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Introduction:
· Star Wars Episode V, The Empire Strikes Back, directed by Irvin Kershner 1980. This review aims to examine and explain the various religious and pop culture themes and elements that are embedded in its story and expanded world (known in the series as the expanded universe). (Star Wars Episode V, The Empire Strikes Back 1980)
In this highly successful and highly anticipated sequel of the 1977 original Star Wars Episode IV, A New Hope, we start with the iconic scroll, the title of the film appears on a space background with a general summary of the plot, the thunderous sound track echoes in the background creating a feeling of excitement and wonder of what is to come. The most important part of this opening scroll is in the title, when the first film was released in 1977 it was originally in cinemas with the title on the scroll just being Star Wars, however, when The Empire Strikes Back was released it had the subtitle ‘Episode V’; as soon as audiences saw this they were on a metaphorical hook (Stringer, 2003). It is genius filmmaking because the audience sees Episode V and thinks “so the first film is Episode IV and this one is Episode V, the next in the trilogy will be Episode VI……. What about Episode I, II, and III? What happens there?”  Therefore, the whole audience wants to know what happens, and will more than likely pay more money in the future to see it. 
After the iconic scroll we see the formidable Imperial Navy sending out probe droids all over the galaxy to find the thorn in their side, the Rebel Alliance; the rebels are hiding out in their secret base on the frozen and unforgiving planet of Hoth. These opening scenes are very well filmed and it is clear that a lot of effort went into the production and direction, with huge sets used for the internal shots of the Imperial star destroyers to the on location filming of the rebels on the planet surface; these scenes were filmed in Norway on the  Hardangerjøkulen glacier (Lucas, G. 2004). The odds were stacked against the cast and crew as the area received some of the worst weather it has seen in over fifty years with temperatures going as low as -20c-. this shows us the cast and crews’ commitment to making this film braving harsh conditions. They wanted to be a part of the popular culture even if it was from behind the scenes, one scene in particular (Luke escaping the monsters cave) was filmed out of the back of the crew’s hotel door because the weather was so bad (Lucas, G. 2004). A key scene at the start of the film is when the main character Luke Skywalker is attacked and captured by the Wampa ice monster. In this world of space travel the human race very often becomes very vulnerable, they go to planets that have never been charted or even visited by humans, they encounter flora and fauna which is much more powerful and viscous then humans and would not think twice about attacking and eating a human. Power and humanness is a concept of western religions and is called anthropocentric, humans are powerful beings that are in charge of the earth and the flora and fauna that are here, were as indigenous people see the world in an animist way; they see humans as overall less powerful than the plants and animals around us. (Root-Bernstein, M., Douglas, L., Smith, A. 2013)
Luke is one of the last Jedi’s left in the galaxy, the Jedi are a group or order of people in the galaxy who are sensitive to what is called “the force”, this force is an energy field that surrounds all living things in the galaxy, it enables the Jedi to do and perform things which to non-force sensitives would be considered super or un-natural: things such as increased reflexes, telekinesis, telepathy, foresight (seeing the future), mind manipulation and many others. Force users are separated into the light and the dark side, this is a direct representation of good and evil (yin and yang, black and white) the light side Jedi’s being compassionate, empathic and being galactic wide peacekeepers and diplomats. The dark side Jedi’s otherwise known as the Sith, are as you may think the opposite of the light side, they rely on anger, aggression, jealousy and hatred; they think only about themselves. In the previous film we find out from Luke’s mentor Obi Wan Kenobi that there are few Jedi’s left in the galaxy, one of which is the second in command of the empire the evil Sith Lord Darth Vader. 
Here in a science fiction series we have a very deep and philosophical element to the whole plot. Two sides following and surrounding this god-like element ‘the force’ the light and the dark side both have their teachings and rules, which are very defined and strict. Here we have a good representation and reflection of heaven and hell and god and the devil. (Geraghty, L. 2005)   
In the ice monster’s cave Luke is frozen into the celling by his feet, the chilling cries from the monster can be heard in the distance, Luke sees his chance for escape in his lightsabre (laser sword) which is in the snow jus feet away from him, he tries and fails to use the force to get his lightsabre. At this moment he relaxes himself and remembers the brief teachings from Obi Wan and he manages to telekinetically get his lightsabre and free himself. As he escapes through the frozen tundra as ferocious storm blows in and Luke collapses in the snow. Here were see a key scene, Luke’s former mentor obi wan Kenobi appeared to him in the form of an apparition (a force ghost) and tells him he must go and learn the ways of the force from his former mentor or ‘master’ Yoda on a long since forgotten planet. Luke is short after rescued and returned to base; an epic battle ensues between the rebels and the empire in which the rebels buy themselves time to escape. Luke leaves on his journey to find the mysterious Jedi master, he makes his way to the planet and crash lands on the swamp planet of Dagobah. After escaping the swamp Luke sets up camp and starts to feel strange, like he has been there before, it is in this moment that a small green alien reveals himself to Luke ( and his trusty droid RD-D2) at first the creature is somewhat comical and eccentric, he tells Luke if he comes with him he will take him to meet the mysterious Yoda, Luke follows him to his small mud hut. The set on this part of the film is outstanding, it is very believable, and the effort and work put in again shows it worth. After some food, Luke is eager and very impatient to go and meet Yoda, in the following moments the mysterious creature reveals himself to be Yoda. He telepathically communes with obi wan Kenobi in such a way that Luke can hear them, after a small discussion obi wan convinces yoda to start training Luke. In the ensuing scenes Luke and yoda traverse the local swamp doing physical and mental training. In these scenes are I think the most important and iconic scenes in the Star Wars franchise in relation to religion and pop culture and its effects. Yoda tells Luke that the dark side is not as strong as the light but is quicker easier and more of a seductive way of attaining the force, this represents attaining religious enlightenment, to gain enlightenment of ‘God’ it is a hard long road in which you make a lot of sacrifices, whereas the dark side represents attaining enlightenment of the ‘Devil’ or ‘Satan’, evil, quick and seductive. He goes on to explain that the force is generated by all living things “between me, you, the tree, the rock, even between you and your ship” referring to Luke’s x-wing fighter that had sunk into the swamp. Wanting and edging him to use the force to get his ship back, Luke says “ok I’ll try” in which Yoda’s response is “no do or do not, there is no try” a line which has deep philosophical meaning and implication. Luke attempts the task but fails and walks off to sulk; yoda then retrieves the ship, Luke says “I don’t believe it” yoda replies “that is why you fail”. This scene and these lines and their philosophy are used and followed by people all over the world. It along with the Jedi order has given rise to the Jedi religion. People from all walks of life follow the code and especially yoda’s teachings, and these people follow this religion as they call it. In England and wales in 2001 the census reported that just under 400,000 people said that their official religion is Jedi, surpassing Judaism, Buddhism and Sikhism, making it the fourth biggest religion in England and wales. (statistics.gov.uk, 2001.) This has huge meaning, the fact that a religion that is the fourth biggest means that a religion has literally been formed out of a science fiction series/franchise, it has been formed from the imagination of one person. No other religion in our modern time has had such a beginning, coming from popular culture and still being popular culture but has also become an official religion, not just in England and wales but all over the world.
After this deep moment, yoda put Luke through more training, whilst telepathically lifting some stones Luke saw a glimpse of the future in which his friends (other rebels) were being hurt and were in a lot of pain. He rushes off to help despite yoda’s warnings that his training is incomplete and that he should not make such a rash decision. He arrives in cloud city, a floating planet high in the atmosphere of the gas giant Bespin. After sneaking through its streets Luke falls into the trap of Darth Vader. Vader had previously captured Luke’s friends and sent the smuggler Han Solo off to be the prisoner of the infamous crime lord Jabba the Hutt. A battle ensues between Luke and Vader; this fight scene was quite slow and drawn out, as you are first watching it seems like a bit of an anti-climax, as Luke’s duelling skills are no were near the levels of expertise of Darth Vader. Luke gets pushed back into an enclosed dark corner in front of a big glass window, the setting is very dark and quiet, and it is clear that Luke is very frightened, which is a big rule breaker for the Jedi, but not for the Sith. Vader is very eager to ‘turn’ Luke over to the dark so that his powers can be used for the powers of evil, control and dominance, this can be representative of giving into temptation, allowing the devil to take control over what you no is right. It is hear that when Luke deflects one of Vader’s attacks, he goes rushing out of the window that has just been broken, the fight continues, and Luke is pushed back onto a narrow ledge with no where to go. Vader cuts off Luke’s arm to disarm him (no pun intended) it is here that Darth Vader reveals to Luke that he is in fact (WARNING SPOLIER ALERT!) his farther. He urges him to join him so they can rule the galaxy together. Luke distraught by this news throws himself off the ledge failing into a garbage shoot; clinging for dear life Luke gets rescued by his friends who escort him to safety. Once Luke and his friends re-convened with the rebels, he received a prosthetic hand and the film ends with views of a beautiful orbital galaxy. It is worth mentioning that the word ‘Vader’ in Dutch and German means farther, here is a very clear yet unnoticed clue of the plot of the film, Darth Vader translates as Darth farther. 
Visually this film is very stunning, it succeeds across the board, direction, production, sound, costume and even puppeteering; above all else we to thank George Lucas and his special effects team for their work. George and his team literally gave birth to modern film and television special effects (Lucas, G. 2004) Watching the space scenes and the big battles, I could actually believe it was real. This has huge knock on effects for the world of popular culture, not just science fiction series but films in general, special effects would not be what they are today if it was not for star wars, the success of the franchise coupled with the religious and philosophy elements make it one of the most if not the most influenceable film franchises of all time.
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