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Now I can see 
the good side 
of Lord Vader
I 

don’t normally encour-
age our sons to emulate 
dictators. they know 
how strongly I despise 
despotism in all its forms. 
Yet, I can’t help but laugh 

when confronted by the most 
fearsome tyrant of them all: 
darth Vader.

For those unfamiliar with this 
 merciless despot, he is one of the lead 
characters in the Star Wars saga. In 
fact, the six films chart his journey 
from innocent little boy, known as 
Anakin Skywalker, to imperial 
 autocrat. Formerly a member of the 
quasi-religious order known as the 
Jedi, he turns to the ‘dark side’ and, 
under the direction of an evil emperor, 
is consumed with hatred.

With his famous black mask and 
heavy breathing, darth Vader is a 
modern symbol of menace. 

Accompanied by his fearsome 
Stormtroopers, he struts across the 
galaxies determined to conquer all 
opposition and to stamp out what 
remains of the Jedi order. the only 
problem is that his son, Luke Sky-
walker, has been trained as a Jedi 
knight and is determined to save his 
father from the dark side.

Growing up, I had no interest in 
Star Wars. I disliked science fiction 
and, frankly, I found the whole thing 
quite fatuous. As the world was 
gripped with Jedi mania, I simply 
zoned out. 

Mrs dooley was, however, a Star 
Wars junkie. She understood the 
story line, enjoyed the swashbuckling 
antics of Harrison Ford as Han Solo 
and even held a flame for Luke. 
Shortly after we met, she persuaded 
me to watch the three original films 
from the Seventies and Eighties.

Beyond the crude costumes and 
often mediocre dialogue, I discovered 
a surprisingly insightful subplot. this 
was certainly not tolkien’s the Lord 
of the Rings, but it was a tale steeped 
in mythology and one whose chief 
characters were in search of redemp-
tion. It was a classic confrontation 
between good and evil, light and dark-
ness, tyranny and democracy.

More fundamentally, it was the 
story of how one family conquered 
their sinister and tragic past. In seek-
ing salvation, rather than death, for 
his father, Luke enables Vader to 
overcome his hatred and restore 
 balance to what the Jedi call ‘the 
Force’. As described by Alec Guin-
ness, who played Jedi knight obi-Wan 
Kenobi, the Force ‘is an energy field 
created by all living things. It sur-
rounds us and penetrates us; it binds 
the galaxy together. 

the reason I recount this is that my 
children have recently discovered 
Star Wars and have us tormented 
with questions about the plot, darth 
Vader’s theme music and rows about 
who best resembles the Emperor, 
Jabba the Hutt or General Grievous. 
our darth Vader mask, complete 

with simulated heavy breathing, is 
now a regular feature of daily life. So, 
too, is a collection of lightsabers, a 
Jedi’s weapon of choice. 

When Vader appears in our kitchen, 
he neither speaks nor attacks. He 
simply stands motionless, his breath-
ing being the only sign that there is 
life behind the mask. I feign terror 
but rarely manage to contain my con-
vulsions. 

In such circumstances, there is 
nothing a parent can do other than 
go with the flow. As Vader might say, 
‘resistance is useless’. And so, I have 
recently found myself watching the 
films again, discussing trivia and 
explaining plotlines. 

What’s more, I am enjoying it 
immensely. In so many ways, my boys 
have helped me rediscover my youth, 
to savour things I was far too quick to 
dismiss as nonsense. 

they have given me the opportunity 
to lighten up and, if not smell the 
roses, to feel the Force. 

Revisiting these movies has also 
reminded me that, for children, there 
is nothing more powerful than stories 
of salvation. You can give them all the 
moral instruction you like but only 
when virtue takes root in the imagi-
nation will it truly flourish. 

our eldest has become obsessed 
with the underlying mythic drama of 
Star Wars and it is having a marked 
effect on his moral perception.

He is haunted by the fact that father 
and son represent the extremes of 
good and evil and that they are des-
tined to meet in mortal combat. He is 
touched by Luke’s compassion and by 
his steadfast refusal to succumb to 
the dark side. Most of all, he is moved 
by darth Vader’s eventual redemption 
and by the reality that even vicious 
tyrants can ultimately be delivered. 

N
 
 
EEdLESS to say, our 
 middle son doesn’t think 
like that at all. the other 
night, for example, he 
steeped his hands in water 

for more than 20 minutes. ‘Why did 
you do that?’ I anxiously exclaimed 
upon seeing his deathly white and 
shrivelled skin. ‘Aren’t they just like 
the Emperor’s horrible hands?’ he 
replied through a menacing grin. 

But isn’t that the test of a great 
story, that it can be read and enjoyed 
at a number of levels? Star Wars is 
not high culture but it does possess 
something that most modern movies 
lack. It is a source both of entertain-
ment and moral enlightenment. 

now, please don’t get me wrong: I 
am certainly not about to convert to 
the ‘Jedi Church’, a dubious outfit 
with a considerable congregation. 
that said, I am more than happy to 
be swept along by all the drama and 
fun that Star Wars has recently 
brought to our house.

Explaining the heavy breathing to 
our visitors is, however, quite another 
story.
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