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 What people are saying about




   Welcome to the Rebellion




  “In Welcome to the Rebellion, Harris explains how George Lucas’ modern myth is rooted in radical political resistance against corporate authoritarianism with a message more relevant today than in the 1970s when it was conceived. He reveals the underlying political message of the Star Wars saga and its radical message which makes it more than a popcorn film, it’s a document for resistance.”




  Jason Ward – Owner and Editor-in-chief of MakingStarWars.net




  ‘For all of us who love Star Wars, for all of us who love humanity and our planet, for all of us who yearn to be part of the Rebel Alliance, this book is for you. Harris has given us this incredible resource to study, so that we can learn the ways of the Force, understand the very real and violent Empire of structural inequality and systems of supremacy we are up against today, and learn about the values and commitments of the also very real Rebel Alliance. Get this book, full of brilliant lessons and insights, study it, share it with others, and let it help us be the Rebels and Jedis for collective liberation that the world so desperately needs.’




  Chris Crass – Author of Towards Collective Liberation and Towards the “Other America,” social justice educator and member of the Rebel Alliance
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Prologue: “The Rebellion Is Spreading, and I Want to Be on the Side I Believe In”





  The deleted scene is in two parts and only lasts around 4 minutes in total, but it suggests a more radical Star Wars than we often recognize.1




  It begins with Luke Skywalker in the Tatooine desert repairing a moisture vaporator.2 He notices something high up in space. Through his binoculars he sees tiny glinting explosions. He rushes to Tosche Station in Anchorhead, where a group of young people are lounging around. Luke is surprised to find his best friend, Biggs Darklighter, and greets him warmly. Biggs is on leave from the Imperial Academy.3




  Luke’s friends follow him outside to see the battle, but it has already ended. Luke is ridiculed for imagining it. Biggs remarks that the Rebellion is a long way from here. One of the others doubts that the Empire would ever fight to save their system.




  But in the second part of the scene, Biggs pulls Luke aside and shares a secret. He has “made some friends at the Academy.” He is going to jump ship and defect to the Rebel Alliance. Luke almost explodes with excitement: “The Rebellion!?!” Biggs encourages his friend to come with him, but Luke can’t. He has to help his aunt and uncle on their farm. Luke and Biggs part, hoping one day to meet again.4




  The scene would have been intercut with the famous opening sequence in which a massive Star Destroyer chases down a Rebel blockade runner, stormtroopers blast their way onto the ship, and through the smoke steps the evil Darth Vader.5 It was cut because it slowed the pace of the movie, but I knew this small bit of backstory since as a young fan I’d read the excellent 1976 novelization Star Wars: From the Adventures of Luke Skywalker (“Soon to be a spectacular motion picture from Twentieth Century Fox!”), ghost written by Alan Dean Foster.




  The scene humanizes Luke earlier than in the released film. He’s less a blank hero architype, more an awkward young man, torn between the chores of home and the call of heroism. A galactic civil war is raging, yet he can only watch from the sidelines.




  But it also suggests that Luke and Biggs, and by implication many others across the galaxy, are more politicized than we might assume. Biggs explains that, “I’m not going to wait around for the Empire to draft me into service,” a clear reference to the draft to serve in the war in Vietnam. As we’ll see, Star Wars is very much informed by the protest movements of the 1960s. More than this, the saga is essentially a political story that continues to encompass today’s conflicts.6 Luke and Biggs don’t seem like radicals, just regular young people, but this is clearly not the first time they’ve discussed rebelling: “It’s what we always talked about, Luke.”




  Trying to persuade his friend to join him, Biggs emphasizes Imperial expansionism: “What good is your uncle’s work if the Empire takes it over? You know they’ve already started to nationalize commerce in the central systems. It won’t be long before your uncle’s just a tenant, slaving for the greater glory of the Empire.”7 In the novelization, Biggs goes further: “You should have heard some of the stories I’ve heard, Luke, some of the outrages I’ve learned about. The Empire may have been great and beautiful at one time, but the people in charge now… it’s rotten, Luke, rotten.”8




  Of course, the Empire does soon come for Luke, searching for two squabbling droids that are carrying secret plans for the ultimate weapon…




  This book is about how a real empire of authoritarianism and corporate domination has now come for us. It rose to power within weakened and corrupted republics. It promised order and security, but relies on domination and fear, and now threatens our existence on a planetary scale.




  But it’s also about hope. Empire is more vulnerable than we often assume. The rebellion is all around us, and it is spreading. It is a struggle for freedom and democracy, and for peace and justice. In the face of multiplying crises, it is a rebellion that can no longer wait, and which will force us to take sides.




  To win, we need to tell popular stories about the need to stand against empire. We need to believe that many more people are ready to join the rebellion than we are often told. And among other things, we need to claim popular culture to do it.




  It means something that our most popular modern myth is a radical left story about fighting fascism. Contrary to postmodern cultural pessimism, the continuing popularity of stories such as Star Wars suggests the potential for a popular radical politics which is anti-authoritarian, pluralist, participatory, democratic and humane. From its roots in the 1960s new left, Star Wars still speaks to so many people today, including new generations of fans. It indicates a widespread desire to reject nihilism and despair, and to struggle against oppression and for liberation.




  Yes, it’s a space fantasy, but even so, go with it and the Star Wars saga can be used to illuminate the dark times in which we live. It also suggests that if we tell the right stories, we can welcome many more people to the rebellion and the fight for a better world.







 



  Episode I




  “Many of the Truths We Cling to Depend Greatly on Our Own Point of View”




  “It’s Not a Story the Jedi Would Tell You”




  A rebellion is underway against elites and their greedy global order. It is amassing support from ordinary people, who feel marginalized and unheard. In a way they haven’t felt for a long time, people feel an increasing sense of power and belonging. They are back at the center of the story, and elites fear them.




  The problem is of course that they are part of a regressive revolt, a revolution led by the right: by Donald Trump in the United States, the hard Brexiteers in the UK, the hard right across Europe and autocrats across the world.




  People are being conned. The programs and policies being driven through by the right will benefit only the already rich and powerful. Nonetheless, the story people have been told – of their subjugation and defeat, and their revolt and rise to victory – speaks to them. Our economic system increasingly says to people, “you are nobody.” These stories tell people that they matter.




  But how is it that such a story, which should naturally be owned by the left, has been seized by the right, and what do we need to do to reclaim the rebellion story?




  Some might say that this demonstrates the inherent deceptiveness of stories, and people’s credulity.1 We need to counter stories with facts, re-assert notions of truth and disregard those who are prepared to believe what their own eyes should tell them isn’t so. On its own, this would be a mistake; indeed, it is one the left has been making for some time. It has led to many defeats and much suffering. It is a mistake we have made because we don’t believe in stories.




  
“What I Told You Was True...From a Certain Point of View”




  Star Wars is about many of the things that we’ll discuss in this book: freedom, democracy, oppression, exploitation, hope and rebellion. But the first thing Star Wars is about is stories and their power to shape politics.




  The story that Obi-Wan Kenobi tells Luke about his father in A New Hope (a brave warrior betrayed by Darth Vader) is designed to set him on a path to joining the struggle against the Empire. It’s a different story from the one Luke was told by his uncle to keep him toiling away on their homestead. In The Empire Strikes Back, Vader counters with yet another version of the story, actually the most accurate one, in an attempt to corrupt his increasingly powerful son. In Return of the Jedi, C-3PO uses his god-like status among the Ewoks to recount the story of the Rebellion and to recruit them in a military attack on an Imperial target. The whole of the prequel trilogy is really about the power of stories to manufacture chaos and confusion so that people accept authoritarianism. In Revenge of the Sith, Senator Palpatine/Darth Sidious tells Anakin Skywalker the tragedy of Darth Plagueis The Wise in order to manipulate him to the dark side. And Star Wars was originally conceived as a story within a story, an “historical” narrative taken from the Journal of the Whills, hence the famous ‘A long time ago...’ opening text.




  None of these stories are the whole truth, but neither are they completely untrue. They all have truths in them, even when they are selective and told for a specific purpose. Similarly, the “rebellion versus elites” story that people have been told in our world may be fundamentally manipulative, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t draw on what they have seen and experienced.




  “Join Me, and Together We Can Rule the Galaxy Together”




  It’s the stories that engage and move people most that win, especially when we feel anxious and afraid. As we’ll see in later episodes, Star Wars is rather good at depicting how authoritarians use stories to serve their own ends. But these stories need time to take root, and they can’t be created out of nothing.




  For decades, in countries such as the US and UK, many people have seen their wages stagnate while the rich have got massively richer. They have seen their towns and cities decline, their hearts ripped out by globalization, outsourcing, automation and a lack of care. They have seen corrupt political elites doing the bidding of corporations. And they have been told a story of trickle-down economics which ended in a financial crisis, for which no-one was held accountable and which resulted only in austerity for the many.




  It’s not that, as often described in the mainstream media, people feel left out. They are left out. No wonder they were ready for a new story, wherever it came from, and they were willing, hungry, to shock the status quo.2




  But the revolt from the right has its roots in a story that conservatives have been telling for a long time. Sociologist Arlie Hochschild describes the “deep story” that has been cultivated by the right for many years, of hardworking citizens struggling to get by while being bilked in taxes by a grasping government which privileges minorities and immigrants who “jump the queue.”3 As Steve Almond summarizes this “bad story”: A government that seeks to redistribute wealth or curb greed is evil. Brown people are lazy and/or dangerous. White men are under assault. Elites and academics are mocking you. The mainstream media can’t be trusted.4




  This story was fairly easily adapted to the aftermath of the global financial crisis of 2007-2008. Although it was the bankers who were bailed out, conservatives directed the economic and cultural disenfranchisement they had stoked toward other, weaker targets. But as Hochschild suggests, it is not enough to blame Fox News and the Koch brothers: “[D]uping – and the presumption of gullibility – is too simple an idea.”5 A deep story of economic loss and cultural insult was lived long before Donald Trump descended his golden escalator. Trump appealed to the deep story, but he told it better than many other conservatives: about an American Dream lost to the country’s “most deserving” and a duplicitous government that had sided with outsiders.6




  Similarly, in the 2016 referendum on the UK’s membership of the European Union, the Leave campaign’s mantra of “Take Back Control” offered to reclaim power from unaccountable globalist elites and their national co-conspirators. It suggested that order and security could be re-established in an age of change and instability, and that ordinary people aren’t as economically and politically irrelevant as they’d been told. On the other side, the Remain campaign offered an arid set of data based on the narrow, culturally-blind calculation that people ultimately only care about money. As with Trump versus Clinton, the side that told a story, a rebel story, won a shocking (but in hindsight, not so surprising) victory.




  “He Was Deceived by a Lie...We All Were”




  Much of the discussion, the agonizing, on the left and center-left has been about how all this happened, and the policies and programs necessary to respond to this revolt of the right. Important though these are, we also need to ask how the right has told better stories which reach more people. We need to take stories seriously – which is why we’re talking Star Wars.




  Senator Palpatine wouldn’t have been able to take over the galaxy without telling stories, that’s where his dark powers really lay. Similarly, the right understands that politics lies downstream from culture (Andrew Breitbart, the hard-right nationalist ideologue, said that), and culture is about stories. Perhaps it’s also because the right, in terms of whose interests it serves, is inherently a minority. The fundamental challenge of right-wing politics is how to convince a majority of people that you are on their side when you aren’t. For this, you need to tell stories.




  Given that these stories will in reality provide nothing to ordinary people except further immiseration, the right is driven to double-down on a nationalistic identity-based politics. Indeed, in many ways the culture war has now become the near-totality of conservative politics (as we’ll see, this even plays out around Star Wars), to the extent that the right’s lapse into conspiracies and its rejection of facts suggests that it is being eaten by its own stories.




  Despite this, or perhaps because of it, far-right parties are seizing power across Europe, in Austria, Italy, Poland, Germany, Slovenia, the Netherlands and France – and are not just aiming at older voters but preying on the young, for example the racist Identitarian movement (we’ll return to the lure of the authoritarian right in a later episode).




  However manipulative, the stories these groups tell are clearly effective. They draw on the behavior and self-interest of politicians, domineering corporate interests and the hopelessness felt in forgotten people and places. Not only do these stories identify the problems and the villains, they cast ordinary people as overmatched heroes: regular folk doing battle against mendacious elites. They allow people to see themselves as rebels, the imperiled remnants of human freedom, taking a stand against sadistic all-powerful global forces who are forever tightening the screws.




  “Who’s the More Foolish: The Fool, Or the Fool Who Follows Him?”




  In Return of the Jedi, having finally found out who his father is, a confused and angry Luke asks Obi-Wan Kenobi: “Why didn’t you tell me?” An unrepentant Kenobi responds with his famously relativistic statement about the importance of perspective to truth. He then doubles-down by admitting that the identity of Luke’s sister has also been kept from him.




  This always seemed like a bad bit of escape act writing to justify the new plot development. Then again, before he found out the truth, Luke’s understanding of his father’s heroism in the Clone Wars helped to give him the courage to join the fight against the Empire. It made him feel significant (his father was an important man) and identified the enemy he must confront. Kenobi’s stories might have been personal, but they were told for a political purpose. The most important stories are usually both.7 Perhaps Kenobi’s “half-truths” served a greater purpose?8




  Stories don’t have to be manipulations, however. Even when they are selective, which stories necessarily are, they can express deeper truths and help us to face them. The world is complicated. We create and consume stories to make sense of it, and ourselves. Ideologies are stories too. Marxist theory might suggest that one day we will be free of folklore (ideologies too), but it seems unlikely that we ever will. Nor does it seem that we want to be. As Jonathan Gottschall suggests in The Storytelling Animal, How Stories Make Us Human, the storytelling mind is a crucial evolutionary adaptation which allows us to experience our lives as coherent, orderly and meaningful.9 Further, in his book Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harari proposes that we came to dominate life on earth because we learned to cooperate flexibly in large numbers, a capacity which stems from our unique ability to create “inter-subjective realities” (money is one of these), in other words to tell stories that create bonds beyond the immediate clan.10




  Stories have been crucial to our survival. But the wrong stories can also be our undoing, since as David Brin suggests:




 

    [C]ivilizations turn – they veer or rise and fall – depending upon the inspirations and goals that common people share. In part, this happens through stories, heard and told, then retold, whether around a campfire or a widescreen digital display ...Especially a work of art [with] the scope of influence, economic power, public exposure and relentless preachiness of the Star Wars epic.11







  “Always in Motion Is the Future”




  After all, there are two meanings of the word “myth”: a false belief or idea; or a traditional story, especially one which reveals the reality of social phenomena and can include supernatural or fantastical events. One misleads, but the other can lead to truth, or at least insight.




  There are hundreds of books on storytelling that claim to distill story down to a few key elements, but the essentials aren’t that complicated: a person or people undergo a struggle that has an outcome. More precisely, a story is a single, unavoidable external problem that grows, escalates and complicates, forcing the protagonist(s) to make an internal change in order to solve it.12




  Story is a particular mode of thinking, rooted not in evidential logic, but causal logic. X happens, and in reaction Y happens, and because of this, Z happens.13 They are dynamic, a way of understanding life as a dialectic of positive and negative changes, driven by forces in conflict (like other ideologies, Marxism is a story). And crucially, stories are about an effort to restore balance. They begin when something throws life out of balance. The effort to restore balance uncovers important truths, including revealing the forces of opposition that resist this restoration.




  So it is with political stories, particularly rebel stories. If we’re going to reclaim the rebel story, we need to understand its common elements, as described by Orlando D’Adamo. And so: the good guys are victims of the bad guys, they blame unscrupulous politicians for letting insidious interests win, and present rebel leaders as the heroes who will recapture past righteousness. They use direct, simple, emotionally charged messages. They offer solutions, which must seem feasible, even if they aren’t. They seek to recover an often mystical past, connecting people to their roots and values, and (re-)construct an identity whose reference point is a leader who defines themselves as different but historically inevitable. They also often revive founding myths (for example, America’s Founding Fathers, or a society’s revolutionary origins).14




  Rebel stories have shaped history; they can change the future as well.




  “You Are Unwise to Lower Your Defenses”




  But these are the things that the left seems to have forgotten about telling good tales. Parts of the left, at least in Western societies, tend to prefer abstract stories where the villains are impersonal (so-called structural) forces: capitalism, the market, neoliberalism, racism, discrimination, sexism, patriarchy, forces which afflict the most vulnerable most. This is the left of rationality over emotionality, of scientific socialism, dialectical materialist Marxism, and too much difficult, dry, disempowering theory. The center-left, meanwhile, tends to focus on policy proposals as if they tell their own stories, not the big narratives as told by conservatives.15




  It also didn’t help that in response to the right’s assault on welfare states in the wake of the global financial crisis, the center-left often defended the status quo. It was especially harmful that in some countries center-left parties were in power, and propped up the system, during and after the crisis, including bailing out the banks. In its accommodation to neoliberalism, the center-left had stopped telling a story that included the “rot at the top,” about the malevolence of powerful elites – their corruption and irresponsibility, and tendency to conspire against the rest of us – leaving the field open for the right to tell an alternative story about supposed liberal elites.16




  The left’s stories, such that they are, are weaker than the right’s personified stories of good versus evil. There are exceptions of course. Spain’s Podemos movement has told a story of the indignados (the indignant) standing up against a corrupt political class. Bernie Sanders talks of billionaires and greedy corporations, with a call that we can come together and fight back. But the latter story can still be a bit dry, resting on inequality statistics and remedial policy proposals (Medicare for All, free college tuition etc).17




  Part of the reason is that the center-left and the left are often bad at emotion. After all, stories are linked sets of emotions and values put into dramatic action.18 But while insurgent story forms have been used by leftist leaders, there are a number of things about such stories that can make the left nervous, including the populism, the reliance on the great leader, the identification of enemies, the divisiveness and dangers of political violence, and the cultural myth-making. Such stories seem undemocratic, indeed they can be highly undemocratic.




  As Jonathan Gottschall notes, our story instinct has a dark side. It makes us vulnerable to narratives about ourselves and others that may not be true. But stories can also change the world for the better. Some commentators might assume that folklore is essentially regressive, and yet most successful stories are moral and social. They teach us how to live and bind us together through common values, often through shared outrage at villainous selfish individualism, for example against a wicked greedy figure whose hunger for power will corrupt the world.




  The left, being forward-looking in wanting to build a better society, also recoils from the notion of restoring balance that is essential to many stories. It is much more likely to argue that the golden age never really existed, that many nations were founded in violence and exclusion, that there is no past to which we should want to return. The radical struggle has always been to include more people in society, not to reestablish rule by the few.19




  And yet, as we’ll argue through this book, the left happens to have in its hands a rebellion story that is political but also personal, democratic, collectivist rather than individualist, emotional and hopeful – a wildly popular saga, arguably the most successful fictional story of our time.




  “That Is Why You Fail”




  Yves Citton, author of Mythocratie, Storytelling et Imaginaire de Gauche, argues that in the wake of the global financial crisis, parts of the left lacked a rebellion story which could have united a passionate rejection of financial deregulation, denounced the outrageous profits made by traders and CEOs, and expressed disgust toward the absurdity of a system that piles stress upon stress and threat upon threat.20




  Instead of telling its own story, the left often spends more time trying to deconstruct the right’s stories (we’ll explore more why this is in a moment). But as environmental campaigner and journalist George Monbiot suggests, you can’t take away someone’s story without giving them a new one.21 It is not enough to challenge an old narrative, however outdated and discredited. With a new (positive, purposeful) story, everything can change.




  As Yves Citton argues, we can regard populism as a sickness, or (more profitably) recognize it as manifesting the need for a politics that goes well beyond public management and the rational assessment of interests.22 People have a desire for a new political discourse that makes room for the imaginary and for appealing stories, not as a form of denial or simplification of complex social realities, but as a recognition of its mythical quality, a reminder of the political. Reactionary myths need to be overcome by emancipatory myths. It is less important to measure how mythical stories are than to consider in which direction they push our collective development, whether they promote policies which result in a decrease or increase of our collective agency.




  Yet the left reacts to this era of a “politics of the imagination” (some say post-truth) by calling for more rationality and realism. As Stephen Duncombe argues in his Dream: Re-imagining Progressive Politics in an Age of Fantasy, the ideological inheritors of the May ’68 protest slogan of “Take your desires for reality” now counsel its reversal: take reality for your desires.23 The left and right have effectively switched roles, the right taking on the mantle of radicalism, while progressives wave the flag of conservatism. The left needs to reclaim a politics that tells good stories and to learn again how to manufacture dissent.




  “Come on, Let’s Keep a Little Optimism”




  This brings us into the orbit of popular culture, and explains why the left has neglected that it “owns” the most popular rebellion story of our age. What happened to the left’s imagination was that it was derided and deconstructed. The left used to have its stories, its adventures, its victories and defeats involving individual and collective struggles. But scientific socialism pushed aside storytelling socialism, liberal “pragmatism” looked down on storytelling, and now, with postmodern-influenced cultural theory, stories themselves are said to be dead.




  Ironically, this disdain for stories stems partly from the academic left’s interest in popular culture. The left’s study of culture derived from figures such as Antonio Gramsci, who argued that it must be understood as a key area of political and social struggle. In Gramsci’s view, capitalists use not only brute force (police, prisons, the military) to maintain control, but also penetrate everyday culture in a variety of ways in their efforts to win popular consent, often in ways that we don’t notice or recognize.24




  But this set us off on a journey to regard stories with deep suspicion. Most obviously, the Frankfurt school reflected an avant-garde opposition to mass culture. Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer coined the term “the culture industry” in “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” in their Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944).25 The title says it all. But to expand the argument, popular culture is a factory producing standardized cultural goods that are used to pacify the masses and ensure their continued obedience to market interests, no matter how bad their economic circumstances. The culture industry cultivates false psychological needs that can only be met and satisfied by the products of capitalism.




  As described in Dialectic of Enlightenment, the destruction of the ideals of enlightenment – which had allowed humankind to shed the shackles of myth and superstition – led to a relapse to an age of myths and superstition which set the ground for authoritarianism. For example, Adorno and Horkheimer state with regard to film that it: “...denies its audience any dimension in which they might roam freely in imagination-contained by the film’s framework but unsupervised by its precise actualities.”26 Indeed, they made repeated comparisons between Fascist Germany and the American film industry, and in both highlighted the role of mass-produced culture, created and disseminated by exclusive institutions and consumed by a passive, homogenized audience.




  In Minima Moralia (1951), Adorno further rejected the idea of cinema as art, criticizing films for being merely well-planned products of the industrial machine. It is deluded to think that individual producers actually have a say in the outcome of films (as we’ll see, George Lucas would disagree), or that the culture industry ever fulfills people’s genuine wishes. On the contrary, “those wholly encompassed...enjoy their own dehumanization as something human, as the joy of warmth.”27 Dehumanizing or not, it’s true that people experience warmth in cultural products such as Star Wars – and possibly something more political as well.




  
“I Feel So Helpless”




  Not every Marxist-influenced cultural theorist has been quite so gloomy or regarded ordinary people as quite such hopeless dupes. But we can definitely see the legacy of this view when it comes to the analysis of popular stories, including Star Wars.




  Cultural studies informed postmodernism and its declarations about the end of big stories, although no-one seems to have told the right. Postmodernism was first described by Jean-François Lyotard in his 1979 book The Postmodern Condition, which proclaimed the end of the “grand narratives” considered a key feature of modernity.28 Postmodernism has been accused of suggesting in a relativistic manner that “all stories matter,” but really it has eroded intellectual confidence in any stories. The postmodern era is characterized by “incredulity towards metanarratives,” a reluctance to think in terms of utopias and big, motivating stories of the future. Naturally, as we’ll see, postmodern cultural studies tends to distrust stories such as Star Wars.




  There have been plenty of critical responses to postmodernism, as intellectually hopeless and self-defeating, a submission to right-wing nihilism. To Ellen Meiksins Wood, the “anti-Enlightenment nonsense” associated with postmodernism distracts us that we are being asked to blame these values for the destructive effects we should be ascribing to capitalism, for example technocentrism and ecological degradation.29 And as Andreas Malm laments, while postmodernism should have evaporated in the face of challenges such as climate change, it seems to be very much still with us, affecting the way we “write, communicate, build, plan, view, [and] imagine” far more than climate change has.30




  Most critically, in its suspicion of stories, postmodernism induces pessimism and passivity. Despite its dangers, the philosopher Hannah Arendt believed that storytelling is vital to reopening public space and creating a more participative society.31 It can bring hidden ideas into the mainstream. Indeed, Arendt regarded storytelling as the only real political action, because the public realm is where political decisions are taken. To participate in the construction of the common realm is to be a true hero. We don’t need supermen to save us; we need to rise to the call of our own stories. That’s why we tell them and consume stories, not to numb ourselves.




  “I Find Your Lack of Faith Disturbing”




  As Stephen Duncombe pleads:






   Progressive dreams, to have any real political impact, need to become popular dreams. This will only happen if they resonate with the dreams that people already have – like those expressed in commercial culture today...[Dreams] animate the entertainment industry and drive consumption. They can blind people to reality and provide cover for political horror. But they also inspire us to imagine that things could be radically different than they are today, and then believe we can progress toward that imaginary world.32







  For example, science fiction has long been appreciated by its proponents as essentially political. As Walidah Imarisha and adrienne maree brown, the editors of a collection named after the black sci-fi writer Octavia E. Butler, put it: “Whenever we try to envision a world without world, without violence, without prisons, without capitalism, we are engaging in speculative fiction. All organizing is science fiction.”33 The most successful sci-fi story of our times is undoubtedly Star Wars. But if there are no grand narratives anymore, how come it’s so popular?




  You’re probably not going to be persuaded that the Star Wars films, or at least the original trilogy (OT in saga speak), are fun, heroic, spectacular, witty and surprisingly dark if you don’t want to be.34 That doesn’t really matter anyway. What’s more important is recognizing that stories like Star Wars matter in the sense that their popularity and persistence might mean something potentially radical, that they represent hope.




  Mark Fisher, the late author of Capitalist Realism, certainly wasn’t a fan of “this depressingly mediocre franchise.”35 To Mark, capitalist realism – the belief that there is no alternative to the current economic system – means that we consume pop-culture narratives not as visions of a better world but as substitutes for it. (For the moment, we can define capitalism as a system in which our collective productive capacity is concentrated in the hands of a minority, and in which “progress” is defined by the continuous and unlimited production of commodified material wealth.36) Such narratives are tantalizing but harmless glimpses of a time when individuals felt that meaningful heroism was possible. In his Ghosts of My Life, Mark argues that Star Wars is a resonant example of postmodern anachronism, because its unprecedented special effects disguised the disappearance of the future as its opposite.37




  But who says the future has disappeared? Certainly not the radicals who love this rebellion story. For example, Chris Crass, an anti-racism organizer, who traces the roots of his political values to the struggle of the Rebel Alliance against the Empire:






   “[I]n true Marxist Gramscian analysis...there is a relationship between radical democratic grassroots movements disrupting unequal power and cultural shifts that advance elements of that agenda in easily digestible pedagogy, like blockbuster movies...[T]he movies only represent narrow aspects of that agenda, but [Star Wars] gives space for radical movements to gain broader support for an expansive agenda.”38







  “I Never Doubted You For a Second. Wonderful!”




  Rather than being a postmodern pastiche, Star Wars is squarely modernist in dealing with big twentieth-century concepts such as war, revolution, empire, democracy and authoritarianism. Writing before the sequel (Disney) films, as Ajmal Khattak notes in his A Rebel History of Star Wars blog post, the OT and the prequels are definitely grand narratives. One is about a revolutionary struggle against all-encompassing imperial power, the other (as we’ll see) is about the effect of corporations on democracy and how we descend into fascism. Both chronicle fictional galactic events based on real historical ideological and political conflicts.39




  While the Frankfurt school saw totalitarian thought everywhere in popular culture, as we’ll see in the next episode George Lucas used popular culture to locate totalitarianism specifically in the contemporary United States. At the same time, the use of a fantasy setting allows the films not to be stuck in any particular past, but to demonstrate generic models of fascism and so act as a warning for us today. Parts of the left have become so used to critiquing mass culture as reinforcing conservative or capitalist messages, we find it difficult to acknowledge when it does the opposite. Moreover, doing so might force us to take more responsibility for our own failure to tell stories that engage people.




  Star Wars is also about hope and the possibilities of rebellion (“Never tell me the odds!” as Han Solo once said). Another Frankfurter, one who did recognize the importance of hope in popular stories, was Ernst Bloch. His great work was called The Principle of Hope, which examined the ways that popular culture, literature, political utopias, philosophy, religion and even daydreams, often dismissed as mere ideology by other Marxists, can contain emancipatory moments which project visions of a better life and challenge capitalism. Bloch believed that left thinking and politics should heed these visions to provide programs and arguments which appeal to the deep desire for a better life held by everyone.40 We return to Bloch’s ideas about utopia in episode V.
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