are half awake… and a few are, well … getting Entish.

Galadriel’s association with Lothlórien is yet stronger, although the appendices tell us that majority of Elves who live there are of a different ethnicity and language to their Lady.
 Her power, operating through Nenya, is intrinsic to the nature of the wood. Sam’s comment: “I feel as if I was inside a song, if you take my meaning…” is answered by Haldir’s explanation that he, Sam, “feel[s] the power of the Lady of the Galadhrim”
. Her personal identity is restricted by the symbiosis of Lady, ring and wood: the failing of Nenya after the fall of Sauron causes Lothlórien to “fade” and causes Galadriel to “diminish, and go into the West”
. Yet, although her identity is compromised, it is not wholly negated: she asserts that although she will “diminish”, she will “remain Galadriel”.

Similarly, Aragorn’s identity is compromised, rather than negated, by his status as an ideal king. In this case, however, the difficulty is artistic rather than meta-historical, and the compromise is between his vitality of character as “Strider” and the seemingly invincible, and rather less interesting “Elessar” of his final chapters in King. The transition is finally successful because the powerful ruler develops almost seamlessly from the eccentric Ranger. The “hands of a healer”, suggesting Edward the Confessor and the King’s Evil, are convincing as one of Strider’s survival skills. The almost Messianic progress through the Paths of the Dead is one part of a journey that begins with the self-reproach and doubt of Rauros. As late as page 208 of Towers, it is remarked that, “Strider the Ranger… has never been away”. Aragorn’s dual nature is essentially a functional representation of the double kingdom of Gondor and Arnor, but the interplay between those dualities is sufficiently vivid for him to retain an identity of his own.

In my introduction, I asked whether an individual can remain an individual while possessing a great power. It would appear from my preceding arguments that he cannot: at the very least he is diminished, and at worst negated completely. But there is another element to consider: the underlying morality of Rings that determines the problematic nature of power, and the few characters that operate by its principles.

Let us first take the issue of surveillance. Aside from the use of panopticons, there are numerous occasions in which protagonists experience a spontaneous vision of the true implications of a situation, or of the true nature of a person: a momentary “magical” power of sight. Frodo’s vision of Aragorn at Cerin Amroth is of this nature
, as are Sam’s visions of Frodo and Gollum
. Gandalf the White has a “sight that was given to him”
 which enables him to review the events of the Battle of Pelennor fields almost instantaneously. In none of these cases does the vision distort or mislead, and it operates like a form of Grace: an intrusion of the subtly operating God-functions that, Gandalf suggests, are partially responsible for Bilbo’s finding of the Ring (Fellowship, p. 84). In contrast, the use of panopticons seems like a deliberate - and perhaps blasphemous - quest for omniscience. Yet, the story of surveillance ends with Aragorn’s resolution to “keep” the Palantír of Orthanc, and use it to “see what is passing in his realm, and what his servants are doing” (King, p. 315). Is Aragorn justified in doing so? 

The answer is perhaps “yes”, because Aragorn is not part of the underlying morality that I have mentioned. Like Galadriel, he has the strength and self-knowledge to use a panopticon as wisely as it can be used. But there are other moralities besides that of Aragorn and Galadriel. This is first apparent in Aragorn’s attitude to Gollum. Aragorn is “not gentle” to Gollum, and tames him through “lack of drink and food”
: Frodo’s “Taming of Sméagol”
 operates at least partly on trust and the promise of protection. Aragorn perhaps shows more wisdom, but Frodo’s pity saves the anti-quest, through the very treachery that makes it unwise. Like Frodo, Sam’s capacity for pity places him in contrast with a respected warrior, in this case Faramir, through his reaction to the death of one of the Southrons.

He wondered 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 on the long march from his home; and if he would not really rather have stayed there in peace.

Sam’s curiosity as to the man’s name is particularly significant: it demonstrates both awareness of, and respect for, the man’s identity beyond his status as an ally of Mordor.

The logical conclusion of the pity principle of Frodo and Sam is demonstrated by two of the most powerful characters in the novel. Gandalf and Tom Bombadil use their power only for guardianship, and refuse rule altogether. “[T]he rule of no realm is mine,” says Gandalf, “… But all worthy things that are in peril as the world now stands, those are my care”. Having resisted the Ring, Gandalf avoids corruption, negation, and dissolution of identity: even after his resurrection as Gandalf the White, his power mingles with his Self but it does not alter it. Note that he is also the means of persuading Frodo that Gollum is worthy of pity
. 

Tom Bombadil’s power should perhaps be largely defined as the extent to which other powers have no influence over him. The Ring offers the most striking example of this. Not only does it fail to make him invisible or render others invisible to him, but he even plays with it. “For a second the hobbits had a vision, both comical and alarming, of his bright blue eye gleaming through a circle of gold.”
. Tom’s action mocks both the Ring’s panoptic functions and Sauron’s Eye; it is also an assertion of his individuality - his absurdity, his humour - over the apparatus of homogeneity and discipline. His power also enables him to restrain Old Man Willow and subdue the Barrow-wight, but he does not rule. As Goldberry says, “all things growing or living in the land belong each to themselves.”
.

The morality of Frodo, Gandalf and Bombadil is not offered as a concrete replacement to that of Aragorn, Galadriel and Faramir. Bombadil would be unreliable as a guardian of the Ring
; Gandalf’s power operates through motivation rather than complete action. It is never known whether Frodo’s non-violent approach to the scouring of the Shire would have been as effective as Merry’s battle-plans. Moreover, the eucatastrophe
 of Sauron’s fall is dependent not merely on a union of the apparently incompatible attitudes of Aragorn and Gandalf, but on a combination of all the varying approaches to conflict offered by the Dark Lord’s opponents. So, if it is not intended as the dominant morality of Rings, what is the significance of this underlying ethic of Grace, pity and the refusal to rule? It is an alternative, an ethic for the few. It could be interpreted as Christianity in a world of virtuous pagans. Or it could be seen as twentieth-century pacifist internationalism contrasting with the twentieth-century tendency to view violence and discipline as regrettable necessities in the cause of righteousness. I conclude that it is a combination of both, and it is undoubtedly open to other interpretations as well.

Tolkien offers no easy solutions to the questions of power and identity that he poses in this text, and it is greatly to the benefit of The Lord of the Rings that he does not attempt to do so. Moreover, rather than hindering this moral sophistication, it is arguably the Secondary World genre that gives him the flexibility to achieve it. The distance from Primary to Secondary World prevents the novel from becoming at any point didactic: the moral questions it addresses are an intrinsic part of its plot. Clyde S. Kilby notes that, “…myth has the psychological advantage … of disarming the reader of his normal inattention and disbelief… A reader totally armoured against anything another man could say may be enticed into hearing when an elf or a hobbit talks. “Unreality” becomes the best road to realism.”
. Despite the poor work of many of his imitators, Tolkien still demonstrates the potential of the Secondary World genre to engage with complex themes and to make a significant contribution to the literary canon in English. It is to be hoped that it will eventually be able to do so.
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