The Duality of Anakin Skywalker/Darth Vader: Moral Ambiguity in the Star Wars Universe

The world of Star Wars is, to match the very nature of the force, quite black and white. It mainly focusses on traditionalism and the fight between pure good and pure evil. Characters don’t appear to be very 3 dimensional at face value, but when looking deeper we can discover that some characters have more depth than what’s presented on the surface. A prime example of this is the original trilogy’s prime villain, Darth Vader, who is presented as a force of pure evil, but when looking deeper and by using further context provided from the prequel trilogy and other content outside of the main series of films, we can see that this is a character who is just as broken as he is evil.
Moral Ambiguity
The universe of Star Wars takes many different inspirations from our real world in its storytelling, its most notable inspiration comes down to its portrayal of good vs evil. Throughout the original trilogy, the fight between good and evil is the fight between the Rebel Alliance and the Galactic Empire. While the Empire is depicted as a tyrannical, oppressive government, the Rebels are freedom fighters aiming towards a galaxy free of the Empire’s domination. While both sides appear to be cut and dry, there’s quite a lot that goes into their depictions that paints these concepts in an ambiguous and philosophical manner.
For example, the evil nature of the Empire is presented through its super weapon, the Death Star; “The moon-sized war machine capable of destroying entire planets. Here, the state itself has become an immense machine, impersonal and authoritarian, manned by faceless stormtroopers.” (Falzon, 2007, p.202) Meanwhile, the rebel cause is motivated by the force, an external, mystical power. “In Star Wars, technology is not intrinsically bad or anti-human. The rebels also make use of technology to fight against the Death Star. They, however, are inspired and guided by something beyond technology, the Jedi Religion, which gives their struggle a moral basis.” (Falzon, 2007, p.202) Both sides of the fight are presented in a unique fashion, which displays their capacity for, or a lack of, humanity and morality. When applying these concepts to Darth Vader, his future moral confliction is foreshadowed, as he is a former Jedi who is capable of using the force, which shows his affiliation with a noble cause, The Jedi Order. But he is also a cyborg, someone who is described as being “More machine now, that man. Twisted and evil” (Return of the Jedi, 1983) which links him to an evil cause, The Empire, which uses technology in its authoritarian oppression. This portrayal of Darth Vader is a visual cue to his confliction that will become more prevalent in the future, a display of his moral ambiguity, as he appears to possess traits that share both the good and bad sides of the overall fight. 
Vader is challenged with the very prospect of his haunted past by other characters such as his son, Luke Skywalker and former master, Obi-Wan Kenobi on more than one occasion, which is usually met with heavy resistance, however there is one example which can be interpreted in different ways. “I am not your failure, Obi-Wan. You didn’t kill Anakin Skywalker, I did. The same way I will destroy you.” (Obi-Wan Kenobi, 2022) This was Vader’s way of assuring Obi Wan that he was not responsible for Anakin’s downfall, and he wants the credit for destroying Anakin himself. Throughout the franchise, Obi-Wan has become burdened with guilt at the prospect that he created a monster, given that he was Vader’s former master when he was once Anakin Skywalker, a Jedi Knight. At face value, this line from Vader could easily be seen as him expressing his pride for his wrongdoings and turning it into a threat at Obi-Wan’s expense. But looking deeper into the scene, one could say that Anakin slipped out for a moment, giving Obi-Wan peace in knowing his downfall wasn’t his fault, easing his guilt, before Vader takes control again and turns this statement into a threat. 
The scene’s visual design significantly aids this portrayal of confliction and ambiguity within Vader. For example, his mask is cut open, revealing a part of his face underneath. This could visually imply the notion that a small part of Anakin is reaching out to Obi-Wan, beneath the dark, technological terror of Vader’s helmet. Another visual aid is the image of Vader’s red lightsaber, and Obi-Wan’s blue lightsaber reflecting from Vader’s helmet. This further emphasises Vader’s inner moral struggle, as these opposing colours are fighting for dominance on the audience’s image on Vader. And once Vader takes control, Obi-Wan’s blue lightsaber reflection dissipates, and what remains is only Vader’s radiant red lightsaber, symbolising the death of Anakin, and the overwhelming dominance of Vader. An image of the dark side having taken over completely, snuffing out the light.
Outside of visual aids, there are audible cues that help portray the confliction within Vader. Due to his damaged helmet, his voice modulator is malfunctioning while he speaks, allowing the audience to hear his real voice slip out, further portraying the idea that Anakin is breaking through in order to communicate to Obi-Wan. However, Vader’s modulator does kick in occasionally, meaning Anakin is unable to fully break through the surface and fully break free from the grasp of the dark side.
The fact that this small monologue allows the audience to interpret Vader’s meaning themselves paints a perfect picture of Vader’s moral ambiguity. Perhaps Anakin did slip out for a moment, or perhaps Vader said this deliberately to hurt Obi-Wan even more. But the scene’s visual design as well as Vader’s vague wording portrays the notion that Vader himself is unsure, which aligns with the enlarging conflict that occurs within his character. This conflict that occurs within Vader is a common development, and the fact that a very evil character has this level of conflict proves that this universe isn’t as black and white as it appears. The series follows the traditional good vs evil way of storytelling; however, Vader is the single embodiment of good vs evil, considering he is always at odds with himself, struggling to keep his good side from coming out, fighting the part of him that he wants to forget.
Duality
The nature of duality has had its fair share of beliefs over the years from many different philosophers, with its general meaning leaning to a separation of the mind and the body, where this concept deals more into spirituality and how every person has a divide between their spiritual self, and their physical self. However, Friedrich Nietzsche believed that duality was the internal struggle of human values such as good and evil and that every person had Apollonian and Dionysian values within themselves. His perception of the concept of duality differed from other philosophers, such as Plato, who associated duality with the separation of the mind from the body. However, Friedrich’s view on duality opens a lot more possibilities when applying it to Darth Vader. As Vader is the personification of a single being battling Apollonian and Dionysian values within himself.
Friedrich’s perception of duality heavily applies to Darth Vader. When we are first introduced to him, we are presented with a dominating, frightening and powerful threat, who appears to be efficient and merciless. This presentation sets the audience’s expectation for the character, that he is a tyrannical force of pure evil. However, it is later revealed that he isn’t as cut and dry as previously shown, after he tells Luke that he is, in actuality, his father, the former Jedi Knight Luke aspired to be. This shocking reveal juxtaposes our initial review of Vader, as the audience is now battling with an Apollonian view on a character they may have misunderstood, or a Dionysian view of an evil manipulator. 
Throughout the original Star Wars trilogy, Luke is the personification of good; he is kind, brave and selfless. Meanwhile Vader is the personification of evil; he is destructive, demonic and selfish. However, this distinguishable line between these two characters becomes interwoven after Vader possesses more depth than what was shown on the surface. This traditional good vs evil story takes a drastic turn and has become more personal and intimate. Instead of a climactic battle between Luke and the man who killed his father, it has now become a battle for Luke to set his father free of the monster he has become. 
Luke’s struggle to convert Vader back to the light side matched with Vader’s struggle to turn Luke over to the dark side conveys the very thing Nietzsche believed duality was all about. Luke is struggling to resist himself to be taken over by his own anger, falling to the dark side, and Vader is struggling to let go of his own anger, and fall to the light side. Both the dark and light sides in Star Wars represent good and evil, and each character’s struggle with it represents themselves fighting their own inner demons. Vader is desperate to turn Luke to the dark side because Luke serves as a beacon of purity to Vader, and as long as he continues to resist Vader’s urges, he will continue to be a living reminder of the man Vader once was, something Vader desperately wants to forget. Luke even addresses this when he tells Vader; “Your thoughts betray you, father. I feel the good in you, the conflict.” (Return of the Jedi, 1983) Luke is the only character who doesn’t give up on Vader, meanwhile characters like Obi-Wan accept Vader for the monster he appears to be. Luke is the catalyst to Vader’s character, his persistent belief that there is goodness within Vader confirms Vader’s sense of duality. Vader’s battle isn’t just with Luke, he’s also fighting to destroy the small amount of goodness that’s left in him. Which is exactly what Nietzsche’s view on duality represents, both Vader and Luke are fighting opposing values within themselves, only on opposite ends of the coin.
Applying Philosophical Concepts in Practice
In my future storytelling practice, this exploration of philosophical ideas could be applied through having gained a deeper understanding on the complexity of writing. Whether it be to a specific story or character, the idea of leaning more to a philosophical side in my practice could very well end up with a more interesting and compelling result. Given how philosophy delves into the complexity of morals for example, this could lead to writing a character that has a lot of depth and is convoluted, maybe struggling with a moral confliction, and this could make for some compelling storytelling in general.
This exploration into philosophy will change my creative practice by forcing me to think more methodically and less surface level. The philosophical ideas I have explored prove how interesting a story idea or character can be when you approach them with this kind of mindset. Moral ambiguity has always been something that intrigues me about a character, I tend to become fascinated by someone who has layers and isn’t restricted by the confines of typical character writing, it allows them to branch out and make an interesting impression on the audience, by being more interesting and realistic. Such as Darth Vader for example, he is an icon of a villain, but this isn’t simply because he's a force of evil and a powerful threat, it’s the intriguing confliction that’s given to him that allows him to have depth as a character for the remainder of the series. This concept could be further investigated in my future storytelling practice, given that moral ambiguity and confliction doesn’t have any confines, it’s a concept that could potentially branch out and be studied in many different ways. 
This same thing can be applied to duality, specifically, Friedrich’s unique perception of duality, where a man possesses nature’s good and bad values within himself. Where moral ambiguity focusses on a rather blurry line between good and bad, duality is more of a clear-cut separation, where these traits are distinguishable and at odds with eachother. This same philosophical concept also applies to a character like Darth Vader, because his evil side is constantly at odds with the small amount of goodness within him that causes his conflict. This is yet another philosophical concept that has a lot of potential within storytelling, where characters do not possess a single value or trait, but instead are having internal struggles between good and evil within themselves. 
After having investigated philosophical ideas such as these, I have learned to think outside of the box when it comes to thinking about story and character ideas, given that philosophy in media has proven how expansive an idea can be taken when you apply a philosophical mindset to your creative practice. It can enrich a story idea in a number of different ways, as well as inspire a lot of thought and intrigue.
The Power of Philosophical Concepts in Filmmaking
Philosophy has proven to be a valuable concept in filmmaking, with it reflecting multiple psychological angles that study the nature of ethics, epistemology and metaphysics. Philosophical ideas have broad implications when it comes to film, whether it be through deep character studies or a complex, thought-provoking narrative that forces the audience to reflect on their perception of the world around them.
The words of different philosophers can also have broad implications on film, as Ludwig Wittgenstein put it; “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.” (Nordmann, 2005, p154) In other words, the limit of one’s language is the limit of one’s world, and if one cannot communicate, then one has nothing to say. I interpret this quote in a way as it amends the meaning of how the thought of metaphysics branching into the study of reality should be neglected and instead our minds should be focussed on the hard truth. However, this quote seems to express the notion that speaking of such things degrades our understanding of these concepts, and instead we should let other means take over when the capacity of language is not enough to withstand the weight of certain things such as human emotion. This quote delves into the prospect that language is more than simply a way of speaking, and doing so is a rather surface level method of expressing one’s thoughts, instead, we should let our intuitive understanding of such concepts speak in other, more creative ways.
This is where I feel philosophy gains its significance when it comes to its appliance to film and tv, as it branches our minds out into new expressions and ideas. The very nature of philosophical concepts opens our minds up to being able to interpret unique and innovative ideas that can have a real impact on the minds of the audience, whether it be questioning their existence, state of morality and so on. Many films have used such concepts and I believe many will continue to do so.
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