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What a tale we have been in, Mr. Frodo, haven’t we?” [Sam] 
said. “I wish I could hear it told! Do you think they’ll say: 
Now comes the story of Nine-fingered Frodo and the Ring of Doom? 
And then everyone will hush, like we did, when in Riven-
dell they told us the tale of Beren One-hand and the Great 
Jewel. I wish I could hear it! And I wonder how it will go on 
after our part.” (RK, VI, iv, 228–29)

Sam’s narrative, which he imagines amidst danger and despair, 
indicates the vital place of stories and creative collaboration in 

Middle-earth. For Tolkien, the act of narration becomes a metaphor 
for living in the world. Listening to other voices and expressing one’s 
own are major considerations of his fiction. But despite many insight-
ful treatments of fate and freedom in his mythology,1 critics have 
rarely focused on Tolkien’s presentation of literary freedom or, more 
broadly, how his theory of sub-creation can be situated among con-
temporary views of authorship.2 This essay is principally concerned 
with the role of creative relationships in Middle-earth: the way in 
which authors (including Tolkien himself) enable or restrict the 
agency of their characters or their fellow narrators. Artistic creativity, 
when shared, becomes a liberating and life-enriching partnership; 
when denied, it becomes a harsh, suffocating kind of discourse.

I read Tolkien alongside the Russian thinker Mikhail Bakhtin, 
whose provocative discussion of author-hero relations can illuminate 
Tolkien’s own exploration of authorship and alterity. I begin by dis-
cussing how they both conceive of the author as a figure who shares 
narrative responsibilities with his characters. Next, I briefly discuss the 
ways in which this collaborative approach to authorship departs from 
contemporary critical views that call for the removal (or “death”) of 
the author. Finally, I consider how Bakhtin’s understanding of alter-
ity appears in the character-character (or self-other) relationships in 
The Lord of the Rings. A second purpose of this essay, then, is to show 
that the relation between Tolkien and Bakhtin is much greater than 
has been previously recognized.3 While their views are certainly not 
identical—indeed, I will suggest that there are important differences 
between them—both writers emphasize what might be called an eth-
ics of creativity: choosing to talk with others or to shut them out,  
deciding to craft shared stories or domineering monologues. 



166

Benjamin Saxton

Variations of Authorial Freedom and Control

Bakhtin’s account of author-hero relations is intimately tied to 
his broader theory of dialogics. For Bakhtin, an individual is never 
a single, isolated person in full possession of his or her speech, but 
rather a person among persons whose voice gains meaning only with 
others: “Life by its very nature is dialogic. To live means to participate 
in dialogue: to ask questions, to heed, to respond, to agree” (Problems 
293). Each spoken utterance, as a result, “is accompanied by a sideways 
glance at another person” (Problems 32). A single word—“precious” 
comes to mind—gains its meaning in the space between speakers as di-
verse as Gollum, Bilbo, Frodo, Pippin, Isildur, Gandalf, the narrator, 
and Tolkien himself.

Even if life is irreducibly dialogic, this does not prevent us from de-
fining each other and the world monologically—that is, as the condi-
tion in which “another person remains wholly and merely an object of con-
sciousness, and not another consciousness” (Problems 293). Monologic 
discourse shuts out the voice of the other, turning him or her into a 
lifeless object rather than a living subject. With very few exceptions, 
Bakhtin argues, this condition has characterized the history of the 
Western novel. Just as we are tempted to close out voices prematurely 
in order to exert a measure of control over the world, so too have au-
thors imposed artificial unities in their work. The monologic author, 
standing outside the novel as an omnipotent judge, knows everything 
about his characters and can evaluate, contrast, and juxtapose them 
as he pleases. “An internal connection, a connection between conscious-
nesses,” as a result, is completely absent (Problems 69). “The characters,” 
Bakhtin writes, “are self-enclosed and deaf; they do not hear and do 
not answer one another. There are not and cannot be any dialogic re-
lationships among them. They neither argue nor agree” (Problems 70).

In resistance to monologism and its corollaries—manipulation, 
false unities, even totalitarianism4—Bakhtin searched for an alterna-
tive relationship between authors and characters, which he found in 
the fiction of Dostoevsky. This special relationship, which he called 
“polyphony,” can be considered an intense, very rare kind of dialogism. 
In the polyphonic novel, according to Bakhtin, the strict hierarchy be-
tween author and hero has been somehow dismantled. “A plurality of 
consciousnesses, with equal rights and each with its own world,” engage on 
equal terms with the author, who is one voice among many (Problems 
6). Characters can disagree with the author, surprise him, and devel-
op in ways that the author himself could never predict. Bakhtin com-
pares the polyphonic author to Goethe’s Prometheus, who “creates 
not voiceless slaves (as does Zeus) but free people, capable of standing 
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alongside their creator, capable of not agreeing with him and even of 
rebelling against him” (Problems 6). 

Two of the points mentioned above have special relevance to Tolk-
ien’s conception of author-character relations. First, in a striking par-
allel to Bakhtin’s contrast between monologue and dialogue, Tolkien 
distinguishes between “magic” and “enchantment.”5 The latter tech-
nique, used by the Elves, “does not seek delusion nor bewitchment and 
domination; it seeks shared enrichment, partners in making and de-
light, not slaves” (TL 48; OFS 64). This kind of free and shared creativ-
ity is entirely different from the “magic” of those who create as a means 
of enslaving others, which spoils the freedom implicit in the creative 
act and represents a monologic attempt to rival Primary creation (TL 
48–49; OFS 64). When Sauron forges the One Ring, for instance, the 
object-ification of others becomes strikingly literal, as the Ringwraiths, 
Gollum, and Sauron himself are bound by its seductive power. Dialogic 
and monologic discourse, then, reinforce the tension in Tolkien’s my-
thology between shared storytelling, an act that preserves freedom and 
creativity, and the impulse of Sauron (among others) to reduce people 
to self-enclosed objects, appropriately symbolized by the One Ring. 

A still deeper connection exists between Tolkien’s view and 
Bakhtin’s: they both see a natural connection between the artist as 
“sub-creator” and God as Creator.6 While Bakhtin seldom discussed 
theological questions—he was an exceedingly private man who also 
wrote under the shadow of Soviet censors7—a rare passage details 
how Dostoevsky, in his novelistic activity, operates as God-Creator. For 
Bakhtin, Dostoevsky appears as God “in His relation to man, a rela-
tion allowing man to reveal himself utterly (in his immanent develop-
ment)” (Problems 285). If Dostoevsky’s relation to his fictive world re-
sembles the activity of God in his relation to man, as Bakhtin suggests, 
then the “divine” principle behind Dostoevsky’s activity is freedom—
open-ended dialogue, transition, conflict, and unfinished searching. 
His heroes and antiheroes are granted the unconditional ability to 
develop, even if (as is often the case) this freedom leads to their ruin. 
In this sense, the fictive world that Dostoevsky created is the world 
“as it is”: a place of many competing truths, unresolved arguments, 
and perpetual struggles between good and evil. The artistic position of 
Dostoevsky as God-Creator is therefore one in which Dostoevsky does 
not overwhelm his characters with supreme power and knowledge, but 
respects their intrinsic freedom and independence. 

Whether Dostoevsky actually achieved this special type of dialogic 
relationship—or whether polyphony can, in fact, exist at all—is debat-
able.8 Without entering into these debates, the question that I want 
to consider here is whether Tolkien’s fiction meets the conditions of  
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the polyphonic novel. As we have seen, Bakhtin’s conception of the 
God-Creator as a purveyor of freedom, enabling man to “reveal him-
self utterly,” bears a striking resemblance to Tolkien’s understanding 
of proper sub-creation, which features partners in making rather 
than slaves. Tolkien expressed similar views in his much-quoted dis-
tinction between applicability (“the freedom of the reader”) and al-
legory (“the purposed domination of the author”) (FR, Foreword, 7). 
Here, Tolkien resists the constraints of allegory in which the charac-
ters and plot are merely instruments that are “dominat[ed]” by the 
author’s engineered moral or idea. In this way, the freedom of shared 
creation between Primary creators and sub-creators is extended to 
readers as well. 

Tolkien’s fiction is also “unfinished” in a way similar to (though not 
identical with) Dostoevsky’s fiction. Verlyn Flieger has noted that the 
Ainulindalë, creation story in The Silmarillion, “is a portrait in music of 
the real world as it really appears—unfinished, conflicted, containing 
harmony and discord, love and hate, war and peace” (“The Music and 
the Task” 162). In my opinion, the Music of the Ainur stands as a meta-
phor for Tolkien’s mythology as a whole: a magnificent, incomplete 
corpus that was conceived as part of an ongoing, self-revising process. 
In addition, Martin Simonson has recently discussed Tolkien’s ample 
use of the ever-changing, multigeneric form of the novel. As a hybrid 
creation, his mythology is deeply entrenched in literary, philosophical, 
and political concerns that are at once medieval and modern, epic 
and playful. With Christopher Tolkien’s editing of The History of Middle-
earth and Peter Jackson’s film adaptations, Tolkien’s mythology is—
and will remain—literally unfinished.

These general similarities should not obscure a crucial difference 
between Bakhtin’s position and Tolkien’s: while “freedom” for Tolkien 
remains an essential part of artistic and sub-creative relationships, it is 
necessarily contained within, and ultimately subordinate to, the gov-
erning “word” of the author.9 We can discern this principle at work, I 
think, when Ilúvatar and the Valar compose the Great Music. Through-
out the creative process, the Valar are not a group of automatons who 
mindlessly carry out Ilúvatar’s will but rather an artistic group of sub-
creators whose imagination leads to a splendid harmony of chords. 
Rather than ruling in a fashion that is justified by his vast power,  
Ilúvatar takes pleasure through their actions, suggesting that the proper 
relationship between Creators and sub-creators (or authors and char-
acters) is a collaborative one. 

At the same time, the autonomy and creative freedom that the 
Valar enjoy depend upon an understanding that they work within the 
boundaries that Ilúvatar establishes. When Melkor wishes to shape 
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the music “of his own imagining” (S 17), his rebellion is reprehen-
sible not because he employs creativity, but because he desires a self-
apotheosis that will increase his personal power and glory. Melkor’s 
theme, however, cannot wholly separate itself from Ilúvatar’s primary 
theme: “it seemed that its most triumphant notes were taken by the 
other and woven into its own solemn pattern” (S 17). The fact that the 
most “triumphant notes” from Melkor’s music are put into the service 
of Ilúvatar’s theme underscores the relationship between Creator and 
sub-creator: while the latter enjoys agency and creativity, this free-
dom is contained within, and is ultimately subordinate to, the pattern 
of the former. As Ilúvatar explains, “Thou, Melkor, shalt see that no 
theme may be played that hath not its uttermost source in me, nor 
can any alter the music in my despite. For he that attempteth this shall 
prove but mine instrument in the devising of things more wonderful, 
which he himself hath not imagined” (S 17). 

Aulë, similarly, creates the Dwarves because “he was unwilling to 
await the fulfillment of the designs of Ilúvatar” (S 43), which results 
in characters devoid of any agency. As Tolkien explains, “The One re-
buked Aulë, saying that he had tried to usurp the Creator’s power; but 
he could not give independent life to his makings. He had only one 
life, his own derived from the One, and could at most only distribute 
it” (Letters 287). Here, Tolkien points out a condition of monologic 
control in which the author, attempting to create for himself, makes 
only puppets, a counterfeit creation that is a mockery of its true source, 
Ilúvatar. Unlike Melkor, however, Aulë’s disobedience is tempered by a 
genuine longing to bring creatures into the world who can appreciate 
Ilúvatar’s handiwork. After Aulë’s humble appeal, Iluvatar extends life 
to the Dwarves and ensures that they live apart from Aulë’s will. The 
creative artists in The Silmarillion—including not only Melkor and Aulë 
but also Feanor, Sauron, and many others—remain apart from, and yet 
inextricably bound to, the laws and the dictates of their Creator. Jason 
Fisher puts the matter very well when he writes that “Melkor is free to 
move his pieces in the great game that is the struggle for dominion 
over Middle-earth, but Ilúvatar made—and can change, if he wishes—
the rules of the game” (166). 

The tension between authority and freedom can also be expressed 
in terms of how Tolkien’s own “word” sounds in relation to the “word” 
of others in his mythology. Many critics, most notably Tom Shippey, 
have commented on the splendid assortment of voices in Tolkien’s 
mythology: the way in which Middle-earth reverberates with different 
dialects, narrative styles, and oral traditions. Sometimes these voices 
are comical and aggressive, filled with the foolishness of bar-room 
banter; other times they are solemn and speculative, probing the 
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mysteries of long-ago events. Whether these storytellers are Elves or 
hobbits, wizards or warriors, they speak in a variety of ways and craft 
their narratives as they see it. All the while, Tolkien’s own voice is both 
“there” and “not there.” “The author,” Tolkien once put it, “is not in 
the tale in one sense, yet it all proceeds from him (and what was in 
him), so that he is present all the time” (quoted in Flieger, “The Music 
and The Task” 179). 

Middle-earth is, indeed, a remarkably dialogic space. But the pres-
ence of these diverse voices and dialects does not mean that they have 
equal weight. In most novels, in fact, they seldom have equal weight. 
Polyphony describes the very rare condition in which the relation 
between voices is democratic, such that no voice, including the au-
thor’s, has priority over any other. From this perspective, the ethical 
and religious beliefs espoused in (for instance) Tolkien’s letters can 
have no voice in his fiction—or, to put it differently, they can have a 
voice, but that voice sounds in the chorus of his characters’ voices and 
does not (and structurally cannot) have superiority over them. I would 
argue that, on the contrary, Tolkien’s word retains a privileged place 
throughout his mythology and, furthermore, that he places rhetori-
cal approval behind those characters with whom he agrees. Gandalf’s 
voice, consequently, is more convincing than Saruman’s; Frodo’s voice 
is more convincing than Gollum’s. As a reflection of Tolkien’s medieval 
and Catholic worldview, Middle-Earth contains a “theological guaran-
tee,” in Gergely Nagy’s words (“Lost Subject” 57)—a guarantee that, 
however deferred or invisible, remains subtly linked with its author.

For evidence, we might take a look at the Council of Elrond, a 
scene that at first glance offers an instance of “polyphonic” diversity.10 
At the Council, many speakers tell the story of the Ring and discuss 
what to do with it. No one, including Elrond and Gandalf, has a clear 
answer. As the Council debates, one particular utterance—Frodo’s “I 
will take the Ring”—receives both explicit and implicit approval. The 
narrator tells us that Frodo “wondered to hear his own words, as if 
some other will was using his small voice” (FR, II, ii, 284). Elrond, one 
of the wisest characters and the official head of the Council, echoes 
the narrator’s description with a blessing, telling Frodo that the task 
was “appointed for you” (284). This “other will” who has “appointed” 
Frodo’s task is presumably Ilúvatar, who oversees and implicitly autho-
rizes the decision of the Council. Finally, Tolkien’s silent hand posi-
tions Frodo’s declaration at the end of the chapter, which stamps his 
words with a degree of finality and resolution. Frodo’s word thus re-
ceives (explicit) approval from Elrond and (implicit) approval from 
the narrator, Iluvatar, and Tolkien himself, who considered Frodo “an 
instrument of Providence” (Letters 326). The hierarchy of authorities 
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that positions itself behind Frodo suggests that, within the Council 
scene and elsewhere, not all utterances are created equal. 

Even if Tolkien’s fiction is not polyphonic in the strong sense, as I 
have suggested, it is in complete accord with Bakhtin’s broader asser-
tion that proper author-character relations are dialogic and collabora-
tive. Indeed, one way to discern Tolkien’s admiration (or distaste) for 
his literary creations is to pay attention to those characters who partici-
pate in, and actively enjoy, their narrative responsibilities. Gandalf, for 
instance, knows “every language that had ever been spoken in the West 
of Middle-earth” (FR, II, iv, 321). He exhibits an enormous vocal range 
and flexibility during the Council of Elrond, reproducing the voices of 
Isildur, Saruman, the Gaffer, Radagast, Gwaihir, Denethor, and even 
the Black Speech of Mordor. Gandalf is the “Voice” that urges Fro-
do to take off the Ring (“Take it off! Fool, take it off! Take off the Ring!” 
[FR II, x, 417]), while Sauron is the rigid “Eye” that wordlessly urges 
Frodo to submit to his temptation. To the extent that Sauron talks at 
all (through the palantír, the inscriptions on the Ring, or the Mouth 
of Sauron), his voice is a deferred whisper that is conveyed by and 
through others. Saruman, whose melodious voice is deceptive rather 
than instructive, exhibits a similar kind of dubious integrity. As Brian 
Rosebury has suggested, the capacity to narrate is a moral privilege, “a 
hallmark of the benign” (50). 

The importance of narrative collaboration also appears on the 
metafictional level between Tolkien, as the author of his mythology, 
and internal narrators who translate, compile, and tell the stories of 
Middle-Earth. Nagy has pointed out that “the different author posi-
tions in the fictional texts (like Bilbo’s role as original author, trans-
lator, compilator or adaptator or Frodo as author) inscribe different 
sorts of relationships toward texts and their contents into the textual 
world” (“Medievalist(’s) Fiction” 33). Just as Ilúvatar grants the Valar 
and the inhabitants of Middle-earth the capacity for agency, so too 
does Tolkien delegate his own narrative responsibilities, passing the 
writer’s pen to fictional characters and even inventing a persona as the 
faithful compiler of already-written accounts.11 When Tolkien refers to 
“the Writer of the Story (by which I do not mean myself)” (Letters 253), 
he reveals a key aspect of his own creative approach. 

It is worth noting that Tolkien’s and Bakhtin’s related views on 
authorship, which call for a collaboration between authors, charac-
ters, and readers, depart radically from the anti-authorialism of con-
temporary critical theory. Many of these theories, especially Roland 
Barthes’s “The Death of the Author,” assume that a single, indivisible 
meaning resides with authorial presence, necessitating the removal—
or “death”—of the pesky author.12 “The text,” he writes, “is not a line 
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of words releasing a single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the 
Author-God) but a multidimensional space in which a variety of writ-
ings, none of them original, blend and clash” (146). Like Tolkien and 
Bakhtin, Barthes relies upon a theological analogy to make his point. 
This analogy, however, is colored by a few assumptions: first, that domi-
nation follows naturally from God’s omnipotence and omnipresence; 
and second, that the author retains this omnipotence when he con-
structs a text. It is this (understandable) displeasure that leads Barthes 
to rebel against an Author-God whose unitary message precludes any 
interpretive freedom. In a remark that draws a stark line between read-
ership and authorship, Barthes asserts that “the birth of the reader 
must be at the cost of the death of the Author” (149). 

In my opinion, both Tolkien’s fiction and his extra-literary writing 
show that there is no need to accept these assumptions as absolute. 
While Barthes’s Author-God is monologic by definition—he always is-
sues “a single ‘theological’ meaning”—Tolkien breaks down the causal 
relationship between omnipotence and domination and, in its place, 
presents God as an omnipotent force that leaves space for the creativ-
ity and agency of his subjects. The creative artists in Tolkien’s fantasy—
Niggle, Melkor, Aulë, and Fëanor, among others—retain attributes of 
the divine, but they are not omnipotent. Iluvatar, by contrast, who does 
have omnipotence and all the attributes normally associated with the 
Christian God, does not rule through domination but rather through 
a delegation of power. Throughout his mythology, and especially in 
The Lord of the Rings, Tolkien conceives of God as a force that is at once 
omnipotent and detached, pervasive yet invisible, consistently requir-
ing his subjects to be active agents without foreclosing the possibility 
of a mysterious type of Providence that is involved, to provide one ex-
ample among many, with Gollum’s role in the destruction of the One 
Ring. God in Middle-earth exists, in Brian Rosebury’s words, “not as 
original Power but as original Artist: an essential feature of an artist, 
in Tolkien’s conception, being the renunciation of power over one’s 
creatures, the delegation of power to others” (186). 

Life as a Co-Endeavor: Alterity in Middle-earth

My discussion thus far has concerned Tolkien’s views on author-
ship, specifically his tendency to see characters as subjects capable of 
agency rather than as lifeless objects controlled by the author. I want 
to turn now to the ways in which the ethical implications of Bakhtin’s 
writing can be fruitfully applied to the character-character (or self-
other) relations in Tolkien’s fiction.13 Alterity, for Bakhtin, is implicit 
in every creative act, which involves a first stage of identification with 
the other and a reverse movement whereby the novelist returns to 



173

Tolkien and Bakhtin on Authorship, Literary Freedom, and Alterity 

his own position: “one must become another in relation to himself, 
must look at himself through the eyes of another” (Answerability 15). 
This moment of empathy is at the heart of Bakhtin’s understanding 
of dialogue and aesthetic activity, which depends upon one person’s 
accurately imagining what is really happening to and in the other. Nar-
rative fiction is instrumental in this process because of the special way 
in which it creates and structures intersubjective relationships between 
authors, characters, and readers. Both within the world of the novel 
and outside it—in life itself—Bakhtin asserts that one must find one’s 
own voice and hear the voice of the other. We are accountable, then, 
for any response given to others in the course of (co-)authoring our 
lives, a condition that he calls “answerability” (Answerability 2). 

It is precisely in the movements of seeking, listening, and answering 
that one reaches the essence of Tolkien’s position, which, as we have 
seen, finds rich expression in the Music of the Ainur. Like Bakhtin’s 
emphasis on “voice,” the orchestra of interweaving harmonies is a dy-
namic process that stresses response, change, and improvisation. But 
how does this relate to Tolkien’s treatment of alterity? Jane Chance has 
recently argued that, despite (mis)readings of Tolkien as conservative 
or even racist, he especially disliked “the segregation of the Other, and 
isolation of those who are different, whether by race, nationality, cul-
ture, class, age, or gender” (“Other” 172). Tolkien’s “solution” to the 
problem of alterity, as she argues elsewhere, is to create in Frodo “a 
composite hero who mingles differences ontologically” (“Subversive” 
10). As an enigmatic hobbit, Frodo is both aristocrat (a Fallohide) and 
“queer folk” (a Brandybuck), insider and outsider, hero and failure, 
master (of Gollum) and slave (to the Ring) (FR, I, i, 31). One of Tolk-
ien’s crucial insights, as he suggests through Frodo, is that the other 
is not a hostile, alien force but rather a formative part of one’s own 
personality—what Bakhtin calls the “not-I-in-me” (Speech Genres 146). 
By locating alterity within the sphere of the self, Tolkien sees life as a 
co-endeavor, as a kind of shared story that is carried out in a spirit of 
mutual recognition and trust.

Frodo and Sam exemplify this kind of trust at work. Tolkien ex-
aggerates their class difference at the beginning of The Lord of the 
Rings, emphasizing Frodo’s (and Bilbo’s) wealth and upper middle-
class background and Sam’s lower-class status as a gardener. These 
associations are challenged and inverted, however, as they trudge to-
ward Mordor. The “servant,” Sam, briefly assumes the mantle of Ring-
bearer, saves Frodo, and carries his exhausted “master” up Mount 
Doom. Tolkien thus implies that Frodo’s and Sam’s class differences 
need not rule mutual respect and dependency. Sam also loves tale-
telling, which links him with Frodo and the broader community of 
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storytellers. As the pair stands near Orodruin in their final moments 
(or so they think), Sam frames their adventure in terms of the sto-
ry that appears in the epigraph to this essay. In this climactic scene 
(and throughout their quest), storytelling takes on a vital role for the 
two hobbits, allowing them to stave off suffering and despair and to 
situate their journey in the context of a broader, collective narrative 
(Glofcheskie). The pair engages in a collaborative aesthetic activity 
that mirrors and builds upon their friendship. 

While Frodo’s relationship with Sam is in many ways an ideal one—
despite differences in class and temperament, they remain the clos-
est of friends—Tolkien does not suggest that an engagement with the 
other is easy. Through Frodo’s relation to Gollum, he also creates an 
open and ongoing obligation to respond to those who, at first glance, 
might be brushed aside in the interest of reason or convenience. Fro-
do’s initial wish for Gollum’s death (“what a pity that Bilbo did not 
stab the vile creature, when he had a chance!”) eventually gives way to 
his view that Gollum, while pathetic and reprehensible, is deserving 
of pity (TT, IV, i, 221; see also FR, I, ii, 68). Frodo identifies with the 
downtrodden hobbit when, in a peculiar scene, they share a strange 
meeting of the minds: 

For a moment it appeared to Sam that his master had 
grown and Gollum had shrunk: a tall stern shadow, a 
mighty lord who hid his brightness in grey cloud, and at 
his feet a little whining dog. Yet the two were in some way 
akin and not alien: they could reach one another’s minds. 
Gollum raised himself and began pawing at Frodo, fawn-
ing at his knees. (TT, IV, ii 225)

As Frodo looms over his doglike servant, he perceives something 
related and akin to Gollum. Unlike Sam, who sees him as a slithery, 
dangerous nuisance, Frodo feels the weight of the Ring and can see, as 
Sam cannot, why Gollum is more an object of pity than of loathing or 
hatred. Frodo’s heroism comes from his ability to look at Gollum and 
see “himself”: a tormented slave to the Ring who presages what Frodo 
might become. When Frodo imaginatively steps into Gollum’s shoes 
(or his hairy hobbit’s feet, as it were), he extends a degree of empathy 
that would not exist if he saw Gollum from the outside. In this way, the 
other is recast from an outsider to a crucial part of Frodo’s self that is 
enriched and, ultimately, saved. 

Where Frodo succeeds, Gollum fails. Just as Frodo demonstrates 
the virtues of empathy and love, so does Gollum stands as a warning 
against the dangers of solipsism. We often see Gollum convulsing, 
frantically looking around, or shaking his head “as if engaged in some 
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interior debate” (TT, IV, viii, 324). These frequent interior conversa-
tions demonstrate that, as Bakhtin conceives it and Tolkien practices 
it, dialogue does not only occur between voices, but also within them. 
We can therefore no more escape from dialogue, even in discussions 
with ourselves, than a character like Gollum can forget the voice of 
Smeagol. Gollum’s lonely internal discussions do not give real others 
the chance to intervene, talk back, or offer help; they do not allevi-
ate one’s situation but, as Bakhtin points out, are a pale imitation of 
real dialogue: “A single person, remaining alone with himself, cannot 
make ends meet even in the deepest and most intimate spheres of 
his own spiritual life, he cannot manage without another conscious-
ness. One person can never find complete fullness in himself alone” 
(Problems 177). 

To be sure, Gollum talks to something—the Ring. As Nagy writes, 
stressing the role of Gollum’s favorite word, “‘precious’ is the addressee 
of Gollum’s language: it is both himself and something else which at 
least superficially seems to be the Ring” (60). Gollum’s doom is that he 
regards his “addressee” as a living person rather than a physical object—
to use Tolkien’s subtle distinction, Gollum talks to his “Precious,” not 
his “precious.” As a “we” instead of an “I,” Gollum’s identity becomes 
inextricably linked with the Ring. So too does the Ring destroy its cre-
ator, Sauron, who becomes bound by his own creation. Sauron’s will is 
bent on domination and becomes objectified as he seeks to objectify 
others.14 The physical character of the Ring, especially its rigidity and 
circular shape, symbolizes this self-enclosing process. 

If identity is found in meaningful relationships, then Sauron di-
minishes his identity by choosing the path of domination and self-en-
closure. The characters with the most integrity, on the other hand—
Gandalf, Aragorn, Galadrial, and Elrond come to mind—recognize 
that the Ring’s power, like Sauron’s, is to subdue and absorb others’ 
wills into the service of one’s own. As Matthew Dickerson puts it, “if the 
greatest gift to Man is that of freedom, and with it the gift of creativity, 
then the greatest evil—the evil of Melkor, his servant Sauron, and the 
Sauron’s One Ring—is the taking away of that gift of freedom” (114). 
The symbolic character of the Ring reinforces the paradox that, while 
Tolkien’s characters stand apart as individuals, they are inseparable 
from a collective of speakers and listeners. A failure to acknowledge 
the importance of this larger verbal community, as Gollum and Sauron 
eventually learn, is the hell of isolation, “the absolute lack of being 
heard” (Bakhtin, Speech Genres 126).

Could Gollum have been saved? One of the most striking remarks 
in Tolkien’s letters is his observation that Gollum’s failure is “the most 
tragic moment of the Tale” (330). “If [Sam] had understood better 
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what was going on between Frodo and Gollum,” he wrote, “things 
might have turned out differently in the end” (330). Tolkien’s com-
ment implies that the fate of Gollum was not predetermined or 
scripted in advance, a sentiment that finds physical confirmation in 
Gollum’s “other,” Frodo. In an approach that Gary Saul Morson has 
called “sideshadowing,” Tolkien often shows the range of possible 
choices available to his characters, stressing the reality of each choice 
that they make.15 The arrangement of numerous foils or oppositional 
figures—between Hobbits (Frodo and Gollum), wizards (Gandalf and 
Saruman), kings (Theoden and Denethor), and brothers (Faramir 
and Boromir)—underscores how these choices, very much like the act 
of sub-creation, are bound up with freedom and responsibility. They 
also demonstrate that, for Tolkien’s characters, “the other” is always, 
to some extent, “me.” Gandalf alone seems to be aware of this. “Yes, I 
am white now,” he says after returning to Middle-Earth as Gandalf the 
White. “Indeed I am Saruman, one might almost say, Saruman as he 
should have been” (TT, III, v, 98). For the two wizards—as for many 
others—the space between wisdom and folly, salvation and destruc-
tion, is razor-thin.

The question of whether Gollum, Gandalf, or others could have 
chosen differently raises some vexing questions. As a product of the 
author’s imagination, characters are limited by the very fact that they 
are a literary creation and not a real person. How, then, can a literary 
creation be “free” in any sense? Furthermore, we are told that only 
Men are given the “great gift” of free will while everyone else, includ-
ing the Elves, are governed by fate (Lost Tales I 61). How does one 
reconcile this apparent determinism with creative freedom? Without 
trying to answer these questions, I want to reiterate a point that has 
been mentioned above: the rich paradox at the core of Tolkien’s fic-
tion—between fate and free will, authority and freedom, coercion and 
collaboration—resemble the workings of the world “as it is.” The com-
plexity and moral urgency of Tolkien’s mythology reflects the world 
that he saw and knew: a world riven by two World Wars and governed 
by the incomprehensible mystery of freedom and fate (Flieger, “The 
Music and the Task” 176). Rather than offering a solution, Tolkien 
placed the mystery at the center of his fiction.

“Art and life are not one,” Bakhtin wrote, “but they must become 
united in myself, in the unity of my answerability” (Answerability 2). As I 
have suggested in this essay, Tolkien also sees art and life as intimately, 
if mysteriously, related. For Tolkien, as for Bakhtin, aesthetics is insepa-
rable from individual responsibility. Tolkien’s conception of author-
ship, as a result, does not appear as an abstract Credo but as a living 
“sub-creator,” an intersubjective “I” that is one self among many. It is 
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a nuanced portrait that contradicts the tendency, in mainstream liter-
ary studies, to see Tolkien as (merely) a fantasist whose opinions are 
unsophisticated, outmoded, or irrelevant (Drout). On the contrary, we 
should see Tolkien as a fantasist and as a gifted theorist who expressed 
unique and valuable views on authorship.

Notes

1 Verlyn Flieger, Brian Rosebury, Matthew Dickerson, Thomas 
Fornet-Ponse, and Jason Fisher offer excellent discussions of the 
philosophical, theological, and political dimensions of fate and 
free will in Tolkien’s fiction. 

2 For a range of approaches to the topic, see Judith Klinger’s edited 
volume Sub-creating Middle-earth—Constructions of Authorship and the 
Works of J.R.R. Tolkien.

3 Bakhtin has rarely been employed in Tolkien studies. A few critics 
have briefly identified Bakhtinian concepts at work in Tolkien’s 
mythology: see Tanya Bird’s masters thesis Freedom and Shared Sto-
rytelling (especially 63–65) and her subsequent article “Life as a 
Shared Story” (Glofcheskie). Martin Simonson’s Tolkien and the 
Western Narrative Tradition uses Bakhtin to discuss the “intertradi-
tional dialogues” in Tolkien’s fiction.

4 Bakhtin’s insistence on the transformative potential of dialogue is 
surely tied to living in a society in which millions of human voices 
were permanently silenced in the name of totalitarianism. Barely 
escaping execution during the Stalinist purges in 1929, Bakhtin 
was exiled to a remote area of Kazakhstan for six years, where he 
subsisted as a bookkeeper (Clark and Holquist 144). 

5 For an insightful discussion of Tolkien’s distinction between mag-
ic and enchantment, see Curry. 

6 Tolkien’s views on this matter are well-known: “Fantasy remains a 
human right: we make in our measure and in our derivative mode, 
because we are made: and not only made but made in the image 
and likeness of a Maker” (TL 75; OFS 66).

7 Considered by friends to be a private man in all matters, includ-
ing religion, Bakhtin rarely broached the topic in public. While 
his status as a religious thinker is a contentious question that is 
also plagued by a regrettable lack of information about his life, 
it is generally accepted that Bakhtin was a profoundly religious 
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man (Clark and Holquist 120). For a discussion of Bakhtin’s rela-
tion to Christianity (especially Eastern Orthodoxy) see Clark and 
Holquist, chapter five.

8 The precise nature of polyphony and its application to Dosto-
evsky’s fiction are extremely controversial topics. Not everyone 
agrees that Dostoevsky grants his characters freedom; some even 
consider him to be the most “monologic” of writers. A good 
overview of polyphony appears in Caryl Emerson’s The First Hun-
dred Years (127–61) and Joseph Frank’s “The Voices of Mikhail 
Bakhtin.”

9 For an extended discussion of divine freedom in The Silmarillion, 
see Jenson. 

10 When Martin Simonson writes that Tolkien’s fiction—especially 
the Rivendell section—“is marked by a very insistent polyphony, 
which Bakhtin considers one of the main traits of the novel genre” 
(141), he seems to be confusing dialogue with polyphony. As I 
have tried to show, the presence of diverse voices or speech zones 
(dialogue) does not necessarily mean that these voices are weight-
ed equally (polyphony). Moreover, Bakhtin clearly states that po-
lyphony is the supreme exception to the novelistic tradition, which 
has traditionally been monologic: “Dostoevsky is the creator of 
the polyphonic novel. He created a fundamentally new novelistic 
genre” (Problems 7).

11 Douglas A. Anderson has noted that the runes on the jacket of the 
first editions of The Hobbit, when translated into English, read: THE 
HOBBIT OR THERE AND BACK AGAIN BEING THE RECORD 
OF A YEARS JOURNEY MADE BY BILBO BAGGINS OF HOBBI-
TON COMPILED FROM HIS MEMOIRS BY J.R.R. TOLKIEN and 
PUBLISHED BY GEORGE ALLEN UNWIN LTD (Anderson 378).

12 This strident anti-authorialism is by no means exclusive to Barthes 
but also appears, to varying degrees, in the work of Foucault, Der-
rida, de Man, and others. For a treatment of contemporary anti-
authorialism, see Burke. 

13 Bakhtin’s theory of dialogics has recently been reframed as a con-
vincing ethical discourse. Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson, 
for example, suggest that Bakhtin’s early writings, especially his 
Art and Answerability, “seem likely to alter our sense of Bakhtin, 
primarily, by calling attention to the centrality of ethics in his 
thought” (332).
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14 A good discussion of Sauron and monologic discourse appears in 
Bird’s Freedom and Shared Storytelling (48-64). She writes that “the 
inauthentic quality of Sauron’s discourse is mirrored in the nature 
of his power-based approach to other beings, since Sauron’s will 
to power destroys both identity and the possibility of interpersonal 
relationships” (62). For a broader treatment of the function of 
narration in Tolkien’s fiction, see Garbowski.

15 Rather than implying, as foreshadowing does, that a present event 
contains future outcomes, sideshadowing offers “a middle realm 
of real possibilities that could have happened even if they did not. 
Things could have been different from the way they were, there 
were real alternatives to the present we know, and the future ad-
mits of various paths. By focusing on the middle realm of possi-
bilities, by exploring its relation to actual events, and by attending 
to the fact that things could have been different, sideshadowing 
deepens our sense of the openness of time” (Morson 6). Bird of-
fers an insightful discussion of sideshadowing as it appears in Tolk-
ien’s fiction (132–45).
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