AVATAR AS A PARABLE

Raohin TTensman

Ir:--inw of Avatar moTe a conment e ils politics, and on
orhe colmentarics om irg palitics.,

The plotis simple. In rhe vear 2154, acalony of Lhumans b
Dz sel up by R12A coeporation, hesdod by Puder Selindge,
on the distant planel Pandurs. with e intealiva of mining
itz meserves of the incredibly valuahlz mineia] umsbtaniomm.
B the digenous inhalpiids, e S i, are an obslaels 1o
this gaal, sinee the unobraninm liss beneath the foiest they
mhahit, wih the bigozear depesil baneath their apeestral
Haometies. Dr Grace Augestine heads the Avatar progcme,
which blends the 1% A of Dudividual human belogs with that
ol the 3u™vi to create Ma'+i avatyrs whicl can be contrallad
by the mind of the haman. Through this, they can cstablish
contact with the Ma'vi, [ind oot abe taeerand theie hahital,
and hapelully persuade them to conperate with the company,
Bul should they fail, the nelitary wing noder Colonel Miles
Quarilch ia preised o memmove chem by foroe,

Take, a paraplegic ex-maring, gots jnvalved in the avaty
prigramime beciuse his twin brother, o scientise originally
mvinlvad ia i was killed inoa myaging. Hut as the mission
praceeds, Taks, like his eollzagoes Groce and orm, cormes
o appreciils the culowre of the X' cven 33 he provides
strarcgic jnformation abont tism m his debricfing sessions:
marzaer, fie Tells an L wich Meplirl, a 5e™vi fomale, ol
she falls o luve with him. Sallridge und Quariich ae
empaticntand give Crace and Take jusl ene hoor f0 convioge
the Ma™wi to vacale Lhewr hahirar, failing which the muliliry
will awing inta wetivn, In amempring W carmy out this mission,
Girace and Juke huve to reveal their par, wpon which the
Mia'vl eewse them of betrayul and tic fhem up, hut st this
poinl the vrslaught oo Ilometree, in whick: many Sa™vi are
killed. beoins. The humun cvatars of Geaee, Morm and Jake
are beld caplive by Ouariteh for cozason, hut Trady, o sBCUrity
farce pilot disgosted by all this violenze, fies them oot ul nng
wilh thet labaratary, 10 the jungle. Inthe erueial batle, these
[our as well as ancther scisndst, 137 Max Patel, fight an the
side ol the N&"vi, and Grace and Tiady aee Lilled by the
seurity Forees, along with hundreds of Ma' vi. But the attack

il

sinauld elarity from the heginning il this is no 8 film | 45 fnally repelled, snd the invaders sene back o their depleced

plancr cantly, Juke, Morm and Muos remain with the Savi.

Frederick Alexander Meude sccuses the [lm of promoting
White supromaciem because ite hero displays pliysical,
intelleenial wd spiritual supecivnily over the Na'vi (Meade
20T Readiug this, anyone who has noescen (e Glm would
never imagine that Jske, in his White avatar, spends his titne
throughout the film scatcd in o wheelchair o Lving in 2
michine; he cannal stand or walk. much lass fight or conguer.
A the end of the . Meytin has to soee him fram imminent
death by despatching Coariteh with her bow and acoows. It
i only in his Na®vi wearar — whicl i fur suparios o his Whise
eme — thial he can march the indigenons bainges physically,
Funhenmure, b stans off neive and sufficiently wncritical
at his gwn culture to participaes in 4 prject aimed al
displaving the Na'vi by any means requied: it is only when
his e¥cs are opencd o the cominal =nterprize in which his
cmplovers are cnpagad that be awitches sides.

It is e il near the be gioning. Neyrivi efraing from kil
him Because o saered secd lands nn Ber arow when she s
abuout Lo shoat hiny Dioes this signify, s Meade sugassis,
thiat hee s their ‘redesmer ! One would hurdly think so rom
e way in which Neyiirl preseeds w berete him! As her
muther, wha i the spiritoal leader of the clan, ssems oo
conlirm, the sced is simply saying, ‘Thon'L kilt him, glve him
@ vhance. be canchinee. Again, he does succeed in rmaounl T
the fying Toruk, which only 3 few members of the
eomtnunily have over besn abla ta do, Bul he docs this 3o
desperate bid ooowin back thedr trast afier they have cast him
oul for betraving them, hecause he needs their help Lo heal
{irace, who is dving. And il is surely perverse o think that
Eywea, tie deity, responds w his prayer for help becanse he
= spiniually superior to e Na' vi, and nat bevause she wants
to save them from extermination” Would she live answerced
his prayer if be hud prayed for the company™s mission to
succand? Sirely noe

What has accurred here i= 2 conversion. bat in the DppUsile
dirztion w the one sought by the invaders, Take and hiz
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friends risk their lives to stand by the Na’vi, and two of them
are killed in the process. Throughout, the Na'vi are portrayed
as being superior to the White invaders physically,
intellectually and spiritually; only in terms of rriiiitary
hardware are the invaders superior. and here the solidarity
offered to them by Jake and Trudy is critical. Only someone
- who is quite insecure in his or her coloured skin could read
this as a While supremacist narrative.

George Monbiot’s take on the film is more perceptive
(Monbiot 2010). He describes the film as ‘profound’ because
it is a metaphor for the American Holocaust, the worst
genocide in human history, in which some 100 million
indigenous people of the: Americas and Caribbean were
exterminated by European invaders, He notes that the Right
hates Avatar, recognizing the subversive potential of a {ilm
which encourages its viewers to ‘root for the defeat of
American soldiers’, and concludes that the film "speaks of a

truth more important — and more dangerous — than those

contained in a thousand arthouse movies." Yet he also
describes the film as ‘profoundly silly” because it has a happy
ending which does not reflect the reality; and here, possibly,
he may be wrong. At least, let us hope so, because the drama
it depicts has not yet been played out.

As the recent UN Report on the State of the World’s
Indigenous Peoples (United Nations 2010) reminds us, there
are still 370 million indigenous people in the world, and many
are still being subjected to displacement and dispossession,
and suffer physical abuse, imprisonment, torturc and even
death if they try to assert their rights. Nowhere is this more
true than in India’s forest belt, where the Adivasis (indigenous
people of India) are being displaced from their traditional
habitats by the pursuit of ‘development’, of late driven mainly
by commercial interests including mining. As an official
report notes, ‘As tribal arcas are also rich in mineral
resources, the mining projects proposed such as in Orissa,
Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh threaten the very cxistence of
tribal people’ (Government of India 2008: 15).

Indeed, the heart-breaking moment in Avarar, when the
ancestral Hometree of the Na’vi is destroyed and many are
killed while the rest are displaced, could well be a metaphor
for what is happening in the state of Chhattisgarh in Central
India, where the security forces of a fascist state government,
together with a state-sponsored, largely tribal militia (Salwa

Judumj, have driven tens of thousands of Adivasis out of

their villages and destroyed them. In the process, many have
been injured, tortured, raped and killed. One non-tribal
activist fighting against these injustices, renowned Dr
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Binayak Sen, was arresied and kept behind bars for over
two years on false charges (Wajihuddin 2009); another,
Himanshu Kumar, had his Gandhian ashram destroyed, and
has suffered continuous harassment (Gautam 2009).
Journalists and human rights activists trying to investigate
and report on the situation have been assaulted physically
and kept out. Inordinate effort was nceded to get Sodhi

Sambho, a young Adivasi woman who was witness to a

massacre, the medical treatment she needed for her bullet-
shattered leg; yet even in hospital she remained a virtual
captive of the state police, effectively cut off from journalists
and even from her lawyer in the case pertaining to the
massacre. Three other witnesses were detained by the police,
who are the alleged perpetrators: the very opposite of a
witness-protection programme (JTha 2010; Igbal 2010; Sethi
2010). :

Some Adivasis have joined the Communist Party of India
(Maoist) (also known as ‘Maoists’ or ‘Naxalites’) in order
to fight the state security forces, even though the goal of the
CPl (Maoist) (capturing state power) and its methods
(destruction of schools and infrastructure, recruitment of
child soldicrs, summary execution of those labelled as
informers, etc.) are inimical to the welfare of the Adivasis
and their own demands (Human Rights Watch 2008). The
central government is supporting a military attack on the
Maoists, despite the fact that many unaffiliated Adivasis will
be caught in the crossfire, even though its own report
(Government of India 2008) makes it clear that so long as
unchecked violations of the legal and constitutional rights
of Adivasis continue, they will continue to be pushed into
the ranks of the Maoists. It is probably in recognition of this
fact that the government is considering legislation that will
restrict mining by private sector companies in tribal areas,
and take into consideration constitutional provisions for the
protection of tribal communities and their rights. Mining
companies are already lobbying against this proposed
restriction of their access to our earthly equivalents of
unobtanium (Narayan 2010). Unless there is even stronger
counter-lobbying by tribal rights, human rights and
environmentalist groups, it is unlikely that this legislation
will ever make it to the statute books. Poor implementation
of the otherwise laudable Forest Rights Act (2007)
demonstrates that pressure for implementation is equally
important.

Similar events are occurring in other countries, and the bows
and arrows of the indigenous people are as ineffective against
the firepower of the invaders as they were in the time of
Columbus. Yet they do have weapons that were not available
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i 1452 legal and constiluional rights, snvicommental laws,
imernacicnal Jaw, arealer knowledes of Lhe devastaring
envireminentul impact of deforestaion and miliacism, wod
medern inlormetion and ¢ommunicartion echnaluogiss.
Sreugeles in the real world ars mors cormplicaled and meagy
thaz Lhe cloancot fight between garsd and evil in the warld
ol Avaior: the wvaders are nes necessarily Whire; snme of
the indigenous peaple may collaborate with them, while
arfiess 1oy join gronps ke e Maoists whose intaests ¢lash
wilh their owm; indigencus people helonzing w Jillsrent
trabes Ty Fight each ther for control ovey the s wiritory,
same trilsil vustoms may be exliemely oppressive, cspecially
o warnen; Tee many indigenous peaple, their bigaest problem
muy he the digcrimination and crelusion they Taze in
Maimsrrein sociely; and all those aotons Bave to sha the
samc plavel, in &ome cascs (he same country. Bul = 1
progeanlly silly e chink thar the surviving indigenous psople
o the. wearld can win sufficizot contral over their lives and
Bikitiels L securs Fracdon from poverty, indigoity and violeny
abuse? 'The happy ending of Avar encouriges us tn hope
that i is nat
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