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B re a k in g  th e  D ra g o n 's  G a z e :
C o m m o d i ty  F e t i s h i s m  in

T o l k i e n 's  M i d d l e - e a r t h

S te v e n  K e lly

It is no guarded secret that J.R.R. Tolkien's Middle-earth is a 
remarkably well-wrought fictional world. Tolkien was keenly aware of the 

importance of world-building in mythopoeic fantasy; in his landmark essay 
"On Fairy-Stories" [OFS], he expounds on the fantasy writer's imperative to 
create "a Secondary World which [the reader's] mind can enter," a world that 
"accords with the laws" of itself (52). Tolkien clearly took his own advice to 
heart. Critics like Tom Shippey, Patrick Curry, Brian Rosebury, and an army of 
others have convincingly argued on behalf of the great depth of Tolkien's 
world-building, especially in regards to his construction of Middle-earth's 
languages, history, geography, and meta-literature1 The depth of Tolkien's 
mythopoeic universe is truly impressive and surely serves as one reason why 
so many readers find themselves engrossed with his books.

Despite being so masterfully crafted, there are curious anomalies 
sprinkled throughout Middle-earth—things like umbrellas, clocks, waist-coats, 
and tobacco, among others—that are obviously characteristic of nineteenth- 
century England and which threaten to snap readers out of the fictional spell.2

1 Michael D.C. Drout, Namiko Hitotsubashi, and Rachel Scavera are among the most 
recent scholars who have taken up the subject of Tolkien's world-building. Their essay 
"Tolkien's Creation of the Impression of Depth" effectively summarizes previous 
scholarship on the subject while also offering a wonderfully detailed analysis of 
Tolkien's many versions of the Turin story as a case-study of their own claims. In short, 
they argue that "the tortuous evolutionary histories of [Tolkien's] texts" play an integral 
role in creating such an impressive quality of depth (167).
2 The list of these world-building anomalies is extensive: umbrellas (The Lord of the Rings 
[LotR] 1.1.36, 38; VI.8.1026; VI.9.1033); coffee (Hobbit 1.18-19); potatoes (LotR 1.1.22, 24, 37; 
IV.4.661); silver pennies (LotR I.1.25, 37; I.11.180); clocks (Hobbit 1.21, 1.28, 13.255, 16.282; 
LotR I.1.34); waist-coats (Hobbit 5.100, 7.141; LotR I.1.37); post-office (Hobbit 4.71; LotR 
I.3.65; LotR VI.8.1014); express train (LotR I.1.27). There are numerous instances of tea 
throughout Tolkien's fiction, especially in The Hobbit and the beginning of Fellowship of 
the Ring. There are even more instances of tobacco (pipe-weed) throughout all of The 
Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, which I explain further in this essay.
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T he presence  of these  anach ron ism s is w ell d o cu m en ted  in  T olkien 
scholarsh ip , p e rh a p s  m o s t n o tab ly  b y  S h ippey  in  J.R.R Tolkien: Author o f the 
Century. W hile S h ippey  recognizes these  anach ron ism s are o u t of p lace in  
M idd le-ea rth , h e  d o e sn 't fau lt T olkien  for them . In  fact, h e  a rgues th a t 
T o lk ien 's  inclusion  of V ic to rian -period  anach ron ism s ac tua lly  aids the  
im m ersive  effect:

[Tolkien] w anted [...] to bridge the gap betw een the ancient w orld  and 
the m odern  one. The hobbits are the bridge. The w orld  they lead us 
into, M iddle-earth, is the w orld  of fairy-tale and  of the ancient N orthern  
im agination w hich lay behind the fairy-tale, rendered accessible to  the 
contem porary reader. (47-8)

In  short, S h ippey  asserts th a t these anach ron ism s serve as a cu ltu ra l anchor, a 
p o rta l in to  th e  secondary  w o rld  of M idd le-ea rth . T he id ea  is th a t once th e  link 
h a s  been  estab lished , read e rs  can w alk  across th e  b rid g e  an d  m o re  read ily  
engage  in  th e  fantasy .

B ut b rid g es can also be perilous. C o inciden tally , T olkien h im self 
reco rds th e  u n ex p ec ted ly  d an g ero u s  n a tu re  of b rid g es  in  The Children o f Hurin. 
C onsider w h en  T u rin  convinces K ing  O ro d re th  of N a rg o th ro n d  to  b u ild  a 
"m ig h ty  b rid g e"  over th e  river N aro g  to  accom m odate  " th e  sw ifter passage  of 
th e ir arm s" in  an d  o u t of th e  fo rtress (163). T hough  th e  b rid g e  tem p o rarily  
d efends th e  k ingdom , it u ltim a te ly  b e tray s T urin  a n d  th e  Elves a t th e  tim e of 
th e ir g rea te st d istress:

In tha t day the bridge tha t T urin h ad  caused to be built over N arog 
proved  an  evil; for it w as great and m ightily  m ade and could no t swiftly 
be destroyed, and thus the enem y came readily over the deep river, and 
G laurung came in  full fire against the Doors of Felagund, and 
overthrew  them  and  passed  within. (177-8)

B ridges can be perilo u s because  th e ir keepers  cannot a lw ays contro l w h a t gets 
across.

A s w as the  case w ith  T u rin 's  b ridge , S h ip p ey 's  "b rid g e"  ra tionale  
em p h asizes  th e  ease of passage  be tw een  tw o  w o r ld s —th e  rea l w o rld  of the 
re ad e r an d  th e  w o rld  of fairy-tale. I m ain ta in , how ever, th a t these 
anach ron ism s also le t som eth ing  else creep in to  th e  story, ano ther "d rag o n "  of 
sorts: cap ita list ideology. In  th is essay, I a rg u e  th a t T o lk ien 's  econom ic w o rld 
b u ild in g  p rocess rep ro d u ces certa in  aspects of cap ita list econom ic structu res, 
com plicating  the  conventional u n d e rs ta n d in g  of M id d le -ea rth  as a genera lly
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p re-cap ita lis t society.3 To illu s tra te  m y  claim , I exp la in  h o w  p ip e -w eed  
essen tia lly  serves as a L ukacsian  "fe tish ized  com m odity ," in  w h ich  a com plex 
series of w o rk in g  re la tionsh ip s among people becom es o bscu red  an d  recast as a 
re la tio n sh ip  between people and things. W hile som e m ig h t a rg u e  th a t m y  claim  is 
irre levan t to  th e  field  of T olkien  stud ies, I dem o n s tra te  th a t it is significant 
because  it tells u s  ab o u t h o w  T o lk ien 's  ideo log ical en v iro n m en t in fluenced  h is 
w orks a n d  because  recogn iz ing  form s of econom ic dom in a tio n  accords w ith  
T o lk ien 's  b ro a d e r them es. L astly , it 's  im p o rtan t to p o in t o u t th a t p ip e -w eed 's  
fe tish ism  is b leed in g  over in to  the  p rim a ry  w orld , w h ich  u ltim ate ly  show s th a t 
even  fictional in stances of cap ita list ideo logy  can re su lt in  tang ib le  effects in  
th e  real w orld .

Ec o n o m i c  St r u c t u r e s  i n  M i d d l e -e a r t h

Before m o v in g  an y  fu rther, I 'd  like to  estab lish  som e im p o rtan t 
context ab o u t T o lk ien 's  econom ic w o rld -b u ild in g . A s d iscussed  above, 
S h ippey  m a in ta in s  th a t M id d le -ea rth  is a com bination  of tw o  d iffe ren t w orlds: 
th e  o ld  N o rth e rn  E u ro p ean  w o rld  of fa iry -ta le  an d  a re la tively  m o d e rn  w o rld  
rep re sen ted  in  th e  Shire. A side from  the  physica l characteristics of the ir 
respective  inhab itan ts, th e  d is tinc tion  be tw een  th e  tw o  w o rld s  is p e rh ap s  best 
characterized  b y  th e  d ifferences in  the ir econom ic in frastruc tu re .

W hile  th e  econom ic s tru c tu re  of M id d le -ea rth  evades sim ple 
c a te g o r iz a t io n -a f te r  all, it 's  a w o rld  p o p u la ted  by  a n u m b e r of d ifferen t 
cu ltu res  sp read  over a w id e ly  ran g in g  la n d s c a p e - th e  m ajo rity  of M idd le - 
ea rth  p rim arily  be longs to  the o ld  N o rth e rn  w o rld  of fairy-ta le  th a t S h ippey  
describes. T hough  it 's  tem p tin g  to  in s is t th a t th e  w o rld  of fa iry -ta le  exists 
o u ts id e  of rea l tim e a n d  space, genera lly  th a t w o rld  w o u ld  be  characterized  
b es t as m ed ieval (or even  p re-m edieval). C onsequen tly , w e w o u ld  expect 
M id d le -ea rth  to h av e  a feuda l o r p re -feu d a l econom ic system , a n d  th ro u g h o u t 
m u ch  of M id d le -ea rth  th a t 's  p rec ise ly  w h a t w e find . In  the rea lm  of G ondor, 
w h ich  is am o n g  th e  m o s t ad v an ced  cu ltu res of M idd le -ea rth , read e rs  com e 
across several references to fiefs, one of th e  cen tra l com ponen ts of feuda l 
society  (LotR  V.1.758; V.6.858; V.9.892). T hough  th e re  are n o  specific references 
to  feu d a lism  in  R ohan, it 's  analogous in  several respects to  m ed ieva l culture, 
especially  E nglish  m ed ieva l cu ltu re . C ritic  V erlyn F lieger n o tes  th a t " the

3 Few scholars have utilized Marxist/materialist perspectives in  their analyses of 
Tolkien's works. Those few materialist critiques in  existence have focused primarily on 
issues of class disparity and inegalitarian political structures in  Middle-earth (Giddings 
1983; Inglis 1983) or have argued that Tolkien's stories allegorize the supposed evils of 
communism and socialism in modern society (Otty 1983; Oberhelman 2007). To my 
knowledge, no critic has yet analyzed the significance of commodification in  Tolkien's 
fiction.
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co rrespondences [she] saw  be tw een  th e  A nglo-Saxon language , custom s, 
arch itecture , an d  verse  fo rm s [...] o ccu rring  in  [Beowulf] a n d  those  of the 
cu ltu re  of R ohan  w ere  u n m istak ab le"  (18).4 T hese e lem en ts considered , it 
w o u ld  be  safe to  assum e th a t R ohan  w o u ld  also h av e  a p re d o m in an tly  feudal 
o r tr ib u ta ry  econom ic stru c tu re . E ssentially , then , m u ch  of M id d le -ea rth  is 
g ro u n d e d  in  th o ro u g h ly  m ed ieval fo rm s of subsistence.

N estled  w ith in  th is p re d o m in an tly  m ed ieva l w o rld , how ever, is the 
S h ire—a re la tive ly  sm all, iso la ted  pocket of la n d  w h o se  econom ic o rder 
con trad ic ts th e  m ed ieva l s tan d ard . A dm itted ly , from  one perspective  th e  Shire 
seem s to  be  so m ew h at econom ically  consisten t w ith  th e  re s t of M idd le -ea rth , 
p a rticu la rly  in  th a t it 's  p re -in d u stria l. H obb its  p ro d u ce  w h a t th ey  n eed  to 
su rv ive  from  sm all farm s, gardens , an d  h e rd s  of livestock, u s in g  re latively  
sim ple  techno logy  th a t is a far cry from  th e  cu rren t m o d e l of in d u s tria l 
ag ricu ltu re ; in  fact, one of th e  first de ta ils  T olkien p ro v id es read e rs  w ith  in  The 
Lord o f the Rings is th a t hobb its  "d o  n o t a n d  d id  n o t u n d e rs ta n d  or like 
m ach ines m ore  com plica ted  th a n  a forge-bellow s, a w ater-m ill, o r a h an d - 
loom " (Prologue.1). T he a p p a re n t sim plicity  of h o b b it subsistence  practices has 
led  M atth ew  D ickerson  a n d  Jon a th an  E vans to  a rg u e  th a t th e  Shire is a self
sufficient, susta inab le , sm all-scale ag ricu ltu ra l society th a t on  th e  surface 
seem s to  res is t in d u s tria lism  an d  capitalism , w h ich  they  consider to  be an  
attractive, if n o t sligh tly  rom antic , idea l (75-77). T aking it even  fu rther, O lga 
M arkova observes h o w  "m o d e rn  C om m un ists"  h av e  in te rp re ted  T o lk ien 's 
"an ti- in d u stria l ideas" an d  h is  dep ic tion  of th e  ho b b its ' sim ple ag rarian  
lifestyle "as  a re tu rn  to  p rim o rd ia l C om m un ism ," a M arx ist idea l free from  the 
exp lo ita tive  a n d  destructive  forces of cap ita lism  (165). A s a resu lt, M arkova 
claim s th a t for m a n y  read e rs  The Lord o f the R ings "h as to d ay  becom e an 
a lternative  for the  co n tem p o ra ry  ideo logy  of th e  com m ercialization  of society" 
(167). Superficia lly , then , these  critical in te rp re ta tio n s  of th e  S h ire 's  econom y 
w o u ld  seem  to co n trad ic t m y  cen tral thesis.

H ow ever, con sid e rin g  the  finer details , it w o u ld  be  a m istake  to  fu lly  
characterize  the  Shire as a pasto ra l, p re-cap ita lis t u top ia . N o m atte r h o w  
sim ple  an d  ru s tic  life in  th e  Shire m ig h t appear, h o b b it society  h a s  certain  
fe a tu re s—in  particu la r, those  anach ron ism s d iscussed  ab o v e—th a t m irro r 
e lem en ts of n in e teen th -cen tu ry  E ngland . A s if th e  details from  th e  sto ry  itself 
w e re n 't p ersuasive  enough , T olkien h im se lf w ro te  in  one of h is  le tte rs th a t the 
Shire is "m ore  or less a W arw icksh ire  v illage of ab o u t th e  p e rio d  of the

4 Despite recognizing Tolkien's medieval references, Flieger also makes a point of 
acknowledging the text's "nonmedieval" elements, including the peculiarities of the 
Shire and the "twentieth-century military-industrial complex of Isengard" (18). Along 
w ith many others, Flieger sees Tolkien as a "modern medievalist," one who has adapted 
medieval themes for modern times and modern audiences.
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D iam o n d  Jubilee," tem p o ra lly  associating  it w ith  th e  V ictorian  p e rio d  a t the 
close of th e  n in e teen th  cen tu ry  (Letters 230). By th is tim e, E n g lan d 's  econom ic 
base  w as several cen tu ries rem oved  from  th e  age of feu d a lism  a n d  a lready  
firm ly  in the  g rip  of the  cap ita list m o d e  of p ro d u c tio n . It w as a society  in  
w h ich  um brellas, silver penn ies , tea, coffee, an d  tobacco w ere  a n o rm al p a r t of 
life. T hese k in d s of goods, w h ich  req u ire  specia lized  in d u s trie s  an d  com plex 
system s of labo r to  p roduce , a re  la rgely  inconsisten t w ith  th e  p ic tu re  Tolkien 
p ro v id es ab o u t th e  m ate ria l cu ltu re  of the Shire. W h a t resu lts  is a clash 
be tw een  tw o  d is tinc t econom ic w orlds .

P i p e -w e e d : A  H o m e l y  H o b b i t  Ic o n

To illu s tra te  th e  d is junction  re su ltin g  from  T o lk ien 's  inc lusion  of 
V ictorian-era  econom ic fragm en ts, I w o u ld  like to  u se  as a case s tu d y  one 
especially  no tab le  lu x u ry  good  in  T o lk ien 's  fiction: p ipe-w eed . T his leafy, 
sm oke-able p la n t show s u p  frequen tly  th ro u g h o u t T o lk ien 's  stories; in  fact, the  
concepts of p ip e-w eed , p ipes, o r sm ok ing  are  m en tio n ed  o n  over 30 separa te  
p ag es  in  The Lord o f the R ings an d  7 pages in  The Hobbit. A s a resu lt, p ipe-w eed  
is a lm ost as em blem atic  of hobb its  as th e ir sh o rt sta tu re  a n d  fu rry  feet. H obb its 
are  w ell-know n  for the ir app rec ia tion  of h o m ely  com forts a n d  " th e  good  life," 
an d  the ir consum ption  of p ip e -w eed  (also re fe rred  to  s im p ly  as w eed  o r leaf) is 
an  ex tension  of th a t idea l lifestyle.5 W hen  they 're  a t hom e, Bilbo an d  F rodo  
enjoy sm ok ing  as an  activ ity  of relaxation . M em bers of the  F ellow sh ip  sm oke it 
p eriod ica lly  d u rin g  th e ir quest, as long  as th ey  h ave  it in  su p p ly  an d  can afford  
to  risk  it.6 M erry  an d  P ip p in  rejoice over th e ir d iscovery  of tw o  b arre ls  of p ipe- 
w eed  in  th e  flo tsam  of Isen g ard  an d  th ey  sm oke w h ile  reco u n tin g  th e ir tale of 
th e  battle  th e re  to  A ragorn , Legolas, a n d  G im li (LotR  III.9.566-579). P erhaps 
m o s t curiously , a good  sm oke is th e  first th in g  a g rievously -in ju red  M erry  
req u es ts  after th e  ho rrific  siege of M inas T irith  (LotR  V.8.880). A n d  g iven  the ir 
love for sm oking, it 's  n o  su rp rise  th a t a p ip e -w eed  sho rtage  in  th e  Shire caused  
b y  a vengefu l S arum an  con tribu tes to  th e  " ro u sin g "  of th e  H obb its  d u rin g  
"T he Scouring  of the  Shire" (VI.8.1012, 1025). T hough  p ip e -w eed  b y  no  m ean s

5 Tea—another commodity of comfort—also maintains a presence in  Middle-earth, 
though not to the same degree as pipe-weed. Tolkien's references to tea are generally 
restricted to the beginning of The Hobbit and The Fellowship of the Ring, but they still play 
a significant role in  hobbit characterization. For example, even casual readers will 
remember that The Hobbit famously begins with what's essentially a grand tea party 
(1.15).
6 Of the members of the Fellowship, only Legolas and Boromir abstain from smoking. It 
should also be noted, of course, that the wizards Gandalf and Saruman are virtually as 
fond of pipe-weed as the hobbits are.
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d om ina tes  T o lk ien 's  texts, its p rom inence  is u n m is ta k a b le —a b rig h t th read  
w oven  in to  the  fabric of M id d le -ea rth  cultu re .

W hile  p ip e -w eed  m ig h t seem  to fit n a tu ra lly  in to  T o lk ien 's  secondary  
w orld , u p o n  closer exam ination  read e rs  w ill find  th a t th e re  are  p u zz lin g  
inconsistencies a n d  g ap s in o u r k now ledge  of h o w  th e  go o d  m ak es  its w ay  in to  
th e  lea ther pouches of M id d le -ea rth 's  characters. For instance, w h ere  exactly  
does p ip e -w eed  com e from , in  te rm s of its actua l source of p roduction?  
T racing  th e  sources of ag ricu ltu ra l goods like grains, vegetables, bacon, an d  
m u sh ro o m s is re la tive ly  s tra igh tfo rw ard , as these are  th e  k in d  of p ro d u c ts  th a t 
h o b b it fa rm ers could  grow , raise, o r h a rv e s t for them selves. F u rtherm ore , 
Tolkien clearly  p ro v id es read e rs  w ith  th e  in fra s tru c tu re  n eed ed  to  p ro d u ce  
those  goods, in  te rm s of referencing  farm s, gardens , an d  m ills. H ow ever, 
u n lik e  m o s t ag ricu ltu ra l goods in  th e  Shire, p ip e -w eed  w o u ld n 't  be 
in d ep en d e n tly  g ro w n  by  hobb its  for p e rso n a l consum ption .

To be fair, Tolkien does p ro v id e  th e  h is to ry  of p ip e -w eed 's  d iscovery  
an d  inco rpo ra tion  in to  H o b b it society. In  th e  "P ro logue" of The Lord o f the 
Rings, h e  creatively  g ives u s  th is in fo rm ation  th ro u g h  the  w o rd s  of M erry , w ho  
p ro u d ly  in fo rm s u s  th a t the  sm ok ing  of p ip e -w eed  "is th e  one a rt th a t w e 
[H obbits] can certa in ly  claim  to be o u r ow n  in v en tio n ."7 T here  are several 
im p o rtan t conclusions w e can d ra w  from  "M erry 's"  h is to ry  of p ipe-w eed . 
First, h e  reveals th a t it w as technically  possib le  for som e H obb its  to  g row  their 
o w n  p ipe-w eed , since "T obold  H o rn b lo w er of L ongbo ttom  in the 
S o u th farth in g  first g rew  th e  tru e  p ip e -w eed  in h is  g ard en s ."  M erry  also 
m en tio n s th a t th e  p la n t is "n o t na tiv e"  to  th e  N o rth  of M idd le -ea rth , b u t w as 
b ro u g h t from  th e  South , w h e re  it "g ro w s ab u n d an tly "  (bu t w h e re  it is n o t 
w id e ly  consum ed); fu rtherm ore , " it is n ev e r fo u n d  w ild "  in  th e  N orth , w h ere  it 
"flou rishes o n ly  in  w a rm  sheltered  p laces like L ongbo ttom " (Prologue.8-9).8 As

7 In The History of Middle-earth, Christopher Tolkien reveals that his father included a 
version of this lore about pipe-weed in earlier drafts of the chapter "The Road to 
Isengard" (The War of the Ring [War] 36-9). While a small fragment of this survives in the 
final version (LotR III.8.562-3), Tolkien eventually moved most of it to the "Prologue." 
Notably, a reference to "Home-grown" leaf was cut from the final version, as was the 
notion that Rangers originally brought the plant to the North (War 37, 38).
8 As stated above, Merry is very aware that pipe-weed is, quite literally, a transplant 
from the warmer southern lands of Gondor. He even "suspect[s]" that it was "originally 
brought over Sea by the Men of Westernesse," whose descendants knew it as "sweet 
galenas, and esteem it only for the fragrance of its flowers" (Prologue.8-9). There are a 
couple of interesting implications we can draw from Merry's suspicions about pipe- 
weed's more exotic origins. First, like tobacco, pipe-weed was brought to the "Old 
World"/Middle-earth from a mysterious land across the sea. (The similarities stop there, 
however; after all, the Núm enóreans were the powerful colonizers, rather than the 
colonized.) Second, Merry's description of how the Gondorians regarded the plant only
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for its "fragrance," rather than as a consumable that could be traded commercially, lends 
further credence to the notion that the Hobbits transformed it into a commodity.
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a result of these geographic constraints, it seems that only a small portion of 
Hobbits could have grown pipe-weed; therefore, it would have been by 
necessity a specialized local industry. That being said, the vast majority of 
Hobbits—especially those who were the main characters of Tolkien's stories, 
who lived further to the north and west in the Shire—would have been unable 
to grow their own pipe-weed, and there are no textual references of them ever 
doing so. Instead, they would have to either trade or pay for it. Pipe-weed 
would have been a commodity. 9

Pipe-weed: A Fetishized Commodity
On the surface, the presence of commodities in Middle-earth might 

not seem like anything to fuss about, considering that commodities are such a 
normal part of daily life in the modern world. Yet, the arrival of commodities 
in any society comes with a number of significant—and often detrimental— 
consequences. Georg Lukács, a Hungarian Marxist critic, provides us with 
sobering insight into these consequences. As he explains in his essay 
"Reification and the Consciousness of the Proletariat," before the arrival of 
capitalism people obtain the necessities of life primarily through self-sufficient 
production and direct barter (Lukács 173). However, as societies increase in 
complexity and undergo a variety of economic and social transformations, 
securing these necessities becomes increasingly difficult. One way of 
overcoming such difficulties is to establish a system of monetary exchange. A 
crucial economic transformation takes place after the development of 
standardized currency: the products of human labor shift primarily from 
having "use value" to having "exchange value"—the defining characteristic of 
a commodity—and the effects of that shift become especially pronounced as 
capitalism advances.

As a result of the increasing dominance of exchange value, the 
relations of production under which commodities are produced become

9 Aside from Tobold Hornblower and the previously mentioned instance of "Home
grown" leaf that was cut from the final draft (see footnote 7), Tolkien does indicate one 
other instance of individuals growing pipe-weed. In RotK, when asked by Gandalf if he 
has any pipe-weed, Barliman Butterbur responds, "That's just a thing that we're short of, 
seeing how we've only got what we grow ourselves, and that's not enough. There's none 
to be had from the Shire these days" (VI.7.991). However, Barliman's words clearly 
indicate that people rely on mass production of the commodity in the Shire to supply 
their needs—a point that's crucial to my thesis and that will be explained further in the 
section below.
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displaced. The human labor that goes into making commodities is obscured by 
the predominance of exchange value; people are disconnected from other 
people, transforming—in fact, corrupting—what was once a relationship 
between people into a relationship between consumers and commodities. 
Divested from the social relations of production, these commodities become 
fetishes, objects artificially or even "magically" imbued with a special kind of 
power (Lukács 174). This foregrounding of the relationship between products 
and the resulting concealment of their social relations of production is also 
known as commodity fetishism. Consequently, "a relation between people 
takes on the character of a thing and thus acquires a 'phantom objectivity,' an 
autonomy that seems so strictly rational and all-embracing as to conceal every 
trace of its fundamental nature: the relation between people" (Lukács 172). 
While the relations of production under capitalism are sufficient to ensure 
exploitation on their own, commodity fetishism—a product of these relations 
of production — serves as an ideology that actually reinforces the exploitation 
of the working class. It's this reinforcement that makes commodity fetishism so 
harmful; as an ideology, it acts as a kind of "spell" that keeps people blind to 
capitalism's abuses against workers.

Admittedly, at first it might seem that Lukacs' ideas about 
commodity fetishism and reification shouldn't apply to Tolkien's fictional 
world. After all, there are no corporations in Middle-earth; there are no 
capitalist barons or factories operated by wage-laborers; and aside from a few 
inns like The Green Dragon and The Prancing Pony, there's not really even 
mention of small business. However, the moment that Tolkien decided to 
include commodities like pipe-weed in his secondary world, he inadvertently 
paved the way for commodity fetishism to enter that world as well. In other 
words, his effort to bridge the gap between the old Northern world of fairy
tale and the modern world of his readers allowed the dragon of capitalism to 
enter his story, and pipe-weed is the most obvious "smoking snout" of that 
dragon, since it is most certainly a fetishized commodity. It has been imbued 
with a special power, particularly in the way the product itself is associated with 
comfort; for instance, consider Gandalf's remark about how he "should like a 
pipe to smoke in comfort" as the Fellowship travels southward from Rivendell 
(LotR II.3.285), or Pippin's reference to pipe-weed as a "well-earned comfort" 
after the momentous battle at Isengard (LotR III.8.557).10 In truth, we do not see

10 Likewise, in an earlier draft of the chapter "The Road to Isengard," Merry tells 
Theoden that "[Pipe-weed] is rest and pleasure and the crown of the feast. . . ." (War 37). 
While this passage didn't make the final cut, the fetishism is still clear. Tolkien doesn't 
write that smoking pipe-weed brings one "rest and pleasure" and so forth, but that it is 
these qualities. Of course, Tolkien is speaking figuratively here and criticizing him for 
that seems, admittedly, pedantic. But ideology is that pervasive: it penetrates down to
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the level of metaphor. For further preliminary reading, I suggest Metaphors We Live By by 
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson.
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the relations between the people who produced and distributed the pipe- 
weed; we only see the commodity itself, which takes on a life of its own in the 
story. Though readers vaguely know where pipe-weed comes from thanks to 
Tolkien's "Prologue," the only detail we have about those personally 
responsible for the production of pipe-weed is that Old Toby "discovered" it 
and started the trend of smoking it. We have no textual information about the 
actual "human" labor that goes into growing, processing, and selling pipe- 
weed in the fictional present.

At the same time, readers will see that other kinds of cultural 
products are privileged in terms of the transparency of the "human" relations 
of production in ways that pipe-weed is not. We know precisely the social 
relations that went into the production of certain artifacts made by the Elves 
and Dwarves: for example, Thorin's Arkenstone, the elven blades Sting and 
Glamdring, and the elven cloaks gifted to members of the Fellowship in 
Lorien—made, respectively, by the Dwarves of Erebor (Hobbit 12.243), the 
metal-smiths of Gondolin (Hobbit 3.62), and the Lady Galadriel and her elven 
maids (LotR II.8.373). Tolkien didn't hesitate about going into detail about the 
sources of these prestige artifacts fabricated in small number, but he makes no 
mention of the hobbits or others who actually produce, process, and distribute 
pipe-weed. It's almost as if this commodity is considered too mundane to have 
the social relations of its production revealed to a degree of detail equal to that 
of prestige goods — a result of being widely distributed rather than unique or 
relatively rare.

Furthermore, there's another layer to the fetishism of pipe-weed that 
merits discussion, and that's the evolution of the term Tolkien uses to refer to 
the commodity throughout his publishing history. In The Hobbit, Tolkien's 
term for the leafy plant that hobbits smoke is, quite simply, "tobacco." By the 
time The Lord of the Rings was published, however, "tobacco" is, with two 
exceptions (Prologue.8, III.9.562), replaced instead by terms like "pipe-weed" 
or "leaf."11 I think it's important to consider Tolkien's motivations for making 
the change in terminology. Of course, one possible explanation for the change 
is that Tolkien simply enjoyed tobacco enough to want to include more about it

11 Interestingly, Tolkien used "tobacco" in a rough outline of the chapter "The Palanhr" 
(War 72), and likely did so in other notes. "Tobacco" even survived into late drafts of the 
chapter "The Scouring of the Shire" (Sauron Defeated 95). Barring the two exceptions cited 
above, the (relative) absence of other instances of "tobacco" elsewhere in LotR seems to 
indicate a clear editorial choice on Tolkien's behalf. Curiously, though, Tolkien kept 
using the term "tobacco" in The Hobbit, even after publishing a revised edition of the 
book in 1966, over 10 years after the publication of LotR.
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in the story, so he decided to strengthen his world-building by giving the 
commodity a new name and a back-story. As a philologist, Tolkien probably 
wouldn't have been blithe about word choice. Though merely conjecture, it 
seems far more likely that he felt that the term "tobacco" was linguistically out 
of place. The term is of Spanish origin,12 so Tolkien might have viewed tobacco 
as a foreign word that wouldn't fit as well within his secondary world as 
would a more distinctly English term like "pipe-weed," doubly notable for its 
characteristic Germanic compounding.

There's no way to be absolutely sure about why Tolkien changed the 
terminology. Regardless of his motivations for making the change, it certainly 
affects the way readers experience pipe-weed in the story. Though it's not a 
change in concept-readers will understand that characters are still smoking a 
plant—the linguistic shift from "tobacco" to "pipe-weed" produces a distinct 
aesthetic effect. In changing the name, Tolkien has defamiliarized tobacco, 
making us look at it in a different light. Arguably, pipe-weed does seem to fit 
better into the world of Middle-earth. Yet, while it may be more aesthetically 
pleasing, the revised term simultaneously alters readers' perception of what 
that good really is. It's like another form of fetishism; not only is the 
commodity fetishized in a way that obscures the human labor associated with 
it, it's also made into a linguistic fetish. Calling the commodity "pipe-weed" 
superficially hides the fact that it's actually tobacco, which makes it even more 
difficult for readers to see the way the labor of its production is obscured. The 
term "pipe-weed" intervenes in the chain of signification in the mind of the 
reader. Instead of seeing "tobacco" and thinking about cigarettes, Phillip 
Morris, billion dollar industry and so forth, readers see "pipe-weed," which 
instead signifies hobbits, Gandalf, Longbottom Leaf, and comfort. Pipe-weed is 
benign. Tobacco, at least in the modern world, is not.13

12 The Spanish word "tabaco" was itself adapted from "the name in the Carib of Haiti of 
the Y-shaped tube or pipe through which the Indians inhaled the smoke." "Tabaco" was 
first recorded in 1535 by the Spanish historian Oviedo, but wasn't recorded in English 
until 1577 (OED Online).
13 Interestingly, after the credits of the home DVD version of The Hobbit: An Unexpected 
Journey, there's a one-minute advocacy advertisement warning viewers against the 
dangers of tobacco. It's disguised at first to seem like a soda commercial, with three 
adventure-seekers bungee-jumping off a bridge to retrieve cans of soda. When the third 
person jumps and picks up a can, he explodes—and the ad reports that tobacco is the 
only product that kills one-third of its consumers. It's exceptionally grim, driving home 
the way that contemporary society disdains tobacco. However, it should be noted that 
the ad is condemning the health risks of tobacco, rather than the way tobacco exploits its 
laborers and imprints its consumers with capitalist ideology.
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T hough  T o lk ien 's  m o tivations for in c lu d in g  p ip e -w eed  in  h is stories 
w ere  certa in ly  innocuous, the  p resence  of th is anachron istic  com m od ity  h as 
a llow ed  cap ita list ideo logy  to  sneak  in to  M idd le -ea rth . T he b rid g e  h a s  le t in  
th e  d ragon , and , once inside, the d rag o n  is a llow ed  to w o rk  its m ischief. A gain, 
look ing  to  The Children o f H ú rin can  p ro v id e  u s  w ith  a com pelling  m e tap h o r to 
u n d e rs ta n d  h o w  cap ita list ideo logy  is acting  u p o n  T o lk ien 's  readers. W hen  
Tú rin  learns of th e  sack of N arg o th ro n d , h e  ru sh es  across the  b rid g e  in  full 
ba ttle -fu ry , d a rin g  to challenge G lau rung . B ut T urin , a lw ays v ic torious in  
battle , co u ld n 't im ag ine  w h a t w o u ld  h a p p e n  next:

Then Tú rin  sprang about, and  strode against him , and fire was in  his 
eyes, and the edges of G urthang shone as w ith  flame. But G laurung 
w ithheld  his blast, and opened w ide his serpent-eyes and  gazed up o n  
Tú rin. W ithout fear Tú rin  locked in  those eyes as he raised u p  his 
sw ord; and straightaw ay he fell u nder the dreadful spell of the dragon, 
and  w as as one tu rned  to  stone. (178)

In  h is recklessness, Tú rin  is caugh t o ff-guard  an d  b ew itched  b y  the  d rag o n 's  
gaze. S nared  in  th a t spell, Tú rin  "h ea rk en ed  to [G laurung 's] w o rd s, a n d  he  
saw  h im se lf as in  a m irro r m issh ap en  b y  m alice, an d  h e  lo a th ed  w h a t h e  saw " 
(179). T he d ra g o n 's  gaze d is to rts  rea lity  a n d  p rev en ts  T u rin  from  seeing  the 
tru th . H e  believes G lau ru n g 's  lies ab o u t the im ag in a ry  peril of h is k in  back  in  
h is  h o m elan d , p ro m p tin g  T u rin  to d e p a rt need le ssly  an d  a llow ing  G lau ru n g  to 
b ew itch  h is  sister N iënor. G la u ru n g 's  spell also p rev en ts  Tú rin  from  h ea rin g  
th e  cries of E lven captives —Finduilas, th e  p rincess of N a rg o th ro n d  w h o m  he 
loved, am o n g  th e m —as they 're  led  aw ay  from  the  fo rtress an d  even tua lly  
slain.

In  a w ay, the  tw o-fo ld  fe tish ism  of p ip e -w eed  in  T o lk ien 's  fiction is 
v e ry  m u ch  like the  d ra g o n 's  gaze. It d is to rts  th e  rea lity  of th e  tru e  n a tu re  of 
h u m a n  re la tions w ith in  th e  cap ita list system  of p rod u c tio n . In s tead  of seeing  
p ip e -w eed  as a p ro d u c t of h u m a n  labor, peop le  on ly  see th e  "p h an to m  
objectivity" of th e  co m m o d ity  itself, a n d  w h a t 's  left is an  obsession  w ith  a 
th ing . L ike th e  cries of F in d u ilas  an d  the  o th er E lven captives, th e  toil of 
laborers goes u n h eed ed .

In  D e f e n s e  o f  a  M a r x i s t  R e a d i n g  o f  T o l k i e n

U n d ers tan d ab ly , m y  a rg u m en t ab o u t th e  com m od ity  fe tish ism  of 
p ip e -w eed  in  T o lk ien 's  w orks is likely  to  d ra w  criticism . For one, m y  
in te rp re ta tio n  could  be  con stru ed  as tex tual n it-p ick ing . T olkien  d id n 't  h ave  to 
describe h is  w o rld  to  the  m o s t m in u te  detail; h e  cou ld  focus on  deve lop ing  
deta ils  h e  th o u g h t w ere  relevant. In  one of h is  letters, T olkien  reveals th a t he
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was aware of the underdeveloped economics in his works and argues that 
what he provided should have been sufficient:

I am not incapable of or unaware of economic thought; and I think as 
far as the "mortals" go, Men, Hobbits, and Dwarfs, that the situations 
are so devised that economic likelihood is there and could be worked 
out: Gondor has sufficient "townlands" and fiefs with a good water and 
road approach to provide for its population; and clearly has many 
industries though these are hardly alluded to. The Shire is placed in a 
water and mountain situation and a distance from the sea and a latitude 
that would give it a natural fertility, quite apart from the stated fact that 
it was a well-tended region when they took it over (no doubt with a 
good deal of older arts and crafts). (Letters 196)14

Tolkien thought that the economic details he included were adequate enough 
to create the illusion of verisimilitude and that readers could simply fill in the 
gaps for themselves.15 On a related note, other critics might point out an 
obvious and justifiable fact: Middle-earth isn't a real world, no matter how 
adeptly developed it seems. To expect Tolkien to replicate the many economic 
complexities of society, let alone all the other aspects of society, would be to 
hold him to an unfair, impossible standard. Some things must be left out for 
the sake of narrative convenience. There's just not enough space to write about 
the cabinetmaker and the grocer, or the tailor and the tanner, or the 
marketplace and all the exchanges of money—and if all those details were in 
fact included, it probably wouldn't create a compelling reading experience.

Middle-earth certainly isn't a record of a real world and all the 
material and social complexities that go along with it. At the literal level, there 
aren't any actual workers being exploited in the pipe-weed industry. However,

14 This letter is also cited by Dimitra Fimi in Tolkien, Race, and Cultural History. Fimi 
thinks of these economic details as a component of "material culture," which she 
considers an element of setting. She remarks that "materiality and material culture are 
not always clearly defined and described" in LotR (162). Like Shippey, Fimi specifically 
references the anachronistic characteristics of hobbits and their life in the Shire, and even 
shares a similar position on the function of their anachronism (179-185). However, her 
discussion of material culture is connected to her broader thesis about how nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century ideas about race and history helped shape Tolkien's works, rather 
than specifically exploring economic ideology, like this essay does.
15 It should be noted, though, that when Tolkien writes about economics, he's really only 
thinking of the means of production—fertile land, water, other resources. What's 
especially lacking from his economics are the real relations of production associated with 
those means. Again, he's left out the "human" element, which is the unifying thread of 
my analysis.
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th e  fact of the  m a tte r  is th a t T olkien  did in se rt certa in  fea tu res of cap ita lism  
w ith in  a genera lly  p re -cap ita lis t w orld . T here  are  sign ifican t consequences 
re su ltin g  from  th a t choice, reg a rd less  of h is  in ten tions, an d  it 's  im p o rta n t for 
u s  to  seriously  consider these  im plications.

First, exposing  the  com m od ity  fe tish ism  w ith in  M id d le -ea rth  is 
im p o rtan t because  it tells u s  ab o u t the  ideological en v iro n m en t in  w hich  
T olkien  w as w riting . B road ly  speaking , all a rtists  w rite  w ith in  th e  sh ad o w  of 
th e ir tim e 's  ideology. A s a p a r t of an y  society 's su p e rs tru c tu re , a rt is in h e ren tly  
in fu sed  w ith  ideology, even  w hile  it m ig h t be  p u rp o se fu lly  try in g  to  resist it. 
By its very  n a tu re , ideo logy  is typ ica lly  h id d e n  from  b o th  au th o r a n d  reader, 
h a v in g  becom e a n a tu ra liz e d  p a r t  of h o w  th ey  v iew  the  w orld . W ith  th is 
"h id d en "  n a tu re  in  m in d , it m ig h t seem  like a hopeless o r n ea rly  im possib le  
task  to  iden tify  ideo logy  w ith in  a text. H ow ever, critic T erry  Eagleton, 
su m m ariz in g  th e  w ork  of th e  F rench  M arx ist P ierre  M acherey, b rillian tly  
exp la ins one m ech an ism  b y  w h ich  w e can see an d  beg in  to  challenge 
id eo logy 's  sh ad o w y  influence:

For Macherey, a w ork is tied  to ideology no t so m uch by w hat it says as 
by w hat it does no t say. It is in  the significant silences of a text, in  its 
gaps and  absences, tha t the presence of ideology can be m ost positively 
felt. It is these silences w hich the critic m ust m ake "speak." [...] Because 
a text contains these gaps and silences, it is always incomplete. Far from 
constituting a rounded, coherent whole, it d isplays a conflict and 
contradiction of m eanings, and  the significance of the w ork lies in  the 
difference rather th an  the unity  betw een these m eanings. [...] The 
critic's task is no t to fill the w ork in; it is to  seek ou t the principle of its 
conflict of m eanings, and to show how  this conflict is p roduced  by the 
w ork 's relation to  ideology. (34-5)

O ne of these  "g ap s  an d  absences" in  T o lk ien 's  fiction is the u n d e rd ev e lo p ed  
an d  u n ex p la in ed  econom ic in fras tru c tu re  of anachron istic  com m odities like 
p ipe-w eed . T his gap  u n d e rlie s  the  fu n d am en ta l con trad ic tion  b e tw een  th e  p re 
capitalist, N o rth e rn  w o rld  of fa iry -ta le  an d  th e  sem i-cap ita lis t w o rld  of the 
Shire. F rom  th is perspective, then , T o lk ien 's  econom ic "silences" can be  re a d  as 
m u ch  m ore  th a n  a sim ple m a tte r  of "n o t h a v in g  en o u g h  space." In s tead , 
T o lk ien 's  econom ic silences ind ica te  th a t h is  fiction is a p ro d u c t of cap ita list 
ideo logy  even  as its m ed ieva lism  is an  exam ple of rom an tic  an ti-cap ita lism .16

16 This kind of analysis is not unprecedented; Elizabeth Hoiem convincingly argues that 
one of Tolkien's Middle-earth short stories, "Aldarion and Erendis," actually embodies 
British colonial ideology, despite the story's supposed critique of materialistic 
colonialism in favor of a more moral, interdependent message. Hoiem's analysis shows
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Tolkien grew up in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, 
when England was still a dominant colonial power. Though he was by no 
means a "noble" or a financial elite, Tolkien was certainly a cultural elite; he 
was white, Christian, and, most importantly, highly educated, and he spent 
most of his working life as a professor of Anglo-Saxon at Oxford. He was 
certainly wealthy enough to buy his own tobacco from a local shop, and he 
was in a position where he wouldn't have ever had to question the ultimate 
source of his tobacco or come into contact with the people whose labor 
brought the commodity into the comfort of his own home.17

To be clear, I'm not arguing that Tolkien was ignorant about these 
matters. In a letter to his son Christopher, Tolkien references how "some 
fascinating material on the hobbit Tobacco industry" had been put into the 
appendices (Letters 79).18 It's not surprising that Tolkien would have had some 
concept of the mass production of tobacco; the word "industry" itself connotes 
large-scale production involving complex systems of labor and transport, 
rather than a smaller "home-grown" style of production. However, that 
understanding of "industry" isn't what's communicated in his fiction. Rather 
than taking "hobbit tobacco industry" at face value, it seems more reasonable 
that its function is largely metonymic in Tolkien's mind. After all, the 
information about pipe-weed provided in the "Prologue"—rich as it may be— 
is wholly historical, geographical, or botanical in nature. There's no mention of 
the actual processes of the production or "industry" of pipe-weed, let alone the 
economics or systems of labor associated with it. In short, it would seem that 
pipe-weed was fetishized in Middle-earth just as it was—or even because it 
was—fetishized in Tolkien's actual world.

17 Interestingly, Guy Davenport—a writer and professor of English and the University of 
Kentucky who studied Old English under Tolkien at Oxford—suggests an alternate, and 
unlooked-for, inspiration for pipe-weed in Middle-earth: tobacco-growing culture in 
Kentucky. In a brief New York Times article, Davenport recalls a conversation with Allen 
Barnett, a lawyer from Kentucky who attended Oxford with Tolkien for a time, in which 
Barnett reportedly reminisced, "He could never get enough of my tales of Kentucky folk. 
He used to make me repeat family names like Barefoot and Boffin and Baggins and good 
country names like that." With that anecdote in tow, Davenport remarks, "And out the 
window I could see tobacco barns. The charming anachronism of the hobbits' pipes 
suddenly made sense in a new way." It should be noted, of course, that Davenport's 
anecdotal evidence and swift conclusions are hardly authoritative. Nevertheless, his 
account does offer a tempting perspective on pipe-weed's origins, however spurious it 
may be.
18 This material, naturally, would become what eventually makes it into "Concerning 
Pipe-weed" in the "Prologue," and would be removed from the appendices.
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Tolkien's economic silences also indicate an implicit reproduction of 
capitalist-imperialist domination. It's no secret that in the primary world 
tobacco has a history tainted by exploitative capitalism and colonialism. The 
pursuit of growing and selling tobacco, a plant native to the New World, 
played an important role in the colonization of the New World and is 
connected to the genocide of certain Native American groups and the forced 
transport of African slaves to work on plantations (Blackburn 224-5). Though 
there's no way of knowing for certain whether readers' imaginations leap to 
these colonial associations when they come across pipe-weed in Tolkien's 
works, the history of the product is undeniably inscribed in the very words, 
unpleasantly waiting there for readers to uncover—or, more likely and more 
problematically, to not uncover. By including pipe-weed in his story, Tolkien 
unknowingly reproduced the dark colonial history of England, compounding 
the fact that the commodity has been alienated from its sources in his 
secondary world similar to the way it has been largely alienated from its 
sources in our own world.

Second, it's important to recognize the presence of commodity 
fetishism in Middle-earth because this kind of Marxist critique, much like 
Tolkien's fiction itself, is fundamentally concerned with resisting power and 
domination. Though there are many themes expressed through Tolkien's 
stories, perhaps among the most important ones are the critique of absolute 
power and the imperative to resist power that seeks to dominate. Tolkien 
famously resisted simple allegorical readings of his works, preferring to couch 
their lessons in terms of "applicability" (LotR Foreword.xxiv). That being said, 
in his Letters Tolkien asserts that, if anything, The Lord of the Rings could be 
read as "an allegory of the inevitable fate that waits for all attempts to defeat 
evil power by power" (121). In another letter, and in response to the popular 
idea that the Ring of Power symbolized the Atomic bomb, Tolkien writes, "my 
story is not an allegory of Atomic power, but of Power (exerted for 
Domination)" (Letters 246). These ideas about power certainly show up in 
Tolkien's fiction. The central driving conflict in The Lord of the Rings is Sauron's 
quest to reclaim the Ring and subjugate all the creatures of Middle-earth to his 
will, while the protagonists' actions are all geared toward resisting that fate 
and destroying the object that would grant Sauron the power to achieve that 
end.

On the surface, Tolkien's theme of power seems to be mostly referring 
to the political variety—and that's definitely still a relevant issue for modern 
readers. The world is not free, and though it's dangerous thinking to be so 
reductive as to label any political despot today as a real-world Sauron, 
arguably there are modern leaders and institutions whose desires to dominate 
and control people seem at least Sauron-esque. Yet one form of power that is
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largely overlooked, and that's also especially relevant to modern readers, is 
economic power. For instance, a 2013 study by Oxfam International reported 
that we are living in a world where just 85 people control as much wealth as 
the poorest 3.5 billion (Wearden). Within the system of global monopoly 
capitalism, the world's wealth is being dominated by a tiny elite, while the vast 
majority of people are essentially wage-thralls who experience the abuses of 
capitalist ideology, including commodity fetishism, which only further 
contributes to their thralldom. Economic domination is a real and pressing 
concern, and it is in the spirit of Tolkien's project to address such domination, 
even if doing so requires us to reveal instances in which such domination is 
built into in his work.

Finally, it's important to reveal the presence of commodity fetishism 
in Middle-earth because that presence implicitly reinforces the same capitalist 
phenomena in our own world, subtly enculturating readers with capitalist 
ideology even further. Far from challenging readers to examine the economic 
underpinnings of the world, Tolkien's works actually reproduce a similar level 
of economic unawareness endemic in modern society. In fact, Dickerson and 
Evans observe that the popularity of The Lord of the Rings "has led many 
readers to try to emulate certain superficial, stereotyped features of the 
Hobbits' world," including "tea drinking" and "pipe smoking" (92). While 
Dickerson and Evans see this kind of behavior as indicative of many people's 
desire to return to a simpler, more sustainable agricultural life, it could also be 
seen as a kind of false consciousness. These fans might think they are returning 
to a simpler lifestyle, but they're almost certainly not growing their own tea 
and tobacco. Searching for "lord of the rings pipes and tobacco" on Google 
pulls up more than 320,000 results, containing dozens of different merchant 
sites selling pipe replicas from the books and Peter Jackson's films, as well as a 
wide variety of tobaccos. There are also thousands of LotR blog posts and 
discussion boards regarding pipe-smoking. Clearly, there's a lively pipe
smoking sub-fandom within the broader Lord of the Rings fandom, and many of 
these fans are undoubtedly buying pipe-smoking commodities, which are even 
more fetishized considering their powerful association with Hobbit life. It 
seems it would be far more tempting to think about how "hobbit-ish" you'll 
feel for buying and consuming pipe tobacco than to think about the complex 
and exploitative system that delivered those products into your hands.19

19 For example, such pipe-weed fans probably aren't thinking about people like the 
Cuello sisters—three teenage girls who struggled with chronic illness (on account of 
heavy exposure to nicotine) caused by working in tobacco fields in North Carolina, but 
who had to continue working to help their family make ends-meet (Thompson); or the 
thousands of migrant workers exploited and trapped working for substandard wages in
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harsh conditions on Kazakh tobacco farms operated by Phillip Morris ("Kazakhstan"); or 
a variety of other real-world examples of exploitation.

Breaking the D ragon's Gaze: C om m odity Fetishism  in  Tolkien's M iddle-earth

H o w ev er m in o r it seem s, there  are  real, nega tive  effects su rro u n d in g  the 
fe tish ism  of these  com m odities in  M idd le-earth .

C o n c l u s i o n s : Br e a k i n g  t h e  D r a g o n ' s  G a z e

O ne of T o lk ien 's  p rim a ry  p u rp o ses  in  w ritin g  h is  fiction w as to  re 
en ch an t th e  w orld , to "look  a t g reen  again, a n d  be  s ta rtled  an ew  (bu t n o t 
b linded ) b y  b lue  an d  yellow  an d  red "  (OFS 67). T he function  of re 
en ch an tm en t is to  achieve w h a t T olkien  called "recovery ," a "reg a in in g  of a 
clear v iew ," a w ay  "to  clean o u r w in d o w s [...] so th a t th e  th ings seen clearly  
m a y  be  freed  from  th e  d rab  b lu r  of tr iteness  o r fam ilia rity —from  
possessiveness" (OFS 67). In  m a n y  w ays, T o lk ien 's  fiction accom plishes those 
aim s. Rocks, rivers, trees, a n d  an im als com e alive a n d  sh ine  w ith  a n e w  luster; 
sim ple  foods like b re a d  an d  bu tte r, bacon  a n d  beer, all seem  to  taste  richer an d  
satisfy  b e tte r th a n  ever before; an d  a qu ie t life of peace an d  co m fo rt—a life 
sp en t te lling  an d  listen ing  to  sto ries a n d  tak in g  le isu re ly  w alks w ith  loved  ones 
in  a u tu m n  a n d  sp r in g —is recast as th e  h ig h es t p riv ilege  ra th e r th a n  m u n d a n e  
d ru d g ery .

H ow ever, en ch an tm en t m a y  n o t a lw ays be  so en ligh ten ing . T here  are 
n eg a tiv e  fo rm s of enchan tm en t, too, an d  T olkien  w as keen ly  aw are  of it: 
"F an tasy  can, of course, be  carried  to  excess. It can be ill done. I t can be  p u t to  
evil uses. I t  may even delude the minds out o f which it came" (OFS 65, em phasis  
added ). T o lk ien 's  fan tasy  w o rld  is a rrestin g ly  b eau tifu l an d  excep tionally  w ell- 
crafted , b u t it is n o t w ith o u t a degree  of nega tive  enchan tm en t. A s I 'v e  
d em o n s tra ted  in  th is paper, in  try in g  to  com bine th e  o ld  N o rth e rn  w o rld  of 
fairy -ta le  an d  th e  m o d ern , m ore  re la tab le  w o rld  of th e  reader, T olkien 
u n k n o w in g ly  a llow ed  com m od ity  fe tish ism  to creep  in to  M idd le -ea rth . The 
d rag o n  of cap ita list ideo logy  h a s  crossed  th e  b rid g e  an d  cast its g lam o u r u p o n  
au th o r a n d  re ad e r alike, w h ich  h a s  rea l nega tive  consequences in  th e  p rim a ry  
w orld .

In  ad d itio n  to  "recovery ," T olkien  firm ly  be lieved  in  fan tasy 's  p o w er 
to  allow  read e rs  to  escape from  th e  abuses of m o d e rn  society, fam ously  
liken ing  th e  escape of the  fan tasy  read e r to  th e  escape of a p riso n er u n ju s tly  
ja iled  (OFS 69). But w hat, exactly, is the  n a tu re  of th e  p riso n  th a t n eed s  to  be 
escaped? For Tolkien, th a t p riso n  w as m o s t sign ifican tly  com posed  of w alls of 
to ta lita rian ism , industria lism , a n d  th e  concom itan t d es truc tion  of th e  n a tu ra l 
w o r ld —cond itions th a t abso lu te ly  ju stify  escape. Yet, th e  econom ic d om ina tion  
of m o n o p o ly  cap ita lism  is ano ther nega tive  fea tu re  of m o d e rn  society th a t 
T olkien  h a s  overlooked  an d  even  im plic itly  rep ro d u ced  in  h is  w orks, as m y
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analysis h as show n. Econom ic dom in a tio n  is a p riso n  th a t n eed s  to  be  escaped; 
th e  d rag o n 's  gaze of cap ita list ideo logy  n eed s  to  be b roken .

A dm itted ly , it 's  n o  easy  task, for th e  d ra g o n 's  gaze  is pow erfu l an d  
pervasive. In  The Children o f H úrin, T u rin  h a s  to  slay  G lau ru n g  to  com pletely  
d estro y  th e  spell, w h ich  h e  accom plishes b y  sneak ing  in to  a rav in e  and  
th ru s tin g  th e  d re a d  sw o rd  G u rth an g  u p  in to  th e  d ra g o n 's  soft u n d erbe lly . I t 's  a 
hero ic  d eed  th a t in  the  en d  costs h im  h is  life an d  th e  lives of o thers. T hough  
G la u ru n g 's  d ea th  w as d early  b o u g h t, T u rin 's  h e ro ism  w as im m o rta lized  in  the 
songs of M idd le -ea rth . I t becam e a ta le  th a t cu t th ro u g h  th e  darkness of the 
F irst Age, a rem in d er th a t those  w h o  seek to  d o m in a te  o thers  can  be  defea ted  if 
peop le  h av e  the  s tren g th  of h e a rt to  res is t them . L ikew ise, cap ita list ideo logy  is 
a pow erfu l force in  th e  p rim a ry  w o rld , a t tim es seem ing  in su rm o u n tab le . Even 
so, it 's  a p o w er th a t sh o u ld  a n d  m u s t be  resisted . T hough  critical p rojects like 
m in e  m ig h t seem  scarcely  able to  even  n ick  cap ita lism 's  thick, d iam o n d - 
en c ru s ted  h ide , th a t d o e sn 't m ean  w e sh o u ld n 't try . C ollectively, M arx ist 
criticism  can be  u se d  as a to o l—a theoretical eq u iv a len t to  G u rth a n g —to b reak  
th e  d ra g o n 's  g aze  a n d  raise  re ad e rs ' consciousness ab o u t th e  system atic  abuses 
of h u m a n  labor in  th e  w o rld , even  if it forces u s  to h o n estly  criticize o u r m ost 
be loved  au tho rs. W e ow e it to  th e  peop les  of th is w o rld , o u r ow n  M idd le-ea rth , 
to  do  so.
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