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SELECTED EXCERPTS FROM STAR WARS ON TRIAL



DAVID BRIN: Your Honor, I am a recognized expert on the politics of Star Wars. I refer you to my infamous Salon.com article published June 15, 1999—


MATTHEW WOODRING STOVER: Recognized by who, the Imperial Sith Show-Trial Fake Certification Committee? Five Kowackian monkey-lizards on a six-day spice-binge? Hey, this reminds me of a joke—a kid, a Jedi and two droids walk into a bar in Mos Eisley—


—


DAVID BRIN: Only demigods need apply . . . and only those demigods Yoda likes. But more about the nasty green oven mitt, anon. . . .


—


MATTHEW WOODRING STOVER: I would like to take this moment to apologize to you personally for not putting some brutal torture of Princess Leia on-screen . . . I’m sure we’d all feel better about her character if we could have watched her screaming in agony.


DAVID BRIN: Objection! That’s not a question—he’s just abusing the witness.


—


MATTHEW WOODRING STOVER: Shameless padding? “Show, don’t tell”? Is that all you’ve got? No wonder you’re an editor instead of a writer. That’s the most pathetic excuse for a personal insult I’ve ever heard. As trash-talk goes, Mr. Hundreds-of-Manuscripts-per-Year, yours barely makes it to the level of a stuck-out tongue.


—


DAVID BRIN: For the record, I never declined a saber duel with Mr. Stover. I’m likely twice his age, yet my rusty skills from the Caltech fencing team should suffice. Bring it on, smart mouth.
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The Mythos Strikes Back . . . or Shall We Awaken the “Force” of Science Fiction?



David Brin


AS I WRITE THIS, flying home from Spain, I cannot help pondering the great character of Cervantes—Don Quixote—who lowered his lance in futile gesture, charging against indomitably indifferent windmills.


So it seemed when first Matt Stover and I presented BenBella Books with a critical examination of Star Wars, the behemoth story-universe of our time. I mean, who takes on a 600 million pound gorilla? Only demented sci-fi authors would think to try.


Indeed, shall I count the number of recent messages taunting, See, Brin? It’s baaaack and you couldn’t stop it!?


To which I must reply . . . who on Earth would want to? Stop it, I mean.


In my original Salon article, and in Star Wars on Trial, I was always frank in my admiration for many aspects of George Lucas’s epic—and so were most of the essayists who served as “prosecution witnesses” in this way-fun volume! There’s so much we agree is wonderful—the music and light and color and unabashed verve, for example. Lucas was the Lorenzo di Medici of our time, giving employment to a fair fraction of the finest visual artists of the age.


Even where we (on the prosecution side) have denounced the first three and sixth films of the saga—e.g., for disappointingly puerile characters, insipid dialogue and cartoon-morality—there is this saving grace: That ten million kids swinging light sabers don’t give a tonton’s patoot for any of Yoda’s faux-zen, crackerjack-box “wisdom.”


They know Luke Skywalker is a good guy (he is! Though dim). They know you’re supposed to be brave and stand up for underdogs. Don’t let nasty, abusive bullies become tyrants. Try to stay calm. Those are basic lessons of the first two films (episodes IV and V). All the rest of Mr. Lucas’s charm bracelet, fortune cookie claptrap slides past all those boys and girls. They shrug it off and go back to leaping at each other from the couch, making v-rrrr-m swordfighting sounds. Envisioning themselves simply being brave.


In other words, the truly nasty messages are mostly shrugged off and ignored.


Sure, it might have been better if, as Richard Dreyfuss suggests, Steven Spielberg’s Close Encounters of a Third Kind had been released before the original Star Wars. If the archetype seed that crystallized the public’s unexpressed need for science fiction (SF) had been something thoughtful and thought provoking, grounded in actual characters. Way fun, but with a grownup side, too. Would that have made a difference?


Or even better, if George Lucas had nurtured his own, early interest in such things—as in the brilliant Young Indiana Jones Chronicles.


But no matter. I’ve been asked by BenBella—whose SmartPop series is the most agile and brilliant niche in all of popular culture criticism—to comment on where things stand, now that control over the Star Wars Universe has shifted from one lone wizard in his tower to the industrial titan of modern myth-spinning.


ENTER THE MOUSE


You’ll notice that very few screamed in outrage when Walt Disney Studios purchased the franchise, intending to spin out a third trilogy as soon as possible. Even diehard fans knew that changes were desperately needed at the helm. Indeed, no outcome could have better validated Star Wars on Trial!


As of this writing, Disney has kept a very tight lid on information about the plot and character arcs of The Force Awakens, so any speculations that you read here may seem off-base, if not hilarious, if, by the time you read this new edition, you have seen Episode VII.


Still, we know a lot from the team that Disney assembled, starting with director J. J. Abrams, whose Star Trek reboot—though controversial in some ways—at least paid close heed to logical consistency and the most-enduring features of a well-loved series. Mr. Abrams is well known for claiming independence of interpretation. At the same time, he is smart enough to know what he has in his hands. He will work hard to learn from the mistakes of Episodes I through III, of that we can be certain.


We do know that The Force Awakens will feature the villainous First Order, an offshoot of the Galactic Empire, aligned against the Resistance, sprung from the Rebel Alliance. The story will not be based on Star Wars Legends, formerly known as the Expanded Universe.1 Rather, Episode VII will be an original story set after Return of the Jedi.


Moreover, we can assume J. J. Abrams is aware of the most blatant fact about the Star Wars universe—that the best two films out of six had heart.


In fact, the first one, A New Hope, expressed unadulterated joy!


The best one of all (by near-universal consensus) was much darker, but featured genuinely excellent writing and directing. Indeed, The Empire Strikes Back is inarguably one of the most beautiful and inspiring science fiction films ever made.


Hence, a buzz of anticipation when Mr. Abrams hired Lawrence Kasden, who co-wrote Empire with the great Leigh Brackett, to work with him on scripting The Force Awakens (based on an initial screenplay by Michael Arndt, who also wrote the story treatment). Sure, Kasden’s employment is no guarantee. But all by itself it was a declaration of intent. And it gave me a new hope.


That hope isn’t fizzy or without cavils. Judging from his two Star Trek movies, we know that Mr. Abrams will engage in George Lucas’s own self-indulgence of character coincidence or allusion. Whether it made sense or not, he just had to thrust Kirk, Spock, Scottie, McCoy, Uhura, Sulu, and even Chekov into a blender, without any heed to likelihood or their “actual” ages, while milking recognition aha! moments. (Throw in Dr. Carol Marcus and Khaaaaaan? Hey, why not?) Hence, every actor who once played a major Star Wars character will also return in The Force Awakens, with many aha! bones tossed to fans.


In fact, pre-complaints on the best fan sites prompted Abrams to proclaim that he will limit these, telling Vanity Fair, “We used to have more references to things that we pulled out because they almost felt like they were trying too hard to allude to something.”


In the same article, Kasden said: “[W]e’re getting the band back together, and we know that people are going to want to be reminded of the things they love, but they’re going to expect to have a new experience.” Well, okay, one can hope they reach a happy medium.


Me? I won’t kick a fuss over loving reunions between R2 and Threepio. Nor long, kvelling stares at the Millennium Falcon. Nor even the return of Ewoks! (I never hated them; sorry, but I got other, more important gripes.)


Heck, toss in Jar Jar Binks! I’ll only grind my teeth a little.


No, what will irk me is if Episode VII commits many of the same faults of logic, storytelling, ethics, and plain old-fashioned decency that we on the prosecution side complained about, here in Star Wars on Trial.


Already there are signs that the rampant, awful sexism of the three prequels will be set aside. Well, Mr. Abrams is of a new generation and he knows not to ignore that flame.


But will this new episode diss and disdain democracy, the way George Lucas increasingly did? Never once showing the Old Republic doing a single thing? No institution functioning, in any way, at all, ever, but utterly helpless and hapless at the hands of genetic Chosen Ones? (Read how we show this, carefully, in the indictment! And how in real life George Lucas openly expressed contempt for democracy, calling for rule by “a benign dictator.”)


Will the Force continue to be solely accessible by a few demigods (most of them mutants from one planet—Naboo)? Or will Abrams return the Force to the way it was in A New Hope? Mostly a matter of discipline and training, with raw talent serving only as an amplifier? In other words, not the exclusive privilege of born-to-power Nietzschean gods?


Will normal people—and aliens—play a bigger role this time? And will the lesson be that normal people—citizens of all kinds, along with their institutions—actually matter?


Will Matt Stover be proved right in his introduction to this new edition, following this one, wherein he cops the unusual defense plea that Yes, all the charges against Star Wars are true! It’s drivel, but so what? Fun trumps all other considerations!?


I leave it to you, the reader, to decide whether it is necessary to lobotomize folks and give nothing to our inner adult in order to satisfy our inner child. I’ve seen enough exceptions to know that the kid and the grownup within can both be entertained at the same time. Try Close Encounters. Try The Empire Strikes Back.


As I said, we are rushing out this new edition to coincide with The Force Awakens. And hence, you’ll see no post-mortems here, not this time. No decrypting analyses—


—though each of the essayists in Star Wars On Trial will be invited to post their thoughts about Episode VII, after it comes out, at smartpopbooks.com! Postings on which you’ll be welcome to comment. In that way, BenBella Books will help to continue the conversation.


After all, there will be at least two more episodes after this one. And who knows? Maybe J. J. Abrams or someone at Disney will be reading this, and your responses, and listening . . .


. . . as (according to unscientific and completely unsubstantiated rumors) I am told they paid some attention to the earlier edition of Star Wars on Trial. Well, we can hope . . . and we’ll find out, soon enough!


Above all, have a good time with this debate. Because we live in a time of bold ideas—and even arguments about fun can be fun (the way Matt Stover and I, and our Witnesses, had super-fun in Star Wars on Trial). Especially when such arguments are taken way “too” (tongue partly in cheek) seriously.


Besides . . . you’ll laugh. Because our Droid Judge is a tough nut! And also because, well, it all boils down to plain . . . old . . . fun.
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1 For years I have heard from some Star Wars fans that “all is explained in the novelizations.” Indeed, I’ve watched with wonder as authors of that series of novels and games strove hard to make sense out of chaotic illogic that provoked Star Wars on Trial. None of them (that I have seen) could patch up the stunningly vile behavior of that wicked little oven mitt—Yoda—but sincere efforts were made to explain how the Republic operated and to make democracy seem less pathetic than it is in the flicks.


Alas, my response has always been: “Show me when the studios admit that all your efforts are canonical.” In other words, let’s see one time when a Star Wars novel ever affects events in one of the movies. In his own introduction to this volume, Matt Stover apparently agrees.


Hey, consistency can happen! Paramount Pictures maintains a staff to keep a very close eye on the “factual” galactography and history of Star Trek. A necessity, since there have been more hours of produced material in that universe than any ten others, combined, including Star Wars. And because the caretakers of Trek have consistency of storytelling in their blood.


But no. One side effect of the new Disney tenure has been to prove Expanded Universe to be a phantasm. Enjoyable stuff, in many cases! But the novels and games and other rationalizations never affected George Lucas’s vision for his cosmos. Those fine creations stand proudly on their own, perhaps. But their contents cannot let mass murderers like Yoda and Darth Vader off the hook.





The Smartest Thing



Matthew Woodring Stover


FIRST WE HAVE TO GET some business out of the way, and then we’ll play a game.


The Business has to do with discharging the Actual Function of this new introduction, which, according to the Good Folks at BenBella, is supposed to address my thoughts on the upcoming release of The Force Awakens, and my thoughts about the Current State of the Star Wars Franchise, and any intuitions I might have about Its Future. The Game, like all proper games, is Just For Fun.


(You’ll forgive, I hope, the generous but not indiscriminate use of Untraditional Capitalization. Writing about Star Wars seems to bring out my inner A.A. Milne.)


So, in the spirit of Business, here are the Three Smartest Things the Star Wars franchise has ever done.


Third: It infiltrated Disney.


You think Disney took over Star Wars? Don’t be fooled. Anakin Skywalker knew that he and Luke could overthrow the Emperor and rule the galaxy as father and son—he just got the wrong galaxy. The Empire of Mouse is no match for the power of the Force. You heard it here first.


As I write this, Jurassic World has broken box-office records for its opening weekend. The record it set won’t last past December. I have foreseen it. (Well, I’ve seen the trailers, anyway.) Sure, always in motion the future is, but this is a safe bet even if The Force Awakens stinks. I don’t think I’m going out on a limb here to predict that The Force Awakens will be the highest-grossing film Disney has ever released. I am not alone in this suspicion.


Via Wikipedia:




The [Force Awakens] trailer was viewed over 88 million times within the first 24 hours of release, breaking the record of 62 million held by Furious 7 in November 2014. (from Forbes)







[T]he second teaser trailer amassed 30.65 million [views] in 24 hours setting a new world record for the “Most viewed movie trailer on YouTube in 24 hours. (from Guinness World Records)





And:




Box office analyst Phil Contrino said the film is in the same spot as Avatar (2009) which opened with a $77 million in North America and went on to earn $2.8 billion worldwide. He added saying, “Force Awakens will hit $1 billion without blinking. If it’s really good, it could cross $2 billion.“ (from The Hollywood Reporter)





Second Smartest Thing: It dumped the Expanded Universe.


Search your feelings. You know it to be true.


This is not an issue of absolute quality. Most of you will be familiar with what is affectionately known as Sturgeon’s Law, usually summarized as “90 percent of everything is crap.” Star Wars has proven astonishingly resistant to this law; even the franchise’s bitterest critics, such as the Distinguished Counsel for the Perse—excuse me, Prosecution—freely admit, for example, that at least two of the six films are terrific. With apologies for an extended baseball metaphor, let me point out that batting .333 is Hall of Fame territory, and the Expanded Universe is averaging considerably better than that; at least half of the novels and an easy majority of the comics are base hits, and among those base hits the slugging percentage is pretty damned impressive. There are plenty of readers who count one Star Wars book or another as their single favorite novel.


The problem with the Expanded Universe is those books in the other half—the books nobody loves—and the marketing calculation that assigned the stinkers equal value to the classics. The term of art for this particular marketing calculation is canon.


Canon, in this case, was the notion that every novel and comic in the Expanded Universe was part of a single continuity—that the Expanded Universe itself is essentially a chronicle of the actual history of the Galaxy Far, Far Away. In other words, it’s all equally true. Fans were forced to accept that the most bloody stupid, not to mention pathetically preposterous, crimes against our most minimal standards of verisimilitude were every bit as valid—as necessary to a deep understanding of the franchise—as the very best of the best. This makes great sense from a marketing standpoint, because it means that if you want to really understand Star Wars—to truly participate in the full story of the franchise you love—you have to read all the books and all the comics. No matter how awful they might be.


Well, that’s over, thank the Force. It’s all Legends now, which means even the most die-hard fan has official permission to ignore any story he or she doesn’t like. Even—though it pains me to admit the possibility—mine. I don’t know what the status of the new generation of Star Wars tie-ins will be, if they’ll be considered to establish New Canon or if the Powers That Be have learned a valuable lesson and (wisely, in my view) ditch the idea of canon forever.


Any story with the Force, Jedi Knights, lightsabers, charming rogues, epic villains, and sprawling space battles has plenty of tools in its kit; why add the marketing hammer of you must read this or you’ll never know the whole story?


To hell with that. Let each and every individual fan (or hater, or member of the vast throng of People Who Don’t Actually Give a Crap) make up his or her own mind about what counts and what doesn’t. In fact, that’s the explicit position of the Defense in the book you’re about to read.


And the single smartest thing Star Wars ever did was—


Wait. Stop a minute and think about what you were expecting me to say. Better yet, think about what you would say. Hiring an aging carpenter to play Han Solo? Good choice. Giving a lead role to a Muppet? Swell. Inflicting Ewoks on our collective consciousness? That’s okay, too. Hell, there must be somebody out there who is absolutely in love with the comedy stylings of Jar Jar Binks. I’m here to tell you that this is perfectly fine, though it’s not exactly my personal pick.


The single smartest thing Star Wars ever did was to decide—well, really, just understand—that Make Believe is too important to be taken seriously.


Instances of this Playful Abandonment of Seriousness are too numerous to catalogue, but I’ll hit some of the classics.




    •Open a door? Shoot the control pad. Close a door? Shoot the control pad.


    •Brand new, untested Super Battle Station has carnivorous monster living in the garbage compactor.


    •Four words: Unshielded thermal exhaust port.


    •Question: How many shots does a blaster fire? Answer: However many George wants it to, and by the way shut up.


    •Question: With antigravity so cheap and plentiful that it is routinely used in consumer vehicles, why does the Empire deploy heavy weapons on slow, clumsy legs? Not to mention make them so fragile that they blow up when tripped? Answer: Cuz they look like scary mechanical dinosaurs, and did you not hear me say shut up?


    •Question: How long does it actually take to fly across the galaxy in hyperspace? Days? Hours? Seconds? Answer: Shut up shut up shut up.


    •The Force has power over weak minds. Except when it doesn’t.


    •The Force warns you of danger. Except when it doesn’t. (I’m looking at you, Darth Maul!)


    •The Force lets you see the future. Except when it doesn’t.


    •The Force has a dark side that if you once give in to, forever will dominate your destiny. Except when it doesn’t.


    •The Force—oh, hell, everything about the Force. I mean, come on. It’s the King of Arbitrary Plot Devices. It exists to do—or not do—whatever best serves plot momentum at the moment.





The point is, all this didn’t happen by mistake. It’s a feature, not a bug. Mr. Lucas wanted it this way. It’s his way of inviting all of us to play Let’s Pretend with him.


Back in 2004, when I was beginning the novelization for Revenge of the Sith, I read a sequence in the source material—the shooting script for the movie—where a ship in the midst of an orbital battle begins to roll . . . and the characters inside the ship start sliding across the suddenly tilting floors and onto the walls and so forth. I chanced to have dinner with a Very Important Lucas Honcho. I complained to the VILH that this didn’t make any goddamn sense. Gravity just doesn’t work that way. It can’t. He grinned at me and said, “Of course it can’t. George loves that [stuff].”


This is exactly why I, personally, cheered when I heard that J. J. Abrams had signed on to direct The Force Awakens—because he’s already proven (in his Star Trek reboot, for one) that he won’t let details like logical consistency get in the in the way of telling a Ripping Yarn.


So there you have it: My thoughts on the Current State of the Franchise, which concludes the Business of this introduction. On to the Game!


Just for fun, come play Let’s Pretend with me.


Let’s Pretend that David Brin isn’t merely a terrific writer and invaluable public intellectual, because that’s reality. What fun is that? Let’s Pretend that he’s secretly a Sith Lord—or in their employ—and that his every objection to Our Sacred Franchise is an Evil Dark Side Plot to undermine all that is good and just in the galaxy . . . and that Star Wars can be saved only if you—you personally—clap your hands because you believe.


Oh, wait, wrong fairy tale.


This is the one with lightsabers instead of cutlasses, Star Destroyers instead of pirate ships, and a villain with a helmet instead of a hook hand.


Ready? Okay . . . go!


Welcome to Star Wars on Trial.
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INTRODUCTION
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Do Myths Teach Us? If So, What Have We All Learned from Star Wars?



David Brin


WELL, IT’S DONE. The sci-fi legend of our generation is now complete. Our parents had Dr. Strangelove and 1984. Their parents were transfixed by H. G. Wells. The generation before that had Jules Verne.


And we got Star Wars, the biggest, most lavish, most popular and by far the most lucrative sci-fi drama ever. George Lucas’s grand vision gave us resplendent vistas and a spectacular sense of wonder, while portraying a vivid range of possibilities that science, technology and forward-thinking might eventually bring about—inspiring us and drawing our eyes toward a far horizon.


But what horizon?


After all the dazzling explosions and lightsaber duels, all the spaceship chases and cryptic-guru Yoda-isms, all the droids and special effects and obscure political story lines, did we—did anyone—learn anything?


George Lucas certainly claims that he’s been doing something more important than simply pushing eye candy. More valuable than just diverting the masses with some cash-generating entertainment. In various locales, spanning three decades, the Star Wars creator proclaimed that his epic teaches important lessons. For example, in a famous New York Times interview, he said: “Movies have a big voice, and what we filmmakers have to do is to set a good example.”


So, after tens of billions of dollars—and human hours—spent watching the films, playing the games, buying the toys, reading the books and buying even more toys, have we come away enlightened, even inspired?


Inspired to do what? To be . . . what?


Science fiction has never been modest about its aim to take on important issues. Beyond just “good versus evil” or “boy meets girl,” there has always been a notion that SF is the true descendant and heir of Gilgamesh and Homer, of Virgil and Murasaki, of Dante, Swift and Defoe. Liberated from the constraints of day-to-day existence, it provides a canvas wide enough to portray and discuss real issues. Things that matter over the long run.


Take those stories that Jules Verne created during the latter part of the nineteenth century. In his words, you can hear and feel the spirit of Verne’s time—an era of ebullient, can-do confidence. Even as the age of earthly terra incognita was coming to an end, readers hungered to lift their eyes skyward, seaward—or even into the planet itself—certain that new frontiers would soon unfold before a humanity that knew no bounds.


Of course, this surefire naiveté had to crash, or at least grow up a bit. And H. G. Wells was just the man to throw on a little cold water, while taking science fiction to new levels, appealing to the concerns of worried adults. Always the contrarian, Wells told wild-eyed dreamers to grow up and smell the dangers . . . then berated cynics who refused to hope. Technology can bite back, he warned, and the universe owes us no favors. On the other hand, he deeply believed that honest men and women might yet pick up tools and make a better world. Wells never stopped using stories to help make that happen.


Indeed, one of civilization’s greatest tools has always been mythology. Legends and songs. Stories and dark lore. If George Lucas and I agree on anything, it would be that civilizations 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.


Take the period that followed H. G. Wells. After the calamities of World Wars I and II, we needed something special in our legends. Something potent. We needed problem solving. Humanity faced some serious tasks, important maturity issues, like how not to destroy ourselves. And sure enough, science fiction stepped up to do its share.


Rolling up its sleeves, SF gave us the self-preventing prophecy . . . the most serious and frighteningly plausible subgenre of science fiction. Tales about every possible or far-out way that things could go wrong. When they are effective, such stories have the uniquely powerful effect of ensuring that they do not come true! They do this by offering up stark and compelling warnings that worry an audience, and make millions think. Warnings that even stir at least a few citizens to take action.


How else can you describe Dr. Strangelove, Fail-Safe and On the Beach, which not only exposed specific failure modes, but also drove home the threat of losing it all to spasmodic nuclear war? Or Soylent Green, Silent Running and The China Syndrome, which prodded millions to join a newborn environmental movement. The Andromeda Strain was cited by delegates signing the treaty against biological warfare. Gattaca prepared us to wrestle with issues of genetic determinism. Even a spoof like The President’s Analyst warned, with eerie foresight, about a steady, tech-driven decay of personal privacy.


Or take the greatest self-preventing prophecy of all, the one cited by every faction, whenever it perceives some creeping tyranny, 1984. Millions shuddered at George Orwell’s terrifying thoughts, words and images, coming away determined to struggle against Big Brother ever becoming real.


We will never know whether any of these specific warnings—or general morality tales, like The Day the Earth Stood Still—actually made a crucial difference. But we can say that, unlike those ill-fated Trojans, we do give our Cassandras some attention. Occasionally, we pay them well to scare us into getting a bit better.


Ah but then, at other times, we simply pay them to scare us, period, with no other objective beyond a good, thrilling fright! Films like Alien point to another side of sci-fi. A side that does not have to justify itself with highfalutin purpose.


And that can be good too! Art is multispectral. There’s plenty of room for everything from dark fantasy to heroic sword-’n’-sorcery. From wondrously joyful nonsense like The Fifth Element to deeply mystical multiculturalism like The Last Wave. From relentlessly serious exploration of a single universe, like Star Trek, to hilarious send-ups like Galaxy Quest. Without any doubt, the people have a right to buy the entertainments that most appeal to them. And entrepreneurial storytellers have a right to sell tickets.


So, why did I spend all that time talking about the importance of myths and their role in helping civilization to choose its path? Because storytelling does span the entire range. And we have a right, perhaps even a duty when all is said and done, to talk about where a work of art fits along the spectrum, from important to fluff.


Especially a work of art that had the scope of influence, economic power, public exposure and relentless preachiness of the Star Wars epic.


Hence, the first issue to confront the authors and sages participating in this project was to argue whether the Star Wars saga is worth arguing about. Throughout this discussion, you will see some people claim—


—that the Star Wars universe and franchise are nothing more than harmless fun. A chance to drop back into childhood and punt your adult cares away for two hours, dwelling in a lavish universe where good and evil are vividly drawn, without all the inconvenient counterpoint distinctions that clutter daily life.


Ever since I first raised the question of Star Wars morality and storytelling flaws, in an infamous article published by Salon online, over a thousand people have written to comment, praise, complain, agree, disagree, make additions or offer fresh arguments. It’s been lively, democratic and huge fun! Among the many defenses offered by devoted fans, foremost has been: “Chill out, man. It’s only a flick. Just relax and enjoy the show.”


Indeed, that philosophy has some appeal.


Got a problem? Cleave it with a lightsaber! Wouldn’t you love—just once in your life—to dive a fast little ship into your worst enemy’s stronghold and set off a chain reaction, blowing up the whole megillah from within its rotten core while you streak away to safety at the speed of light? (Such a nifty notion! Count the number of times it happens in the movies . . . and the enemy never learns.)


In fact, well, let me admit, that’s pretty much how I did feel about the first of the Star Wars films to appear, Episode IV: A New Hope. What was there not to enjoy? A blatant, Nazi-helmeted mass murderer is bested by a princess, a smuggler and a young knight, avenging his father? Zowee. The movie’s very lack of pretension made you take it at face value.


Or, as Yoda would likely put it: fluff and fun, the first movie was! Fluff ’n’ fun I was ready for the whole series to be . . .


. . . until The Empire Strikes Back. Then, wow, did I change my mind. And so did millions of others. Suddenly, thrilled by the deep script of Leigh Brackett and Lawrence Kasdan, and Irvin Kershner’s tight direction—and deeply moved by a wondrous John Williams score—many of us simply sat and stared as the final credits rolled by, unable, unwilling, to move. This wasn’t just fun anymore. It felt . . . important.


I know I left the theater ebullient after watching TESB. Perhaps a little pompously, I told everyone that we had just witnessed the addition of something truly worthy to the Western mythological canon. With any luck, the rest of the saga would be even better.


That wasn’t just fannish appreciation. I was at that time in the process of making my own transition from science fiction amateur to professional writer. So I wanted George Lucas to succeed with his grand epic for another reason . . . to prove, once and for all, that meaning can coexist with adventure, and thought can accompany fun. And in movies, even, where there is so little time or room for the kind of extended ponderings that an author may insert in a novel.


What we saw in films like TESB—and Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan—was growing confidence in a kind of science fiction that could take on issues (amid spectacular space battles) and ponder human existence (between dramatic laser sword fights).


Moreover, George Lucas clearly agreed. As I intend to repeat, whenever anybody says “they’re just movies,” Lucas clearly and openly believes in the important effects of storytelling. Touting works of the late Joseph Campbell, he has often spoken of The Power of Myth. Campbell’s books, like Myths to Live By and The Hero with a Thousand Faces, maintain that the biggest legends, those that penetrate the most hearts and fill the most lives, are also powerful in helping to direct those lives. Even diverting the path of whole civilizations.


In any event, there is one conclusive answer to “it’s only a movie.” That answer is: You’ve already bought a book whose whole purpose is to discuss meaning and consequence in the Star Wars universe! Everybody who contributed, from accuser to defender, believes there is something worth arguing about. We’ll do it because the topic matters, or because it’s fun to argue, or because we’re being paid to argue. Most likely, all three.1


Indeed, one point that I intend to make later on is that this civilization likes to argue. Openly and democratically. Alas, in the Star Wars universe, nobody knows how. At least nobody who matters.


But that’s for later. The purpose of this introduction was to set the stage. And now that’s done. The participants in our drama—our moot “trial”—were all hand-picked by Benbella Books to participate in something fun. They are standing by, ready to begin yet another entertaining riff on George Lucas’s epic masterpiece. A journey into the dark heart of meaning that some of us believe must lie beneath, under all the glossy surfaces.


If stories and myths reflect who we are, and where we’re headed . . . what does Star Wars say about us?


Where does it say we should be going?
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1 The reader deserves a disclaimer about what this book is not. It is not a well-organized scholarly treatise on the Star Wars universe! Or a thorough analysis of the ideas contained therein. For anyone eager to explore the root sources and inspirations for Star Wars, and many other modern myths, an excellent starting point would be the vivid and detailed Web site at Jitterbug.com that explores a vast range of possible, plausible and utterly blatant borrowings from earlier works. Indeed, George Lucas has never denied making liberal use of earlier storytelling tropes and tricks that range from floating space letters (Buck Rogers) and secretive mystic cults (Dune) to glowing swords and whining little golem-trolls (The Lord of the Rings). (See http://www.jitterbug.com/origins/index.html. “Star Wars: Origins” was created by Kristen Brennan in September 1999 and updated sporadically, with many contributors, through 2006.) For the most part, the authors and essayists in this book will be concentrating on something else entirely—the moral, ethical and other lessons being taught by this epic series.


In making their arguments, our writers selected by the folks at BenBella Books will largely cite plot events from the Star Wars films themselves–on-screen moments that any Star Wars aficionado ought to recall or recognize, without needing any deep grounding in, say, the “arcana of Western and Asian mythology.”





Star Wars and Truth and Why We Even Bother, and Why It’s Worth Your Time to Bother, Too



Matthew Woodring Stover


UNLIKE SOME FOLKS ’round these parts, I’m only going to make one Star Trek reference.


Dammit, Jim, I’m a storyteller, not an essayist.


So:


Saturday afternoon, June 1977, Danville, Illinois. Danville is a little industrial town buried in a tangle of railroad tracks and cornfields three hours south of Chicago; in those days it had a GM foundry and some meatpacking plants, a sheet-aluminum producer and some big grain elevators and a fifteen-year-old me, a week out of ninth grade with five bucks lawn-mowing cash in my pocket and a blue Schwinn English Racer, and some goofy flick called Star Wars playing at the old Fischer Theater a mile and change downtown. A kid named Jeff Masters showed up at my front door a little after one o’clock with his own bike (also a Schwinn—an Orange Crate, I think) and asked if I wanted to check out this goofy flick, and I’d seen a grand total of one commercial for it (on late-night TV out of Terre Haute, Indiana), but it had lots of shooting, a guy swinging over a chasm with a girl in his arms, spaceships, Peter Cushing and Alec Guinness, and the temperature was already over ninety and our lone window-unit air conditioner was on the fritz, so I said, “What the hell.”


That’s an exact quote.


I’m not here to talk about the experience of coming to Star Wars on the big screen entirely by surprise. I’ll leave that to your imagination. Suffice it to say that even the memory of putting the words “A novel by Matthew Woodring Stover, based on the screenplay by George Lucas” on the title page of Revenge of the Sith is still enough to give me a bit of the shakes.


I’m here to talk about the experience of Truth.


By the time I found myself in that Saturday matinée in 1977, I was already an experienced SF geek, though that term had yet to crest our common horizon. My brother Tom, ten years older, long gone to college and off into his career, had left behind a huge library of paperback SF that I had started reading about the time I learned to read, and so when Star Wars rolled around, I’d been through just about every then-published work by Heinlein, Asimov, Anderson, Williamson, Pohl, Niven, the various Smiths (I could fill my word count just with a list of all the authors) . . . as well as the Big Old Guys like Verne and Wells. Tom—an engineer by temperament as well as by profession—had a prejudice in favor of the hard SF guys, as well as the space opera types; Leiber and Zelazny, Disch and Moorcock and PKD showed up mostly by accident, in magazines or collections he’d bought for other people’s work.


This is relevant because of my experience during one particular scene in what is now known as A New Hope—the scene in Obi-Wan’s cave, after he has rescued Luke from the Sand People, where he gives Luke what we all now know is Anakin Skywalker’s lightsaber, and begins to tell him of the Jedi Knights. . . .


I sat in the dark, in that theater, breathless, blinking, trying to listen harder, to hear more than was being said—


Because I knew, then, that here—not just in this moment, but in this story—was something True.


This was not a literal truth. Not factual truth. This was not a delusional moment that blurred the line between fiction and reality.


I was skimming the surface of a Truth that is not expressible in direct language. There is no way to say it other than the way it was being said: in the metaphor of a fantasy.


For make no mistake: Star Wars is, at its heart, fantasy. Knights with magic swords, talking animals, kindly wizards, evil sorcerers, mystic ships that travel in the blink of an eye beyond the ken of mortal man—


But don’t take it too hard.


All science fiction is a subset of fantasy. Star Wars just happens to be honest about it.


In fact, all literature is a subset of fantasy. Fantasy is the child of myth; the foundation of fantasy is the heroic epic—which is what Star Wars is—and the heroic epic is the initial form of literature in nearly every human culture. Every succeeding literary form comes into existence by limiting itself: by carving away chunks of the possibility that fantasy represents.


By cutting off, one might argue, pieces of Truth.


I recognized that breathless unfolding of Truth inside my chest, because I had felt it before. I’d come across it once or twice in Leiber (at the bitter end of Ill Met in Lankhmar, for one). I’d found it when reading of Aslan’s sacrifice in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, and of Théoden’s sally at Helm’s Deep in The Two Towers; I would find it again in later years, as I read of Beowulf’s weary stand against the dragon, of the Green Knight picking up his severed head and stalking away from the Round Table, of High Lord Elena speaking the Word of Command in The Illearth War. . . .


I would find it in 1980, when a certain someone of our mutual acquaintance said (again, for me, entirely unexpectedly), “No, Luke. I am your father.”


This is an experience I never got from those hard SF guys. Except for Heinlein. And that was Glory Road. If you read it, you’ll understand why.


Science fiction is usually, quite properly, about what may be. What we might become. (Heinlein himself, for example, is justly legendary for prophesying in “Solution Unsatisfactory” the development of dirty bombs.)


Fantasy, by contrast—real fantasy, not the mocked-up pseudo-medieval horseshit Some People like to pretend encompasses its whole range—is about what already is. It’s not about what we might become; it’s a metaphor for who we already are.


Each of us.


Fantasy’s landscape is the map of our dreams; it is peopled with our personal monsters, and the struggles of its heroes are metaphors for our own.


Which brings us back to Truth.


Now, I have to tell you something about what I mean by Truth, too. I’m not talking about engineer’s truth, here: the kind of truth that is visible by microscope, measurable by laser balance or quantifiable by any contortion of mathematics. That kind of truth is commonly referred to as fact, and as such has no need for the uppercase T. There is another, dicier aspect of reality also commonly referred to as truth, and that is the kind that we turn to courts and juries to decide. These are truths that are still describable in plain language, but about which there may be legitimate disagreement, because they can’t be reduced to straightforward observation, or measurement. Guilt or innocence, proportional blame—these are what we call decidable questions. Ones that have more or less final answers. That’s what we’re pretending we’re up to here. But we’re just pretending.


Because that’s still lowercase truth.


When you get to Truth, in the upper case, you face questions of meaning. Maybe I should say Meaning. Uppercase Truth deals with Who We Are, and What It All Means.


That’s when direct language begins to fail. Closing in on that kind of Truth, direct statement falters on asymptotic approach—the closer you get, the less useful it becomes. You need imagery to even get into the atmosphere, and metaphor for landing gear.


Which brings us back to Star Wars.


Because uppercase Truth is the real subject of Star Wars. Not who we might be, or what might happen someday, or what ought to happen or what we should worry about happening in the future. Star Wars isn’t about the future.


There’s a reason why the whole saga takes place “a long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away. . . .”


It’s not anchored in time or place. It’s not about some other galaxy. It’s not about the future, or about 1977, or 1980, or 1983, 1999, 2002 or 2005. It’s about wherever is here, and whenever is now.


That’s a function of myth, and make no mistake: Star Wars is and always has been exactly that. Not only myth, but arguably (and argue is exactly what we’ll be doing here, isn’t it?) the most powerful mythic cycle of the twentieth century.


The opening passage of the Tao Te Ching is commonly translated “The Name that can be named is not the Eternal Name,” but—as with all works that deal with Truth—the Tao Te Ching is elliptical, and metaphoric. That particular passage might also be translated, for example, as “The Way that can be weighed is not the Eternal Way.”


It’s worth noting that Stephen Mitchell, in his seminal translation, noted (as George Lucas seems very likely himself to have been aware) that the passage can also be translated as “The Force that can be forced is not the Eternal Force.”


Star Wars is about Big Questions.


That’s why we bother.


This is why it’s worth your time to bother, too:


Because when you get to Truth, you don’t get (pace Regis Philbin) any final answers. You can’t measure it, and you can’t trust a jury of your peers to decide the question.


Only you can decide what it means, because in the end, what it means . . . is what it means to you.
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THE COURTROOM
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DROID JUDGE: Welcome, ladies, gentlemen, clones, droids and other sentient organisms. You all know why we are here. A series of charges have been made against the multimedia empire known as Star Wars. These charges are as follows:




    CHARGE #1: The Politics of Star Wars Are Anti-Democratic and Elitist.


    CHARGE #2: While Claiming Mythic Significance, Star Wars Portrays No Admirable Religious or Ethical Beliefs.


    CHARGE #3: Star Wars Novels Are Poor Substitutes for Real Science Fiction and Are Driving Real SF off the Shelves.


    CHARGE #4: Science Fiction Filmmaking Has Been Reduced by Star Wars to Poorly Written Special Effects Extravaganzas.


    CHARGE #5: Star Wars Has Dumbed Down the Perception of Science Fiction in the Popular Imagination.


    CHARGE #6: Star Wars Pretends to Be Science Fiction, but Is Really Fantasy.


    CHARGE #7: Women in Star Wars Are Portrayed as Fundamentally Weak.


    CHARGE #8: The Plot Holes and Logical Gaps in Star Wars Make It Ill-Suited for an Intelligent Viewer.







    (Noise in the courtroom grows as the charges are read.)





DROID JUDGE: (hammering his gavel) Quiet down, quiet down. I intend to run this courtroom in a fair and disciplined fashion, and that means no outbursts from the gallery. Yes, I’m looking at you, Wookiees. Now, to begin, counselors will make their opening statements.
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OPENING STATEMENTS
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OPENING STATEMENT FOR THE PROSECUTION
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I Accuse . . .
. . . or Zola Meets Yoda . . .


DAVID BRIN


IT CANNOT BE SAID often enough. We are here to have fun, tossing ideas around, pretending that they matter. Nobody, on either side of the coming argument, contends that the fate of Western civilization will hang upon a literary analysis of the epical and epochal Star Wars series! A series that deserves respect at many levels, if only for the marvelous artists it has employed and the raw pleasure that it has given hundreds of millions.


In fact, though some people may find it surprising, let me make clear that I never interfere when my children request—or demand!—the next Star Wars merchandising gambit. A Lego Death Star or Darth Vader mask? Another Obi-Wan Happy Meal? I only grit my teeth a little over the merchandising cash flow going to an empire that (in my opinion) could have been a lot more meaningful, a lot more helpful in making a better world. Certainly, my protective instincts don’t get all fired up, eager to shield vulnerable young minds from inimical memes!


Why not?


Because what youngsters—and millions of others—mostly see in movies like these are the simple surfaces. The top layer of lavish, goofy, earnestly preachy and even somewhat noble-minded fun. Outnumbered heroes bravely taking on the odds. Going with your feelings, tossing logic aside and blasting away! It is the innocent spirit of the first movie (A New Hope) that seems to have spread and captured the hearts of millions of people, young and old.


If you ask them about the “moral messages” of Star Wars, most people tend to recall that—




    •Mean people suck.


    •It’s good to be brave.


    •Mean people get yucky-looking.


    •Defend your friends.


    •Watch out for mean people playing tricks and telling lies.


    •Don’t let nasty old mean guys goad you into losing your temper.





Hmm. Well, there may be some problems at this level. In fact, entirely on their own, my kids are starting to glance with skepticism at the details in even these simple lessons (e.g., “If something happens to my looks, will I turn into a bad person?”).


Still, for the most part, children can take all this in without much harm to their values, or souls. Anyway, who am I to spoil their fun, by yattering on about deeper meaning and symbolism?


But that’s the point. I have no intention of spoiling their fun at all.


Yours, on the other hand . . . well, you have already paid for this book. So don’t pretend that you’re not interested.


After all, there are many levels other than the superficial, and George Lucas would be the first to say so. Keeping faith with the teachings of famed mythology maven Joseph Campbell, Lucas claims that storytelling is a central ritual that both describes and helps to shape the way that people picture themselves in relation to society. So, shouldn’t we take him at his word?


Moreover, many of the trends that we see in the Star Wars universe have also manifested elsewhere in a society that’s undergoing change. For example, take the rise of feudal and magical fantasy, once considered an offshoot of science fiction, but now pushing its high-tech cousin off the bookstore shelves. Even within sci-fi, stories seem increasingly to feature “chosen ones” or demigod-like heroes, often set in structured, aristocratic cultures.


How often, anymore, do you see tales that portray society itself functioning, perhaps helping the protagonist, or suggesting solutions that arise from collaborative effort? Maybe even offering hope that hard work and goodwill might bring better days? Do cops ever come when called? Do institutions ever deliver or perform, even partially, in ways that help a little? Are the hero’s neighbors ever anything other than hapless sheep? Does scientific advancement ever—ever—come to the rescue, anymore, instead of simply causing more problems and provoking lectures about how “mankind shouldn’t meddle” in things we do not understand? Do big projects, or ambitious undertakings, or team efforts ever hold a candle to the boldness of the single, archetype hero, sticking it to every authority figure in sight?


Are we being taught, gradually but inexorably, to turn away from the whole modernist agenda? The concept that science, society, citizenship and faith are things that go well together, contributing to the good of everybody? Or that there was once a good idea—to replace arbitrary leader-worship with democratic institutions that we can all hope to share? What about the notion that any of us regular people—not just mutant chosen ones—can be the hero, if we’re ever called upon?


Hey, stories like that can be told. Take the films of director Steven Spielberg. From Saving Private Ryan to Schindler’s List to Close Encounters, these are often stirring stories about people who are only a bit above average, but who achieve great things nonetheless. Sometimes these characters are deeply flawed. They slip up, or get angry, or even do bad things. Only then, they do the unexpected. They stand up.


Taking responsibility for their mistakes, they set things right. And, sometimes, civilization even helps them a bit. All told, Spielberg’s central ongoing theme seems to be unswerving gratitude toward a society that—in all honesty—has been pretty good to him.


Oh, sure, not every filmmaker has to follow Steven Spielberg’s chosen storytelling mode. Anyway, it’s hard to live up to that kind of role model. But must nearly all of the others who are making movies today relentlessly preach exactly the opposite message? Especially, is there some underlying reason why the opposite message wound up pervading the biggest, most lavish, most expensive and most watched series of modern times—the Star Wars epic?


Some of the writers in this volume will talk about matters like these—plumbing deeper meanings and messages that are conveyed by Star Wars and its ilk. Others will poke in different directions—at ways that plot, story and character consistency gradually fell apart (alas) as the Star Wars series declined into grumpy middle age . . . and then entered what might be called crotchety senescence.


Then, attorneys for the Defense will have their say! For there are many sides to this story, and many who feel eager to defend a series they have come to love.


This should be loads of fun. So let’s begin.


IT STARTS WITH THE LITTLEST THINGS . . .


My own disenchantment began early in my first viewing of Return of the Jedi.


Recall how Luke Skywalker shows up at the palace of Jabba the Hutt, calling himself a Jedi Knight? He then offers a bag of gold in exchange for the life of his friend, Han Solo. Without any doubt, it was a thrilling moment. Filled with high hopes after The Empire Strikes Back, I leaned forward in confident expectation that great things would follow, combining vividly creative action and effects with solid plotting, plus a little decent thoughtfulness for those grown-up parts of the brain. (Isn’t that what happens in the best art? You get something for the adult and something for the child. There is no need to completely eliminate one in order to serve the other.)


All right, anticipation was running high, as Luke approached Jabba’s fancy desert hut. My own instant theory? Frankly, I expected Luke’s offer to be backed up with a threat!


“As you can see, Jabba, from the circle of X-wing fighters surrounding your residence, I am also a high commander of the second most powerful military force in the galaxy. So if you don’t accept this generous offer. . . .”


I mean . . . duh? Isn’t that what anybody would try first, if he were in Luke’s shoes? Combining the carrot with an implied stick?


Oh, sure, that’s no fun, so it can’t work. But this logical plan is an obvious opening move. It doesn’t make for great adventure, thrills, spills and escapades, so let it fail. Have the Empire arrive and chase away all the Rebel ships, leaving Luke in the lurch! Jabba grabs Luke and the fun can begin! Ninety extra seconds to make the next half hour make sense.


Look, I’m not saying it had to be that way! I am only posing that scenario as an example of how easy it would be to get every part of the opening act that is already there, while still giving a passing nod to common sense. All the leaping and slashing and narrow escapes that we see in the opening act of ROTJ could have been the backup plan. Because only complete bozos would have walked into an obvious trap—with escape utterly dependent upon all of the bad guys being lousy shots—without having a better scheme, at least to start with.


Okay, I admit it. That’s kind of picky. But the infuriating aspect was how little attention to detail it would have taken to continue the kind of plot consistency and plausibility we saw in the brilliant Brackett-Kasdan script for The Empire Strikes Back. A few words inserted here and there. Then, every subsequent vivid laser bolt and explosion might proceed as planned. Would that have been too much to ask?


A small hole, true. But through it, more nagging thoughts began to fly. Faster than a little ship can dive inside a big ship, shoot the reactor and then run away just ahead of the blast wave. (Yes, I’ve mentioned that before. But really. I mean . . . really.)


Which leads us to the first of what will be many comparisons between Star Wars and its chief competitor for the hearts of science fiction fandom—Star Trek. A comparison that illuminates two very different views of fiction, civilization and the meaning of a hero.


Here’s one way of looking at the underlying implications of these two sci-fi universes. Consider the choice of which kinds of ship are featured in each series. Let me invite you to ponder, for a moment, and contrast the Air Force metaphor versus one that hearkens up images of the Navy.


In Star Wars, the ships that matter are little fighter planes. Series creator George Lucas made liberal use of filmed dogfight footage, from both world wars, in some cases borrowing maneuvers like banking slipstream turns, down to the last detail. The heroic image in this case is the solitary pilot, perhaps assisted by his loyal gunner—or Wookiee or droid—companion. It is the modern version of knight and squire. Symbols as old as Achilles.


In contrast, the federation starship in Trek is vastly bigger, more complex, a veritable city cruising through space. Its captain hero is not only a warrior-knight, but also part scientist and part diplomat, a plenipotentiary representative of his civilization and father figure to his crew . . . any one of whom may suddenly become an essential character, during the very next adventure. While the captain’s brilliance and courage are always key elements, so will be the skill and pluck of one or more crewmen and women. People who are much closer to average—like you or me—yet essential helpers, nonetheless. And possibly even—when it is their turn—heroes themselves.


In any event, the ship—Star Trek’s Enterprise—stands for something, every time we look at it. This traveling city is civilization. The Federation’s culture and laws, industry and consensus values—like the Prime Directive—are all carried in this condensed vessel, along with the dramatic diversity of its crew. Every single time there is an adventure, the civilization of the United Federation of Planets is put to the test, through its proxy, the hero-ship. And when the Enterprise passes each test, often with flying colors, so too, by implication, does civilization itself.


A civilization that might even be worthy of our grandchildren.


Compare this to the role of the Old Republic in the Lucasian universe. A hapless, hopeless, clueless mélange of bickering futility whose political tiffs are as petty as they are incomprehensible. The Republic may be sweet, but it never perceives, never creates or solves anything. Not once do we see any of its institutions actually function well. How can they? The people, the Republic, decent institutions . . . these cannot be heroes, or even helpers.


There is no room aboard an X-wing fighter for civilization to ride along.


Only for a knight and squire.


All right, you may call this making too much of yet another superficial thing. It can certainly be argued that ship size doesn’t really matter. On the other hand, recall how eager Yoda was, in Attack of the Clones, to destroy the “Federation Starship”? Interesting choice of words, there! Could it be that the director agrees with me?


In sci-fi, ships carry powerful symbolism. They convey contrary ways of viewing heroes, and their relationship to common women and men.


Anyway, I couldn’t help it. This difference in the metaphor of the ship continued to nag at me as every problem with the Star Wars universe just seemed to grow and compound, with each newly released episode. These superficial things mounted up, one after another. Deliberate artistic choices bubbled to the foreground, like Darth Vader’s Nazi-style helmet and use of the term “stormtroopers.” Or the need to be a genetic “midichlorian” mutant in order to use the Force. Or take the difference in educational styles, between the university-like Starfleet Academy and that imperious, overbearing, secretive guru Yoda. Two very different—and iconic—approaches to acquiring and passing on skill. To acquiring power. And then using it.


As the years—and prequels—passed, a list of growing discomforts grew longer and longer. . . .


So let’s cut to the chase.


Enough introduction. Get to the indictment!


All right, then. After watching the whole megillah of six long films, it’s time to ask the central question.


“Just what bill of goods are we being sold, between the frames?” Here’s my personal list, jotted down across the years since 1984. In the Star Wars universe:




    •True leaders are born. It’s genetic. The right to rule is inherited.


    •Elites have an inherent right to arbitrary rule; common citizens needn’t be consulted. They may only choose which born-to-rule elite to follow.


    •Any amount of sin can be forgiven if you repent . . . and if you are important enough.


    •“Good” elites should act on their subjective whims, without evidence, argument or accountability. Secrecy and lies are always a good option. They never need to be explained.


    •The chief feature distinguishing “good” from “evil” is how pretty the characters look. Oh, and which music theme plays in the background.


    •In order to be a skilled and good and worthy warrior, you must cut yourself off from the very attachments that make a decent coworker, lover, spouse, parent and citizen.


    •Justified human emotions can turn a good person evil, like flicking a switch.





I plan to focus primarily on the accusations made above. In particular, I will show how the politics of Star Wars is transparently elitist and anti-democratic. But there are more indictments that will be dealt with by some other members of the Prosecution Team.




    •While claiming mythic significance, Star Wars portrays no admirable religious or ethical beliefs. In fact, all the religious or ethical trappings in Star Wars are driven by the sudden veers and impulses of plot, not any higher ethical or religious thinking.


    •Star Wars novels are poor substitutes for real science fiction and are driving real SF off the shelves.


    •Science fiction filmmaking has been reduced to poorly written special effects extravaganzas, and Star Wars shares the blame.


    •Star Wars has dumbed down perception of science fiction in the popular imagination.


    •Star Wars pretends to be science fiction, but is really feudal fantasy.


    •There are troubling ways, in Star Wars, that women are portrayed.


    •The Star Wars universe is rife with plot holes and logical flaws that were never necessary, even in a light adventure story. For this, in an epic that took decades and billions of dollars to create, that portrays itself as important storytelling, there is simply no excuse.


    •Tragically, there are a few small things—missed opportunities—that could have eased most of these problems and helped the whole thing to make a lot more sense.





The last eight or so items will be handled by others, though I may weigh in here and there, later in the trial, especially in the matter of plot holes and missed opportunities. (In fact, there are some places where I tend to be more forgiving than average! For example, I never much minded Ewoks. . . .) But here is where I’ll take the time to plunge into crucial issues. Artistic, ethical and mythological. Those that made my original Salon magazine articles so controversial.


Especially my argument that George Lucas’s grand mythology is not a tale that helps a modern and confident enlightenment civilization. It does not reflect our upstart “rebel” values, or provide recompense for all the kindness and good fortune that civilization has heaped upon him.
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