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Eros and Thanatos

The films Avatar and Koyaanisqatsi effectively present two opposing forces, Eros and Thanatos, in their own way while also using similar methods of presenting life and death. Civilization and its Discontents by Sigmund Freud define the words “Eros” and “Thanatos” as love and destruction, respectively. Eros refers to interhuman bonding, love and “caritas” (Latin term for charity or virtue), life, and the drive for integration (Gray). It originates from the libido, which refers to a person’s sex drive (Schindler). Thanatos refers to fragmentation and dissolution of bonds, aggression, death, and war of all against all (Gray). It originates from an innate, aggressive impulse in the unconscious part of the human mind (Schindler). In short, these two words are opposing forces in life, specifically in human life. Both are always encountering each other in life and can have a significant influence on people and social behavior. 

In Avatar, directed by James Cameron, Eros takes many forms within this film. In fact, it practically consumes the mise-en-scène in the movie. There’s the form of love for the exotic land of Pandora (either for its essence of life or its profitable deposits), the bond between Eywa and the Na’vi, and also the drive for integration between the humans and the Na’vi (for both good and bad intentions). The land of Pandora is a living being in the eyes of the inhabitants—it creates and harbors life from birth to the afterlife. The connection between the Na’vi and the land is strong and influences their way of life. They not only bond with the essence of life, but also with the beings supported by it (the Pa’li/Direhorse/horses, the Ikran/Banshee/dragons, the tree of souls and the tree of voices, and Eywa). The culture of the Na’vi is very traditional, as it has little tolerance for change or radical decisions. This is recognizable when they encounter the humans and reveal the Thanatos of the film.

The fragmentation of life on Pandora is caused by the presence of humans and the aggression they present toward the natives. With the motive of retrieving the rich deposits of unobtanium, the usage of a darker Eros is used and ultimately begins to lead to Thanatos. The darker Eros would be the use of life, bonding, virtue, or the drive for integration in a negative way. This basically means the life-bestowing, bond-forming methods of Eros are used for “evil” intentions, thus it is referred to as a darker Eros.  The usage of the darker Eros is apparent when the artificial Na’vi bodies are made in order to conform and integrate with the natives in order to gather Intel on the location of the mineral reserves and the structure of the environment around it. This Eros is referred to as “darker” because it doesn’t lead to a mutual relationship between the two parties. In a way, it’s a parasitic relationship, where the humans are the “parasites” that invade the “body” of Pandora and take what they want in order to benefit from it. As the darker Eros is discovered later in the film, there is an outbreak of Thanatos. There’s much destruction as the sacred trees of souls and voices are mowed down by assault vehicles, and the Hometree destroyed by rockets and missiles. This leads to the war of all Na’vi against all humans (the majority of them at least with little exceptions). The bonds originally formed between the two races was destroyed and later reformed with those who sided with each other, in this case between the protagonist, supporting characters, and the Na’vi.

In contrast with Avatar, Koyaanisqatsi, directed by Godfrey Reggio, has no apparent protagonist or antagonist, or any characters in the film. If one were to point out who or what the protagonist and antagonist were, the protagonist could have been nature and the antagonist the human forces. The Eros in this film is presented in the scenic clips of nature in the beginning of the movie. There’s a sense of romanticism, in terms of escaping from the modern world and returning to the original source of life. There’s no apparent form of bonding, love, virtue, or integration. Life is, instead, shown from the movement of the abiotic (non-living) elements present in nature. The scenes are presented in fast motion to make the normal, if not slower, appearance seem alive in a way. An example would be the scenes of the clouds moving across the sky and over mountain tops may appear as a rushing river full of aquatic life or a mass of large marine mammals such as whales. This showed the life force that all living beings depend on. It may not be exciting or overly invigorating, but it was the point of origin for humans before they began to walk on the path of destruction.

The Thanatos controls the mise-en-scène of this film, as it presents throughout the majority of the film the advancements of humans and the destruction of the land. There was no apparent death shown in the movie, but if one were to choose who or what died, it would be the land. From Freud’s perspective, Thanatos was a death wish, a road towards self-destruction. This applies more towards the middle to the end of the film as the advancement of humans lead to the destruction of the natural and artificial land, as well as human creations. The romance of the film shows the potential of the land being used to benefit the expansion of humans—another parasitic relationship in a sense. The bulldozers mow down the natural landscape to make room for the humans, dynamite destroys the desolate buildings no longer used by the humans, and accidental explosions occur in space shuttles created by the humans. From the beginning to the end, the paths of humans begin and essentially end with destruction. The only way to live throughout their conflicting life is to find a balance in the amount of deterioration in their environment. 

Eros and Thanatos oppose one another but also live within each other. Throughout the course of Thanatos in one’s life, there can be many instances of Eros. Just the same, throughout the course of Eros in one’s life, there can be many instances of Thanatos. There can’t be too much of one or the other in life. Either one can consume a person to the point where they can’t really function properly in society. I’ve seen people who lean over to one side more than they’re supposed to. I’ve known someone so enveloped in the world of Eros that they’ve become so “righteous” and love-struck, which inevitably led to widespread avoidance of that person. This was likely because it was more than a person could handle in their life and it made them uncomfortable or highly annoyed. I’ve also known someone so consumed by the world of Thanatos that they’ve become violent and unavoidable. Their company was less than preferred, as they were usually in a more aggressive state of mind or sometimes too negative about everything. Both relationships between these two people were poor and very common among others who encountered them. Individuals who have a balance between the worlds of Eros and Thanatos are preferred more because there’s not too much of either one. There are those I know who expand the two worlds, in a way, rather than just being present in them. They evaluate the elements of love and destruction and bring them to an equal level with each other. Neither one is favored more than the other. This makes a significant difference in people I prefer and don’t prefer. The importance of Eros and Thanatos isn’t only how they oppose each other in life, but how they coincide with one another and bring balance between the “good” and “evil.”
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