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The PSA from a Galaxy Far Far Away:
 A Rhetorical Analysis by Danielle Comparette
The “Star Wars Smoking PSA” was first produced and shown on TV in the late 1970’s.  The timing of this anti-smoking PSA was crucial because cigarettes were a big part of many people’s lives. The short clip shows C3PO finding R2D2 smoking a cigarette (“Star Wars Smoking”). Although C3PO seems to understand the harmful effects that smoking can have on the body, R2D2 is under the impression that smoking will make him look older (“Star Wars Smoking”). After C3PO briefly states the hazards of this habit, R2D2 wisely puts out his cigarette (“Star Wars Smoking”). The producers of this PSA wanted to make sure their message about smoking was received well and also understood, and I believe they achieved this goal. This PSA uses the rhetorical appeals and humor to effectively portray the message, that smoking is bad for you and isn’t grown up at all, to an audience of children and pre-teens.

In 1970, the anti-smoking group ASH was founded, and took the lead in alerting the public of the dangers associated with smoking (Braggs 1). Because of the new awareness, this was the decade when many people started to understand the harmful risks that came with smoking and the population of smokers began to decrease (Braggs 1). The main motivation behind the creation of this anti-smoking PSA was the fact that there was a real need for it. Although much of the information about smoking was geared toward the adults who were engaged in the habit, children were also being affected and needed to be addressed as well.

Children look up to their parents and other adults around them, and they closely observe and mirror the things that they see. This meant that parent’s attitudes about smoking greatly influenced their children. But this isn’t the only way that children were being influenced. Movies, television, commercials, magazines, and billboards all portrayed smoking as acceptable. So even though children might not have been smoking themselves, the habit was being ingrained in their heads. This is why the “Star Wars PSA” was so important. Research shows that most smokers begin smoking as young as age twelve (D’Alessandro 1). Because of this, raising awareness in children was crucial, and so was early intervention. That is why the “Star Wars PSA” was geared for a pre-teen audience, the population of children that needed the most immediate help.
This PSA was created soon after the movie was released and Star Wars was still a very hot topic. When the first Star Wars film came out in 1977, no one realized the lasting impact the science fiction movie would have. Star Wars became part of the mainstream popular culture, as well as one of the highest-grossing series of all time (“Star” 1). This means that both adults and children enjoyed the movie, and even though everyone might not have watched it, most people had at least heard of Star Wars. The popularity of Star Wars contributed to the success and overall effectiveness of this PSA because at the time Star Wars was a household name. By having a PSA that involved Star Wars, this made people stop and take notice of the PSA was trying to promote. 
Along with the popularity of the movie, also came the popularity of certain Star Wars characters. C3PO and R2D2 are main characters in the Star Wars films, which make them easily identifiable to the children who were watching this PSA. This in itself gives the characters credibility, or ethos, which is an important part of this PSA’s effectiveness. The character of C3PO in the Star Wars movie was a robot that was designed to serve humans, while also assisting with etiquette, customs, and translation so that meetings of different cultures ran smoothly (“Star” 1). C3PO is also concerned about modeling correct health habits for kids. He says, “I think we should set a good example” (“Star Wars Smoking”). The audience sees how responsible C3PO is by this statement. This aspect of his character also allows him to be highly credible with the information that he gives the audience about smoking. In the Star Wars movies, both of these characters fight for the greater good of humankind, thus making the children believe that C3PO and R2D2 are also fighting for their best interest in this PSA. Anti-smoking messages aren’t exciting or interesting to kids on their own, but if the message is paired with knowledgeable characters that the children respect and look up to, then they will at least consider what they are being asked to do. 

C3PO is such a credible source for information about humans, that this allows him to develop logos with his audience and present his argument about not smoking in a logical manner. C3PO is portrayed as an outsider who has a better perspective and knowledge about the overall smoking situation. He is not a human himself, but he is an expert in the field because he serves humans. He doesn’t just attack R2D2 with accusations about him smoking, he actually gives three very sound reasons why he shouldn’t smoke.  This makes the argument logical instead of just basing the argument on C3PO’s opinion, which is the function of logos. C3PO points out the fact that “smoking is dangerous, it does dreadful things to your lungs, and it is also very bad for your heart” (“Star Wars Smoking”). The PSA is trying to communicate that smoking isn’t just a harmless habit; there are serious health repercussions involved. This development of logos adds to the effectiveness of the PSA because without a logical argument the message would be meaningless. 


Another strength of this PSA is that it uses the rhetorical appeal of pathos, or emotions, values, and experiences, to connect with its audience. When C3P0 discovers R2D2 smoking, the reason R2D2 gives for taking part in this habit is that he thinks smoking makes him look grown up (“Star Wars Smoking”). This is a great tactic for connecting to children who are watching this PSA because it is highlighting a trait that R2D2 and the children share. This makes him connect on an emotional level with his audience. Many kids start smoking because they think it makes them look older and more mature. By having R2D2 express the same feelings about smoking, this helps children feel that they aren’t alone and makes them listen to the rest of the message to see what R2D2 will decide to do.  Pathos is helpful in any PSA because if the audience doesn’t share an emotional investment with the characters then this might hinder the overall impact of the message and make it less effective.

Perhaps one of the most effective elements of this PSA is the fact that it uses humor to get its message across to its audience of children and pre-teens. Although children might listen to the PSA because they see their favorite characters on the screen, they are more likely to remember the PSA and its message if it has some additional elements in it that they enjoyed. Humor is a powerful tool in making something memorable. The very opening scene in the PSA involves CP3O discovering R2D2 smoking. At first when he just sees the smoke he exclaims, “R2, you’re on fire!”(“Star Wars Smoking”). Children would find this humorous because they can clearly see that R2D2 isn’t on fire. Later in the PSA after C3PO is done talking about the damage smoking can do to your heart, R2D2 reminds him that he doesn’t have a heart. (“Star Wars Smoking”). The small aspects of humor throughout the PSA add an element of enjoyment which also gets kids interested in its very serious message. These lines in the PSA seem humorous because the children see how concerned C3PO gets about a heart he doesn’t even have. But, this also makes them start thinking about their own heart, something they might have taken for granted before. Although the characters make sure to express that the effects of smoking are anything but humorous, humor does play an important role in the overall effectives and reception of the PSA.

The audience of this “Star Wars PSA” is a hard range of children to reach. Pre-teens are more likely to look to their fellow peers for advice about topics like smoking and drinking instead of authority figures. Pre-teens no longer want to be treated as children, but as mature individuals. When thinking about these factors while viewing the” Star Wars PSA”, the viewer might notice some limitations. Pre-teens might think that listening to a robot talk about the hazards of smoking is a waste of time, and a pretty childish way to get the message across. Another limitation is the fact that a lot of the effectiveness of the PSA hinges on if the audience recognizes the Star Wars characters. The impact of the message might not be as powerful if the audience has no connection or awareness of C3PO or R2D2. Making a perfect PSA that is guaranteed to be effective for every member of the target audience is impossible. So even though this PSA does have some limitations, the overall message and delivery is extremely effective.
A PSA will be most effective for an audience of children and pre-teens if it couples something familiar to them with its message. So, by incorporating the familiar characters of C3PO and R2D2 into this anti-smoking PSA, it really increases the chance that children will pay attention to the message. With the credibility of the two characters in this PSA also come logos, pathos, and humor. All of these elements work together to make a very effective PSA. 
Works Cited
Braggs, Steven. “Smoking and the 70’s”. <http://www.retrowow.co.uk>. 21 March 2009. <http://www.retrowow.co.uk/retro_britian/70s/smoking-70s.html>.

D’Alessandro, Donna. “Smoking and Tobacco”. <http://lib.cpums.edu.cn>. 2002. 21 March 2009.<http://lib.cpums.edu.cn/jiepou/tupu/atlas/www.vh.org/pediatric/patient/pediatrics/cqqa/smoking.html>.

“Star Wars”. 21 March 2009. <http://starwars.wikia.com/wiki/star-wars>.

“Star Wars Smoking PSA”. 6 March 2007. You Tube. Video. 22 March 2009 <http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ywQgktBR6-w>.

