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JR.R. Tolkien (18921973)admog certainly never read the soda philosophe Max
Webe (18641920) yet thar diagnoses of modernity, as well as its opposte and pehaps
its remedy, were tantalizingly smilar. Combining thar ingghts results in apowerful and,
in some respects, new paspective which | would like to introdue here. And my starting-
point is ther strangdy shared choice of symbolism which my title encapsulates.*

| am aware, of course, tha Tolkien@ fiction cannot bereduced to his views.
Nonedhdessitisidle to pretend tha thos views are notin hisfiction and annotbe
inferred from it, togeher with his letters and essays. With tha in mind, ket us recall tha
themog powerful evil figure in the entire history of Middle-earth is Morgoth, thefallen
Vaa, of whomeven Sauron the Great was origindly only aservant. | further take it as
significant that the ultimate token of the legitimacy and authority of Morgoth® rule was
hisiron aown, containing the three stolen Simarills. (And noe tha theiron hodsthe
Silmarills, notthe other way around) Findly, respecting this pat of the story, and
leaving aside Morgoth® eventud defeat by theremaining Valar, the only occasion when
tha crown ever dipped was when Luthien Tinuviel danced its wearer into atrance and
then deep: in hort Band theword is both unaroidable and, & we shdl see, important
when she enchanted him.

Next we mugt turn to Tolkien( essay GDn Fairy-StoriesQ where heintroduces a
semind distinction beween magic and enchantment.? Pointed outthe confusng uss of
thefirst term, he suggested tha GnagicOshould bereserved for the exercise of power and
dominaion, usng thewill, in oder to biing @outchanges in the GPrimary WorldO
Whether the means employed are material or spiritud is ultimately a seconday
condderation. Sauron is @he Lord of magic and machinesO® The ultimate symbol of
magic within Tolkien@ literary world is, of course, the One Ring; again, & we shal see,
the @nelis important.



Enchantment, in contrast, (oroduaes a Secondary World into which bot designe
and pectator can enterQ It is QGurtistic in desire and pupo=Q and its purpose is Ghe
realisation, indgrendent of the conceiving mind, ofimagined wondeQ* | take
QeslisationGhere to be doubly meaningful: both to meke wonde real and, | suggest, its
ultimate meaning: to realise tha whatever is experienced as wonderful is really s0. So,
oversimplifying butnot egregioudy o, the hdlmark of magic is will, whereas tha of

enchantment iswonder-.

Let usturn to Weber. In theworld of soda and pditical philosophy, Weber is pehagps
best-known for his statement that Orhe fate of our times is characterised by
rationdisation and intellectudisation and, doveal, by the @isenchantment
[entzauberung] of the world.QAnd what bringsabout such disenchantment? Is it
knowledgeof the truth aboutourselves and theworld? No, it is the diefOPnote, the
bdief sufficesDQha if one butwished onecould learn it a any time. Hence, it means
that prinapdly there are no mysteriousincal culable forces that come into play, butrather
tha onecan, in plindple, master dl thingsby clculation. This meanstha theworld is
disenchanted. One need no longe have recourse to magical meansto master or implore
the spirits, as did the savage, for whomsuch mysteriouspowers existed. Technical means
and alculationspeform the service.

Here it isimportant to noe tha to master dl thingsby clculation requires a
master calculus, or more generaly principle, truth and/or vaue from which to deive and
by which legitimate such a calculus If there is more than onethen the posibility of
incommensurability beween different phenomenaarises bthis oneamenable to this
calculus buttha oneonly to tha other Band thence ultimate incalculability. In other
words, in the exercise of power-knowedge orwhat Tolkien called MMagicQ there can
only beone Ring of Power, and only onehand (as Ganddf reminds Saruman) can wear it.

When aufficiently ingitutiondised and thence pervasive, theresult of
rationdisation Dand tis is as cdose as Weber ever actudly gotto ddining enchantment
postively Dis that O'he unity of the primitive image of theworld, in which everything

was concrete magic, has tended to lit into rational cognition and mestery of naure, on



the onehand, and into @nysticOexperiences, on he othe. The inexpressible contents of
such experiences remain the only possible ®eyond,&ddel to the mechanism of aworld
robbel of gods®

Now dthough Plkien® andysis of enchantment is richer than Weber®, we can
use the latter@ point about wonde as both concrete and megic (that is, enchanting) to
refine Tolkien@ point aboutits Qealisation® enchantment is making it posible (by at)
to realise tha the world we experience, and/or some pat therefor, is already wondeous
Wonde is not something we do, aeate or add © theworld; tha would bemagic. And it
is notawholly ineffable or otherworldly @nysticOexperience; whaever that may be it is
not enchantment.

Another key point is tha magic in the sense intended hee of thewill, control and
power Binduding the ever-inareasingly abgract and impersond empire of modernist
magic Bis necessarily monist; whereas enchantment, because it is paticular, sensud and
open-endd, is necessarily plural.

This means for example, tha theway (whether (hackOor not) to enchantment
cannot proceed througha return, ollective or individud, to thesm; not, that is, aslong
its practice conforms to the theological exigencies of aonetrue God. Indeed, according ©
Webe, the impeative to calculate, organise and rationdise was origindly areligious
impulse with its roots in monohesm and especialy, in the modern Western world,
Protestantism. Whereas the Puritan wanted to work in such acalling, hovever, Qve are
forced to do ®. For when asceticism was carried out of monastic cells into everyday life,
and bean to domnate worldly morality, it did its part in bulding the tremendouscosmos
of themodan economic order. This order is now bound b the technical and econoric
conditionsof machine produdion which to-day deerminethelives of dl the individuds
who ae born into this mechanism, notonly those directly concerned with econorric
acquisition, with irresistible force. Perhapsit will so ddermine them until thelast ton of
fossilized ood is bumt.OHere again, the resonance with Tolkien® romantic
antimodenism, with its hatred (theword is nottoo grong) of indugrialism and fear for

the future of the naural world, is entirely apt.”



In the view of the Puritan divine, Weber continued, @are for external goods
should only lie on heshoulders of the Gaint like alight cloak, which can be thrown aside
at any momentO But fate decreed tha the cloak should become an iron cage.OThis has
become the domrinant metaphorfor Weber® analysis of modernity.®

He conduded, Mlo-oneknows who will live in this cagein the future, or whether
a the end of this tremendousdevelopment, entirely new prophes will arise, or there will
be agreat rebirth of old ideas and idedls, or, if ndther, mechanized perification,
embdlished with asort of convulsive self-importance. For of the last stage of this cultural
development, it might well betruly ssid: Gpecialists without spirit, sensudists without
heart; this nullity imagines that it hes attained alevel of civilization never before
achieved @ (We can dmost hear Tolkien cheering in the background.)

Withoutgoing into any desail, | should add that Weber@ accountproved very
influential on subsequent sodal theory. It was taken up he foundes of Critical Theory,
Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adomo and Herbert Marcuse of the Frankfort School, and in
paticular by thefirst two in their book The Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944) abrilliant
and ungttling accountof modenity ®@hefully enlightened earth radiates disasterO-
who< chief weakness is that if everything is really so hopéess then wha did its authors
hopeto accomplish?*°

More recently, the spirit of Critical Theory passed into thework of Michd
Foucault.™! It has dso surfaced in more orthodox banches of the academy such a World
System Theory, whose proponents give subgantial empirical as well as theoretical flesh
to the bones of Weber@ suggestion tha athough noden science has powerfully
accelerated the pace of rationdisation, it is only @Qhe most important fraction, of the
process of intellectudisation which we have been undegoing for thousndsof yearst G2
Frank and Glls find the origins of this processin 1500 ECE.*

Now & this point | propo% to do ®mething guaanteed to make even themos hardened
pogmodernist blanch and tumn to the symbolism of iron** Of course most of them
haven®ever tried to come to gripswith Tolkien®@ (oerfectly sincere, pafectly impossible
narativeQ 90 | have theedgethere.®® And why would | do £?Because it is just possible

that Weber@ and Tolkien® choice of metaphois may notbeentirely random butrather



meaningful in away tha afew thousand years of cultura reflection mght throw some
light on. Also, of course, subdtern discourses margindised by nodernity can by her
alterity reveal theaporias of adomnant ideology. (There, that should hold them.)

Hesiod suggested that the ages of humanity have descendel in quality from
Golden to Slver to Bronze and findly Iron, an urpleasant and butish peiod in which we
are obvioudy 4ill living. Persian religiousliterature gppaently concurs. The Bible
describes God@ ingrument of punishment as a @od of ironQ(Psalms 2:9 and Revelation
2:27). And thenadlsin Christ® cross were, of course, made of iron. (They were
pumportedly used in the early medieval crown of Lombardy, butnote the difference
between Charlemagne® and Morgoth® crowns: the latter made of iron butthe Emperor@
of gold containing, in anarrow band, theiron.)

Another characteristic of iron is more postive; it haslong ben held to protect
agang the hogile magical powers of witches, necromancers and vampires. (Hence an
iron hoseshoeove thethreshold.) This notonly points to the importance of context, to
which | shdl return in amoment. It also srves as areminde to be wary of accepting the
claims of ouriron aye secularism at face vaue, for the same reason tha we should
beware the claims of scientism (a closely related phenomenon)to bewithout prejudices,
assumptionsor untested and unestable ultimate values. Tha is, modernity isindeed
programmatically disenchanted and disenchanting, butit is nonghdess, as Horkhemer
and Adomo peceived, thoroughly magical: On the enlightened world, mythology ha
entered into the profane In its blank puity, the reality which has been cleansed of
demonsand thar conceptud descendents assumes the numinouscharacter which the
andent world atributed to denons@°

Probably the fundamental mythic assodation with iron, undelying these
attributes, is Mars, long heéd to bea @naleficOplanet which is co-extendve in cultural
astronory with the Graeco-Roman god ofwar and dl tha tha entails: will-power and its
correlates the martial virtues: courage, pa'sonal power, the ability and willingness to push
something through by nain force. The shadow-side of these attributes are not far away,

of course: savagery, brutality, callousess.*’



The centrality of thewill here, in @ther case, enphasi ses the gppropriateness of the
choice of iron o invokethe modean empire. The contextud naure of Martian virtues/
vices, however, warnsusnotto seiron a essentialy or necessarily negative. Following
up tis hint suggests tha the modenist monism of theiron Gage iron crown is aresult its
attempt to usurp the authority of the other deities and replace their messy agonistic
plurality with asingle, well-ordered Dor rather, Qropaly managedCDempire:

& nowedge Order, Rule,&to quot Sauron® stooge Saruman, butactually ruled, of
course, by One Ring.

This point is susceptible to more precise eaboration: Mars-Ares takes much of his
naure (in the best fashion of discursive definition through mutudly ddining terms of
oppostion) from the planetary daty heforms a par with: VenusAphrodite. Here surely
is mythopodic confirmation of the wisdom of both Tolkien® and Weber@ decision
counterpoe theiron MagicOof modenity with enchantment. For where do the roots of
thelatter lie if notwith the andent (pre-Olympian) goddes of love and beauty, whose
power to enchant was respected and feared by even the mog powerful of the other
god<'® Is nothe power precisely that of enchantment, and is nothe love Gonaete
magicQ in which the most precise and iiny physcal details of the bd oved acquire the
mog mysteriousmoment? And note tha the Graces, paronesses of the arts, were
Aphrodite® attendants.*® How appropiiate, then, tha Morgoth® crown only dipped, and
hethereby log a Silmaril, unde the spdl of Luthien Tinuviel as shedanced. (In this

condderable sensg, if in no other, Tolkien was arguably afeminist.)

In conduson, hen, we can say tha the contemporary triumph of modernist magic Bthe
world gystem, driven by will and uled by iron®cannotbedoubted, butit is not
unquaified. In theinterstices of the grid, among pbces and people (especially GmallO
people) overlooked by pwer, and even, | daresay, in the hearts of many of its servants,
enchantment ill lives. It is a precariousexistence, of course, and cannot(as | have said)
compete directly with Magic usng the latter@ weaponswithout thereby becoming the
Enamy itself. As Weber too ponted out an intellectudly driven pusuit of romantic
irrationdism, bang programmatically willed, Smply extendsthe boundsof

disenchantment.?°



All that can dfectively be doneis to protect enchantment where it dready exists;
to make it possible to peceive it, and encourage people to do ®, where it exists but has
notyet been noiced, which is the duty and piivilege of art, butaso educatior?’; and ©
refuse and expo<e the great moden lie in which Enchantment is tacitly replaced with its
power-driven smulacrum, Glamour.??

Beyond ha, theonly hopewe have is tha @il will oft evil marsO We are now
fast gpproaching the day when the last tonneof fossilised cod is bumt and ndure Bthe
fons et origo, dafied/ pasonified as VenusAphrodite, of autononmousenchantment b
will reassert haself agang Nature plc, an insensble set of externd manageable
resources to bemanipulated by pover-knowledge?® The former nature is the onewe
directly experience: a sensuous Quild and multiplicitousothernessOin which we find
ourselves and which we find within ourselves.** (Despite other more obviousEarth
ddties such as Gaia, | an emphasizing theimportance of VenusAphrodite here on he
groundsof theintegral connection bdéween eotic love and ndure, as well as beween
aesthetics and reture® It is dso worth recalling tha Tolkien ddined the principd god of
enchantment, as practised by its exemplars the Elves, as Ghe adomment of [E]arth, and
the healing ofits huttsO?® Adomment is, of course, precisely the métier of Aphrodite.)

The more we ding © the latter @ature® however, the more terrible that re-
assertion will prove But onemay hopethat before then, there might bea more general
disillusonment with modernist magic and the power of iron, husopening thedoor, a
least, to amore widespread rediscovery of what is useless but makes life worth living B

and pehgpseven, in theend, posible.
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