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“Avatar” Anthropological Analysis

“Avatar” is a 2009 film directed and produced by James Cameron. The film features a group of humans from the Resource Development Administration (RDA) and astrobiologists on a quest to expand their mining colony to Pandora, a habitable planetary body orbiting a distant star system. As a film featuring characters from different cultures, intercultural conflicts, intercultural relationships, and individuals from two cultures coexisting harmoniously, Avatar is widely considered as an important film that can be used to study anthropology (Briones 313). By analyzing the similarities and differences between the Na’Vis and humans from modernization, religious beliefs, and assimilation lenses, it is possible to understand how different cultures relate with one another.

Culture

Avatar addresses human and Na’Vi cultures. As a film set in a hypothetical habitable moon, the film features both humans and aliens, their interactions, and their conflicts. While each group is made up of minority groups, as is the case with clans among the Na’Vi, the film synopsis and grouping of both the humans and the aliens do not allow enough room to identify the distinctions between the subcultures. However, both groups are portrayed as intelligent characters who have a clear culture that dictates their behaviors and ways of life. They are also portrayed as having identifiable languages, religion, power structures, family dynamics, and unique behaviors. For instance, characters from both groups are able to converse with members of their respective groups and understand one another. Similarly, the actions of members of each category seem to be consistent with that of the entire group.

Humans and Na’Vi exhibit several cultural similarities and differences. Language is one of the key differences between the two groups. While humans speak the English language, the aliens speak a unique dialect different from that of the humans. However, a key similarity in their language is that the two categories have shared non-verbal communication that they use as the basis for understanding one another. The two groups also have unique power structures. In this case, humans tend to have a clear chain of command that is led by the head of the RDA leaders. The hierarchy flows down to colonel, military pilots, exobiologist, and the assistants. Every human is expected to follow this chain of command and to obey orders from higher ranks. While similar power structures exist among the Na’Vis, power structures and family dynamics are intertwined. For instance, Neytiri’s father also doubles up as the leader of the clan, with Neytiri and her mother serving as powerful individuals within the clan who support the father in leading the community. Regarding religion, both the humans and the Na’Vis believe in a supernatural being who has control over everything that happens in the universe. In this case, the Na’Vis believe in a goddess whom they all pray for blessings, life, and protection. In the same way, Sully also prays to the gods for victory when he learns that an army of humans is on its way to obliterate the Na’Vis.

There are several scenes in the film that show differences between the cultures of humans and the Na’Vis. One of these is the scene where Colonel Quaritch plans to destroy a giant tree that is referred to as the Na’Vi’s Hometree. The Na’Vi’s consider the Hometree a sacred place and often retreat to this place to connect with nature and their goddess. Since Quaritch does not share the beliefs of the Na’Vis, he plans to destroy the tree as a way of forcing the locals away and gaining access to the Unobtanium deposits lying below. The differences in beliefs lead to an escalation of the conflict between the humans and the Na’Vis to the point where each group decides to take arms against one another. The differences in the beliefs of the two groups thus cause a misunderstanding, which then influences their behavior and aggression against one another.

Anthropological Concepts

The selected anthropological concepts for this assignment are assimilation, religious beliefs, and modernization. These concepts are not only important in developing the film synopsis, but they also aid in understanding the behaviors and interactions between different characters in the film. As explained by Mullins (115), assimilation is used as a tool for creating new cultures and subcultures in films. In the case of Avatar, the film creators use the concept of assimilation to merge different cultures and come up with a unique culture that represents the hypothetical characters. In the same way, further assimilation and enculturation are used to develop subcultures that lie between the humans and the aliens. On the other hand, religious beliefs shape the morals, ethics, and accepted codes of conduct among the characters in a film (Bae 13). In the case of Avatar, the film creators use religious principles to develop behaviors and morals that are acceptable among humans and the Na’Vis. Religious differences are also used to create conflict between the two groups. Finally, modernization is used to show the level of intelligence between the two groups (Inglehart and Baker 25). In this case, the viewer can compare the technologies used by the two groups in order to gauge the level of intelligence that each possesses.

Assimilation is used in Avatar to influence the characters’ behavior. While a large number of humans are sent to Pandora, the levels of assimilation with the Na’Vis differ from one individual to another. Sully and Dr. Grace are willing to learn and understand the culture of the Na’Vis, while characters such as Colonel Quaritch are not ready to accommodate the culture of the humanoids that they encounter in Pandora. This creates a key difference in the behaviors of the two categories of humans. While Sully and Grace develop close relations with the humanoids and become sympathetic to them, the colonel and his associates turn into unsympathetic villains whose sole purpose is to destroy the locals and their heritage.

Religion is also used to shape the behavior of characters in several scenes in Avatar. One of these is the scene where Sully prays to the Na’Vi goddess, Eywa so that she can intervene on behalf of the Na’Vis. While Sully and other humans have a different religious belief, the compromise of his own religion and assimilation of the humanoid’s religion enables him to link with their goddess via a neural connection similar to that which is used by the humanoids. Coincidentally, his prayers are heard by the goddess, who then sends different species of animals from Pandora to help Na’Vis and their human sympathizers to secure victory from the human aggressors.

The concept of modernization also helps in scene and character development. An example occurs when Sully is temporarily killed by Colonel Quaritch. The colonel achieves this by breaking the unit link containing Sully’s body. Such links had been created for every human to enable them to link with their avatars. When this futuristic device is broken, Sully is exposed to the poisonous environment that slowly begins to kill his body. However, the humanoids use their technology to permanently transfer Sully to his Avatar so as to save him. As such, Sully is transformed from a human to a humanoid towards the end of the film.

Application

Different methods of cultural anthropology can be used to understand other cultures. One of these is by observation, which plays a critical role in understanding important elements of the humanoids’ culture, such as their mode of communication and language. However, conducting a film with the humanoids could help in understanding their religion, power structures, political systems, gender, kinship, and rites of passage, among others. Some questions that could be used in this process include:

· Do you believe in any supernatural powers? If so, what is the role of the supernatural being, and how do you interact with them?

· Who rules your land? How much power do they command?

· What is the role of men and women in your culture? How do you interact with the other members of your family?

· When is one considered an adult or a warrior? Are there milestones or challenges that one should complete?

My culture shares several similarities with that of the Na’Vis. One of them is the belief in a supernatural power than controls life and all elements of life. While the Na’Vis have a biological way of connecting with their goddess, my culture has a spiritual channel to communicate with God. Another is the role of men as family heads and often have a higher social status than females. Additionally, the two cultures share the concept of the rites of passage. While the events that one has to pass through to transit from one stage to another are different, there is a clear difference in the roles and privileges of individuals in different stages within the community. 

My culture had a significant impact on my initial understanding of the culture of the Na’Vis. Since the Na’Vis resembled humans in most ways, I expected them to have different genders and family dynamics that are subject to one’s gender, age, and social status. I also expected them to have a power structure almost similar to that of the humans that helps in maintaining control and guiding how the members of the culture relate to one another. I also expected them to have beliefs in a supernatural being that they attribute their source. Regardless of whether the supernatural being was a god, goddess, a phenomenon, or a technology, the humanoids had to have something that they attribute to their origin and lives.

Conclusion 

This assignment has taught me that culture influences the characters of humans, the way they relate with one another, and the distribution of power within society. In this case, culture creates a set of principles, morals, and communication methods that should be honored by all those who consider themselves a part of that culture. Applying the religious, assimilation, and modernization concepts helped in understanding the ways in which individuals from different cultures relate to one another, their ability to coexist, the occurrence of conflicts, and the behaviors of an individual in the presence of others. This project contributes significantly to my interpretations of interactions with my daily life. The concepts learned in this assignment will help in conducting a critical analysis of my own culture, which will help in understanding the expectations of society and the best ways to fit in society.
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