
©A
TO

M

24

Screen Education  I  No. 78

The Legend  
of Korra

and Minority Representation
ADOLFO ARANJUEZ

www.screeneducation.com.au

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 s
ea

rc
h.

in
fo

rm
it.

or
g/

do
i/1

0.
33

16
/in

fo
rm

it.
55

12
97

85
10

32
09

4.
 S

ta
te

 L
ib

ra
ry

 o
f 

V
ic

to
ri

a,
 o

n 
07

/0
1/

20
25

 0
9:

36
 P

M
 A

E
ST

; U
T

C
+

10
:0

0.
 ©

 S
cr

ee
n 

E
du

ca
tio

n 
, 2

01
5.

http://www.screeneducation.com.au


©ATOM Sc
re

en
 E

du
ca

tio
n 

 I 
 N

o. 
78

It’s not often that we get a female hero headlining a show, and it’s even 
rarer for such a hero to be a person of colour. But that’s exactly what we get 
in Nickelodeon’s The Legend of Korra (TLOK), a 2010s American cartoon 
that models its visuals and narrative form on anime. The titular Korra is the 
latest reincarnation of the Avatar, a powerful figure who can control all four 
elements in a fictional world where people can ‘bend’ only one or none at all. 
Throughout the show, we watch as Korra masters water, earth, fire and air 
(along with other skills, in the process), and clashes with opponents including 
the Equalists (who wish to ‘cleanse’ the world of bending), a Dark Avatar and 
several villainous bending masters.
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ANALYSIS

Season 1 sets up Korra’s character seemingly predictably: tom-
boyish, bad-tempered yet gifted, she soon befriends two male 
benders as well as the non-bender Asami; together, they form 
‘Team Avatar’. The show immediately reveals its male charac-
ters to be skilful fighters, but it also foregrounds the prowess 
and perspicacity of its female characters. In Episode 1, Korra is 
painted as a child prodigy, bending water, fire and earth without 
training. Subsequently, we learn that Asami is not just a ‘pretty 
rich girl’ but also a martial arts expert, a proficient race-car 
driver, and a versatile tactician and tech operator. Later, we meet 
chief of police Lin Beifong, who has mastered metalbending 
(an adaptation of earthbending) and is a ruthless keeper of the 
peace. We also discover in Season 2 that Jinora, the eldest child 
of Korra’s airbending teacher, Tenzin, can connect with the spir-
its more effectively than anyone else in the series, allowing her 
to rescue Korra and her companions on separate occasions. 

While Seasons 1 and 2 lack a strong female villain, Season 3 
includes the waterbender Ming-Hua and the firebender P’Li, and 
Season 4’s arc is set in motion by metalbender Kuvira’s endeav-
ours to seize control of the Earth Kingdom and, eventually, the 
entire world. In fact, the machinations of the final season are 
driven primarily by women: in addition to Korra, Asami, Lin, 
Jinora and Kuvira, the narrative is propelled by Lin’s sister, the 

TOPIC

Through TLOK, you can teach your students the importance 
of diversity, and how being part of a minority isn’t necessarily 
a weakness. Not only is Korra a woman – arguably an ‘impedi-
ment’ in a largely patriarchal world of emperors, presidents and 
councilmen – but she was also born into the Southern Water 
Tribe, whose society is perhaps the least influential in the extant 
Avatar universe. Most obviously, Korra’s tribe (like their more af-
fluent relatives in the north) are dark in complexion and cultur-
ally reminiscent of North America’s Inuit peoples; this contrasts 
sharply with the lighter-skinned inhabitants of the other, more 
urbanised nations. 

You can also discuss with students the importance of multi-
culturalism to a well-functioning society. While the Avatar world 
may be divided into distinct nations corresponding to each 
element, the show emphasises the importance of balance: while 
some nations may have more natural resources (Earth Kingdom) 
or military prowess (Fire Nation), for example, the world would be 
thrown into chaos without all four working together to maintain 
peace. This notion of balance is particularly evident in the fact 
that the Avatar is reincarnated into each nation in turn – the Avatar 
world’s attempt to keep power in check. Similarly, there are no re-
strictions regarding the Avatar’s gender: Korra has many female 
predecessors, notably the powerful Kyoshi of the Earth Kingdom.
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metalbending Su, and niece, airbender Opal, as well as by the 
shrewd Zhu Li, who exposes Kuvira’s weapon of mass destruc-
tion and how she intends to use it. In the climax, Korra battles it 
out with Kuvira – a final showdown that differs from those in the 
earlier seasons, which all see Korra fighting a male villain.

Using these representations, students can explore the uncon-
ventionality of female heroes and villains in action/adventure 
series, and you can ask them to examine why these sorts of de-
pictions are, at present, such rarities. You can then complement 
these questions with discussions of ‘bigger-picture’ topics. TLOK 
deals with the notion of marginalisation most heavily in Season 1. 
The Equalists feel that bending oppresses non-benders because, 
despite their lower numbers, benders have more innate power. 
A similar theme is raised in Season 3: we learn that Ming-Hua, 
P’Li, the earthbender Ghazan and their leader, evil airbending 
master Zaheer, believe that heads of government – and the Avatar 
herself – epitomise this imbalance of power and thus oppress 
those of the ‘lower’ classes. This theme of rising up against those 
in power permeates the series as a whole. In particular, Seasons 1, 
2 and 3 each involve a pivotal waterbending villain – foreground-
ing how, despite their small population and the element’s affinity 
for defence rather than offence, the Water Tribe’s people can 
wreak havoc on the world. 

Like Korra, Kuvira was of humble birth. Su explains that she 
raised the orphaned Kuvira as her own, and the latter’s megaloma-
niacal plot is attributed to her desire to prevent anyone from ever 
being abandoned and living through hardship. That someone of 
such ‘lowly’ origins, whose power lies in a rare skill such as met-
albending, can aspire to – and almost achieve – world domination 
interrogates the negative implications of marginalising minorities. 
Mirroring the waterbending villains of the previous three seasons, 
Kuvira ‘rose above’ her station to assume a position of great power; 
however, this act of empowerment almost led to her endangering 
more people than she could have ‘saved’. While these cases are 
extreme, they are reminiscent of real-world attempts to defeat ‘The 
Man’ (as, for instance, in the Chinese Communist Revolution).

Matching its thematic focus on equilibrium, TLOK does ‘bal-
ance out’ such depictions of destructive revolt by championing 
diversity and, by implication, rooting for the underdog. Had Kuvira 
not been marginalised growing up, perhaps she wouldn’t have 
tried to take over the world. Had they not felt disenfranchised by 
their respective grievances, perhaps Zaheer et al. wouldn’t have 
tried to assassinate the various heads of state, nor would the 
Equalists have retaliated against their bender counterparts. 

In all, TLOK offers students empowering feminist and mul-
ticulturalist messages. The previous series, Avatar: The Last 
Airbender, gave viewers two powerful female benders, including 

Through The Legend of Korra, 
you can teach your students 
the importance of diversity, and 
how being part of a minority isn’t 
necessarily a weakness.
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the waterbender Katara, who were integral to the success of that 
series’ male Avatar. Such positive representation is itself worth 
commending, but TLOK has taken the Avatar universe further. 
Rather than making this woman of colour an accessory to a light-
skinned male hero’s storyline, she is the star of her own series – 
the one who ultimately saves the world.

OTHER LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 

TLOK also presents thoughtful depictions of disability, war and 
queer identity.

•	 At the end of Season 3, after defeating Zaheer, Korra is re-
vealed to be in a wheelchair. She then spends a large portion 
of Season 4 regaining not just her abilities to bend, but also 
her belief in herself. This depiction of post-traumatic stress 
disorder – and of a messianic figure’s fallibility – is one not-
too-often seen on screen, much less in shows for children 
and teenagers. 

•	 Kuvira’s journey mirrors Adolf Hitler’s rise to power, and 
her despotic manner of ruling is reminiscent of fascism. 
Her storyline could be used to introduce students to the 
role of Nazism, and of the Axis powers more generally, in 
World War II. 

•	 Following Kuvira’s downfall in Season 4, Korra and Asami 
go on a ‘holiday’ to the Spirit World. The whole series ends 
with the two women looking into each other’s eyes, and 
the show’s creators have publicly explained that this is a 
subtle nod to Korra and Asami’s romantic relationship.1 This 
depiction of non-heteronormative sexuality is yet another 
achievement for a series that already empowers women and 
ethnic minorities.

Adolfo Aranjuez is the editor of Metro and the subeditor of Screen 
Education. He has edited and written for publications in Australia and 
the Philippines, and worked with various arts organisations and festivals. 
He is one of the Melbourne Writers Festival’s 30 Under 30. Find him 
online at <http://www.adolfoaranjuez.com> and @adolfo_ae.  SE

Endnote

1	 For more, see TLOK co-creator Bryan Konietzko’s blog post 
‘Korrasami Is Canon’ on his Tumblr, 22 December 2014, 
<http://bryankonietzko.tumblr.com/post/105916338157/
korrasami-is-canon-you-can-celebrate-it-embrace>, accessed 
31 March 2015. 
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