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.+ eventually falls to the invading Fire N
W:M,Mww_www_ﬁmoa the downfall of the city?

NEOS mﬂénm g
3o
“This chapter will make the case that the Earth Kj “ho

intained i f th o8 of Ba gip
Kuei, willfully maintaine ignorance o the true state of his r.m wm,_ab
that wn could enjoy the privileges that came with his POsition g, wm

ing derelict in his duty to his people. The King maintaing ﬁrﬁz_a Tetgy,
the expense of his people, both by condoning certain urban g Blory,,

. 1s fone . Cat
resisting knowledge that upsets his lifestyle. ESIgns by

Walls: Creating Order and . . . Barrierg

When the Avatar team first arrive at Ba Sing Se in “City of W, all

Secrets,” Joo Dee tells them that the city has many walls and g m and
serves a purpose, but we know there is more to the walls thap &am wal
After all, one of the ways that governments suppress political né_.ohs&.
through urban space planning; city designs can either give visibility Msu
cloak social, political, and economic issues." While riding a trajy EM
Avatar get a glimpse of the city from above: it looks magnificent wigy i
long, winding, circular walls, each wall dividing one part of the city frop
the next. The tallest and widest wall, the Outer Wall, protects the city from
outside and contains farmlands. The rest of the walls form rings within the
city that divide people by their station in society. The lower ring houses
artisans and craftsmen, people who keep the city running. In today’s world,
they might be termed essential workers and be paid a low wage. This lower
ring is also the space where war refugees and other people displaced by the
war reside. The middle ring contains the financial district, shops, restar
rants, the Town Hall, and the homes of the middle class. The uppermos
ring contains the political elite, such as military leaders, dignitaties, andof
course the King’s palace, It is within this ring that the Avatar team is _&m&
This sort of city planning all but ensures segregation between the sod®
economic classes and prevents any organization of community-based aﬂﬁ
tance. The walls maintain order, but they also shield the people 5_ i
middle and upper rings from the harsh reality of the lives of the wn% “___
%n%wsnn ring. Even Zuko, the Fire Nation prince, who is mnowEm, n“. »m::
a rsm m_n s lower ring remarks that “This city is a prison. I don’t up st
make a life here” (“City of Walls and Secrets”). Zuko, who m_..ms_ ispar]
w::nn and now is living as a refugee, comprehends the depth © Mﬁ_.
etween the elite and the poor, For him, the city is far from seren® g 05510
MMSEW. H..H I8 constricting and overpopulated, and providing little unma 5ol
mo.wnwhﬂwwm_mm im.mnn. at the beginning of “Tales of Ba Sing Se.” m”n_wag_a
a way ﬁrmﬂn 98 ve ws the _oéa._. ring to realize that the n_nww_m Mn?manm, b

that & keeps H.MEN_ 1zes essential workers, the poor, and the
€ people out of sight for the elite.
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hat the city is built allows the King and oher me:

The imw willfully shielded from the actual state of affair

dite ;mw the outer walls and the poverty within the lower r;

mbers of the
s of the war
ng. The walls

outs? te &&Em_ social roammnnﬂni and prevent Cross-economic gpgd
gom " ialization Sarah Schindler, a contemporary legal schojay, i
al® made physical structures are often built in ways (q block off

ot M regions for poor people and people of colog:

soces$ 10 :nwﬂﬂnnn mm sidewalks and crosswalks, _os-rmzﬁumn?mﬂ_wwﬁw

include mnnmm to public transport, wnn_.nonc& walls and physica| blockades

plock ac -+ movement from predominantly Black neighborhoods to pre-
an% white neighborhoods. Schindler illuminates how elite classes

Aoaﬂmwmﬁrnm from lower and middle n_mm.mnu by design. Barriers are often
_:a% 10 appear as the H.EEB_ order wm things - for instance, missing side-
ﬂw_rm -and/or ..m._mm%mcn&_w %_nmmﬁwm mnm_mm_ mmunﬁnm of a physical space -
chas the winding imwm 0 : a :er e, or the “attractive” covered bridges
in the US that are too low for vu_ c nmbmnﬂm: to pass through. But they
ure anything but E;E”&. Hrnmn. elements that may seem beautiful to the
vileged are actually imprisoning for the vulnerable.

privileg . . . .

One could argue that often there is no malicious intent behind these
design features and that it is quite possible that the primary purpose of
lower ring wall was not to shield the Earth Kings from the realities of war
and poverty. However, it is not intent that is important here, but rather the
impact of retaining this urban planning. The walls allow the elite to live
their lives in luxury without ever seeing the refugees and the poor.

Katara voices this very concern as she takes the monorail to the upper-
most ring of the city, when she remarks: “Why do they have all these poor
people blocked off in one part of the city?” Aang responds, “This is why
Lnever came here before. I always heard it was so different from the way
the monks taught us to live.” Here, Aang is presumably referring to the
way that Air Nomad monks generally lived a life of simplicity. For nxmav_o,
in “The Guru,” Guru Pathik teaches that we live in world of illusion of
separation, and that we are actually all one. Thus, the mwin%a saapn_
moﬂ condone the segregation of the city dwellers. The Barth King purpos Y

Ves in an environment that allows him to stay oblivious fo ‘Q.n%Enmsm
”ssﬂ r:.: and live comfortably in affluence. The walls are E_E”z _w om rc_w
0 Maintain his privilege through stratification between peop n_ i
'arying degrees of privilege. Furthermore, the refugees In the lower

tannot ulsion b ack into the war zone.
And revolt because that could mean expulsion ba bpet) brainwashed
by th o5 who are brave enough to protest e ct8 as arrested for cre-
i e the Dal L, Far nxmﬂv_nm e wa . he was sent to the
oamm, m:nram about Iroh and Zuko being fireben n_m,  inwashed info
g:ﬂh ¢ underneath Lake Laogai and nmwmmnmnw&m:m and Secrets”):

In ..%m that there is 1o war in Ba Sing S¢ { ity © Avatar to convince
him £ he Earth King” we see that in order for tea he monorail to the

ot the war outside the walls, the King has to take t
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edge of the outer walls. At this mo::, we learn that the Kip
stepped foot in a train, been outside of his palace,
his people. The Earth King has maintained a life th
from the everyday people he rules.

8 h
Or even ém_rmwm

at is completely ;

_.3._.2
Edo:w
Solate

Must Resist Knowing Any Different

In “The Earth King,” the Avatar team is finally able to break into the
: ) ; . . Palace
to tell the King about the devasting war with the Fire Nation. Byt ypg
standably, he does not believe the kids right away, until they show him H.
remains of a drill that the Fire Nation used to attempt _uﬁm_c.:m the Ss”
wall of Ba Sing Se. At that moment, he says: “I can’t believe I neyer knew?
While we, as the audience, breathe a sigh of relief, we may also feel wns.__
dered at the King’s statement. The philosophical concept of “epistemic
ignorance” provides an excellent explanation of what allowed the King to
remain unknowing about the war, even in the face of overwhelming evi-
dence. Generally, when we think of ignorance, we think of absence of
knowledge, something that can be rectified by simply learning more about
the facts of the matter. For example, if someone was asked to name the
capital of Nepal and they did not know it, we might say that this person
simply does not know this particular fact and that they can rectify ths
ignorance by looking it up (it is Kathmandu). But there is more to epistemic
ignorance than an absence of rectifiable knowledge. Epistemology is 9."
study of figuring out how one knows something. So epistemic ignoranct
the study of how or why we do not know certain things. Contemporary phi
losophers, such as Charles Mills, Miranda Fricker, and José Z&Gm_.rﬂn
arguied that we do not know certain facts about the world we live smmw
design.’ Purposely remaining ignorant of certain facts helps the King ®
Sing Se maintain his privilege. 2 50
nnmmmmw%n this scenario: suppose Ted, an older white cis man n”m”s oot
alk show, During his run as the late-night host, he makes i

TMUSOgYnist comments to his guests — particularly to the worm

Mrod.z = and his daily monologue contains sexist quips. Now supp
eminists explain to him

: o%s..
In this example. ; :osw his remarks uphold @m\.amﬂng Mmﬁﬂwm i
worldyie ﬂn. 1t would be in Ted’s interest to remain _mjcw i
come s Ws because acknowledging feminist Emwmr.nm mig ﬁEnn e O
male éroacnr of En.vn?zmmm that comes from being an mo o keep W
his generates his wealth making these tired _.o_hmm..E act, o
8norance, Ted may even insist that he cannot be sexist becad

he hr®
chmd. _._ nr HTN.H 1—‘.&& 2_‘:
all the time, : . . s is
fully re fuses 1 €. What epistemic ignorance teaches Jﬁ oy o

_=_
nﬁﬂﬁbn
: 0 understand feminist perspectives. While with b
MMWMM wrmﬁ his _.o_ﬂ,a.. are mere jokes mwa %mn he is simply vmnnn.nbm i
that we n_M.oEm:w displays willfy| ignorance by resisting wnoiwmna ¢
Hid upend his afflyent [ife by being accountable for the
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. ~orance. But, at H.rn same time, Ted can effortless|
that would confirm the “knowledge” that he i
:a%nnﬁam Kuei is like Ted. Not only does he live in 4
Farth . from actually knowing his people, he also does 10t care enough
affairs of his E:mmoa.. In our scenario, the feminjsts are the

(ar tearm, Who tell the King that his kingdom is in danger, but he finds the

" :diculous. He clings to Long Feng (the Grand Secretariat, who is the
i HM the Dai Li) as a means of disproving the Avatar’s assertions (“The
_aavoﬁmmsv. Kuei expresses no genuine interest in his duties and spends
m»n“" of his time entertaining his pet bear, Bosco, who enjoys the best of
%ﬁ_m and even has a party thrown in his honor (“City of Walls and Secrets”).
In fact, the King is so taken by his pet that the only reason he is even willing
10 hear the Avatar’s message about the war is that Bosco has shown an
intecest in the Avatar. Throughout Book Two, we realize that it is not simply
that the king is ignorant of the things going on in his magnificent city. Rather,
even when he is shown evidence he cannot deny - much like the feminists
who explain to Ted why his sexist “banter” is harmful to women - Kuei does
not recognize the danger his city is in. Even when he sees the remnants of the
Fire Nation drill on the outer walls, he chooses to delegate all that he can so
that he can maintain his affluent lifestyle (“The Earth King”).

Philosopher Shannon Sullivan explains that people who are in power or
Who carry certain privileges (such as being able-bodied, male, white, etc.)
have their sense of knowledge shaped by ignorance.* This knowledge/
lgnorance is constructed in our heads via what we are taught — such as the
l that Ba Sing Se is serene and secure ~ and what we are not taught - such
1o information about the 100-year war raging outside nm.ﬁ nnw. wao,_qw%m
w_ﬁ wﬁ.ﬁ:nn are thus intertwined to form what we consider “know =w ﬁmmn
attem N_ L, az.w man._.n« police of Ba Sing mm._ are even more mxwﬂnﬂwmﬂm e
.._Qo,w. 8:8»585 ignorance as they brainwash mEﬂﬁa W O Joo Dec
negy Ewm that there is no war in Ba Sing Se —as wast ar mamumn there i a
coll fyo dSEm and Secrets” and in “Lake Laogai. F £his 8 q er rings.

retive denial of the war, especially within the middle and upp

And i Y, iomorance is
d thig collective denial is relatively easy to maintain as the igno

Utive] his in our day-
ﬁﬁmwﬂmﬁﬁ& by the state. There are many examples omswn mRSumr:

attioy . > Well. For example, in our school systems; o state.

WMMW_ A Version of history, m%dmnm_q one that has the m@mnoﬁ“\ww“”%a o i
theiy Q.vmo_.:o Nation-states actively ban teaching the EmSannn isjust more
wctyep, - In the case of Ba Sing Se, this knowledge/ignor " wch aitention
ﬂosﬂw o Aintained by brainwashing anyone who directs to9 rance (“there is
01y the war, Apg this actively produced w:oé_&m.n\_mno:no o the Earth
Eam. wS Ba Sing Se”) helps maintain the _n:oé_ammw\_m:owmo has no need £
Work H% e he is 5o powerful and lives a life of leisure, i maintained via
3 somn:ﬁ:: an., that ignorance, For Kuei, the facade of peact o importantlys he
Majnyg POlice State and through class segregation: Mor

ai o his wn:nmﬂ.
mic state quite willfully because jtisto

¥ recall En:Q of
not sexist,

way that physically
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The Buck Stops Here

Initially, when one watches Book Two, one may think that the «
character is Grand Secretariat Long Feng, who seems to be the &l
behind the “foolish” King. He makes a concerted effort 1o keep ﬁﬂ_mz.ﬁgn_
of the day-to-day affairs of Ba Sing Se. For example, during g ® King oy,
Bosco, Long Feng throws Nrﬁmnn:m_ team Avatar's plan g m_oh mw aﬁm
ing about the war with the Fire Nation. Instead, he n
MMM% aside into a private meeting to intimidate ﬂrna.w_mwm_hw:amm and by
meeting that the King is merely a figurehead and Long Feng s o %h_u this
Grand Secretariat but also the head of the secret police, the ai Li g Y the
explicitly threatens Aang and his friends and lets them know thay mnm., um then
to inform the King of ﬁn true events will result S expulsion frop, Enom_y
s&_nr would make their .momnnw for Appa more difficult, Furthermore ﬁm.u
Dai Li, under the _ammmagu of Long Feng, brainwash anyone who Sn:moa
the war or attempts to raise awareness about the plight of the refugees,
Given this, :.m easy to villainize Long Feng and consider the King
“mere” fool. This desire to place blame on an all-nefarious character plays
into an archetype where there is supposedly a more evil, sinister person
behind the person who appears to wield the power. This desire to villainize
secondary players in politics leads to a failure to demand accountability of
those in power. It lets us pretend that the King is one of the good guys.
But the truth is that the Earth King does wield power. It is true that Kuei
became a ruler at a very young age, but he had many years to reform and
make himself a king worthy of his people. Instead, he buried himselfin g._m
pleasures and did everything he could to maintain his physical and epi
stemic distance from the state of affairs of the Earth Nation. Even wher
Long m.awm is finally exposed - no credit to the King here — for betraying
the wo__nnm_ interest of the Earth Kingdom, the King still does not mﬂ%ﬁww
to his responsibilities, but rather delegates the real work of planning nm_._,m
Council of Five, After learning of such a massive betrayal, the mmnm oshi
vet again places his trust in who he erroneously believes to be _w he
M.wm:_oﬂ s (“The Earth King”). He fails to realize that they are mQMM !
ire Nation Princess and her friends in disguise. He not only & :
M_MMMNW t0 them the plans of invasion of the Fire Nation, he also eve
S mw ﬁm:s _Mmﬁ:m .>N=._m in control of Ba Sing Se. { in hims¢lf
Enmv,mw_n owm &m NEm._m portrayed as childlike, absorbed 1n 0% adult
with a no Mnm_csm mmn*m_osm without the direction of others, ha maliciovs
intent nmm_mn cal of privilege. Simply because we cannot atta® uler. In 2
. oL to him, does not absolve hjm of his responsibilities as 2 el the
I 1S precisely the priyi] PO, h king that comP” g
audience to piy rm leges mzmnr& to being a rich m vel of charitf ”
iudgment - gy .um the benefit of the doubr. A m._a__a._ ke innoce™;
would not be mmxmav_n_ viewing someone as having chi from the lo¥
orded to a common soldier or a peasant

nnm_:
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ommitted a crime. The King actively causes 3 ot o
ﬁ.ﬂ M dom and .&n ScHE.mﬁ _m_..mn.. The greatest 5:&:%%%5:“
- Long Feng’s conniving, but in ﬁrw King’s success in maintaining hig
Sm vilege through urban _.umnzﬂ.m and willful ignorance,
: %R_w we have to pay attention to architectural and epistemic gy
Ultima wam@ the elite, including the King, secluded from the lower and
fies Ewﬁ_maum. from poverty, mnoa.s &mmm_.,h. and shielded from 5 100-year
mn__un»ﬁ threatens the city. The King’s willful ignorance about the state of
Wt n his kingdom requires accountability. If such abuse of power and
Eﬁm « is not held accountable, no real change can occur. For in the end,
Eﬁm remains the same self-absorbed monarch and the walls that divide
m_ﬂ% humans by class remain intact; even the Dai Li survive the war,
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