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Jason Russell’s short film Kony 2012 (Invisible Children, 2012a) essentially
takes the form of a promise. He has made a personal undertaking to Jacob,
a child victim of the notorious central African warlord Joseph Kony, to
bring his tormentor to justice. In seeking to fulfil this promise, Russell has
enlisted all the help he can get – from his own young son Gavin and a
phalanx of (mostly American) celebrities and politicians, to the great, un-
tapped power of the internet, otherwise known as ‘you’. The resulting film
has become a viral sensation – 90 million hits and counting on YouTube
alone. And it is constructed like a time bomb: by the stroke of midnight on
31 December 2012, Kony has to be in the custody of the International
Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague. There is no Plan B; whichever wire you
cut, in an attempt to disarm this thing, it will be the wrong one. Just as Kony
has declared himself a spokesman for God, and evidently believes that chil-
dren violently conscripted to his ‘Lord’s Resistance Army’ will help him
create a Hellish-sounding theocratic state, so Russell has thrown down the
gauntlet and declared virtual, virtuous war on him. He too is assembling an
army, not only to bring a torturer and mass murderer of children before the
courts, but also to ‘change the world’.

So what kind of film is Kony 2012? Or – if we accept that it qualifies for
admission to a characteristically broad church – what kind of documentary
is it? The film theorist Bill Nichols (2010: 31–2) has proposed six documen-
tary ‘modes’, designed to classify the narrative techniques used by documen-
tary film-makers to represent and interpret the real world. These modes are:
poetic, expository, observational, participatory, reflexive, and performative.
Each mode typically corresponds to a particular set of rules that the docu-
mentary film-maker has adopted: the visual and musical poetics of Godfrey
Reggio’s Powaqqatsi, for example, which eschew all other narrative devices
such as voice-over or interview; or the observational rigour of Fred
Wiseman’s Titicut Follies, again devoid of narration or onscreen comment.
With Kony 2012, the mode that appears to fit best is performative – defined
by Nichols (2010: 32) as emphasizing ‘the subjective or expressive aspect of
the film-maker’s own involvement with the subject’. He adds, crucially: ‘ . . .
it strives to heighten the audience’s responsiveness to this involvement’.

* Documentary film-maker and senior lecturer in film and television production at the
University of York.
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Certainly, Russell’s ambition is to get an audience response. But on closer
examination, the film deploys many of the other modes too. Poetic – much
of it in the portentous language of the narration itself, often over beautifully
half-lit views of planet Earth: ‘If we succeed, we change the course of human
history . . . ’. Expository – the graphically represented numbers of children
recruited to Kony’s army. Participatory – Russell’s interactions with school
students, ICC prosecutor Luis Moreno Ocampo, Ugandan politicians and
his own son, Gavin. And reflexive – the way in which Russell acknowledges
on camera that the film exists because of the promise he made personally to
Jacob, and in order to keep the promise, he has made the film to harness the
power of ‘you’.

This ‘everything-but-the-kitchen-sink’ approach to documentary modes of
storytelling is not altogether unusual. It is also found in The Cove (Psihoyos,
2009),1 for example, an Oscar-winning documentary on the annual dolphin
slaughter in Taiji, Japan, and in pretty much any Michael Moore film. There
is even, perhaps, a kind of equation implicit in this: the more documentary
modes you can count, the more likely it is that you are watching a film trying
very hard to persuade you, the audience, to take action. And it’s not just any
old action – least of all any action of your choosing. Every lever is being
pulled to propel you out of your seat and onto a website to demand your
‘action kit’, sign an e-petition, make a monthly credit card payment, agree to
attend a mass rally or photo-call, and lobby your representatives and govern-
ments. The old activist-documentary ambitions of ‘consciousness-raising’
have been replaced by Commandments-as-checklist, with the kinds of targets
that seem a pretty good fit for these neo-liberal times.

Of course, measured in these terms, Kony 2012 has been a remarkable
success; the sheer weight of ‘clicktivist’ statistics seems to defy you to think
otherwise. But, as with The Cove and Moore, there is a downside. Just as the
film can raise public noise levels about the injustices of Kony’s war, so too
can it raise other voices responding to a queasy sense of being manipulated.
Peter Bradshaw (2012), in a broadly sympathetic review in The Guardian,
calls the film ‘insufferably condescending’. He goes on: ‘It is actually two
minutes into the film before we hear what it is supposed to be about. Visual
mood music invokes the world and all its peoples.’ Poetics indeed. More ser-
iously, the film has been labelled by others as ‘misrepresentation’ (Izama,
2012), ‘soft bigotry’ (Fisher, 2012), and ‘irresponsibly naı̈ve’ (De Waal,
2012). Other criticism focuses partly on the extent to which Kony really
remains a threat, but also, increasingly, on the motives and actions of Jason
Russell himself. Russell, it turns out, is an evangelical Christian; and the or-
ganization that made the film, Invisible Children, has made slickly produced

1 For a comprehensive review of The Cove, and its deployment as ‘cyberactivism’, see Heise
and Tudor, 2012.
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video appeals to join other, often quite nebulous but usually self-promoting,
‘causes’ (see, for example, Brooker, 2012).

The counter-argument from Russell’s supporters has not been slow in
coming: critics of the film are forgetting the underlying issue, the murderous
campaigns of Joseph Kony; the propagandistic means justify the ends; and
those resistant to Russell’s message are simply ‘envious’ of his success (all
summarized in Pallotta, 2012).

So what to make of this? To return to the framework of Nichols’ documen-
tary ‘modes’, Russell interestingly fails to make any substantial use of one in
particular: observational. In other words, what is missing from the film is
any sustained first-hand exploration of the war itself, in the villages of north-
ern Uganda and other places directly affected by Kony’s atrocities. More
broadly, Kony 2012 is seriously lacking in any kind of examination of where
things stand now. Not least of the problems with the lack of an observational
treatment is that the film gives the strong impression that it has located
Kony’s war in the wrong place. For all the testimony from exclusively (and
rather vaguely captioned) ‘Ugandan politicians’, the film’s plea for the
‘Ugandan military to find him’, and references to Kony’s activities in the
north of the country, the warlord was actually driven out of Uganda in 2006
(Wilkerson, 2010). A second film, Kony 2012 – Part II: Beyond Famous
(Invisible Children, 2012b) (in which Russell appears to have had no
involvement), revises the sites of Kony’s war more clearly away from north-
ern Uganda and into South Sudan, the Central African Republic and the
Democratic Republic of the Congo. No acknowledgement of this revision
is made.

Kony himself emerges from the film (and this is presumably what Russell
intended) as a frighteningly violent but rather intangible, almost ghostlike,
presence. We discover next to nothing about him, nor do we learn about the
circumstances that created him. On the wall-plastered ‘Wanted’ posters, he is
merely the face of a fugitive2 who must be captured by a set date
(31 December 2012), a murderer on the lam who – if only we could act as
one – will be brought down by our collective effort of will (and a little US
military intervention).

All of this is underpinned not by detailed, up-to-date research and first-
hand observation, but rather by, among other things, a jarringly narcissistic
sequence of what I can only presume is intended as a demonstration of good
parenting: Russell’s onscreen discussion with his young son, in which is con-
trasted his (Jason’s) essential goodness against Kony’s essential badness.
Russell figures prominently and heroically in his film, and of course he nar-
rates throughout, imploring his audience to ‘turn the world upside down’.
Gavin, he says, can be ‘proud of this world’; and ‘the better world we want

2 In the second Kony 2012 film, Kony’s poster image has disappeared altogether, replaced by
Invisible Children’s ‘power-to-the people’ symbol of an inverted pyramid.
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is coming’. In an often-repeated visual and narrative metaphor that oddly
mirrors Kony’s militarism, Russell calls for his audience to ‘join our army of
peace’.3 All of this is intended to make good the promise Russell has offered
to Jacob, and the film-maker is keen to show that promise-in-progress in the
documentary itself. There are several expensively created jib shots revealing
crowds wearing identical Kony 2012 t-shirts, standing and waving in unison
in front of recognizable international landmarks. The audience is not only
invited to join this army, but is told it will receive numbered ‘bracelets’ that
signify membership and adherence to the cause – bracelets that look strik-
ingly like military dog tags. This is branding with a vengeance.

All of which might be enough to make us at least pause before jumping
into one of Russell’s elegantly staged crowd shots. While The Cove and
Moore’s films offer similar cathartic experiences for audiences, they do share
an observational curiosity about their subjects that is absent in Kony 2012.
Russell requires not only that we take everything on trust; we must act on
that trust . . . or fail Jacob.

So could Russell simply have added an observational component to his
film? Observational film-making is time-consuming – it takes time to shoot
and edit, and it takes time for an audience to watch as the film unfolds.
Observational films are (although not exclusively) exploratory for film-
makers and audiences. They do not sit easily with the model of a campaign,
with its predetermined bullet-point messages. They also tend to crowd out
other documentary modes, precisely because the narrative is typically struc-
tured by edited, long-form sequences revealing observed behaviour and
developing character. But without more than a fleeting observational pres-
ence among the villages and people, and with its focus instead firmly on its
Western target audience, Kony 2012 has tended to attract criticism that it is
guilty of a kind of virtual imperialism: ‘what Kony 2012 ignores is that
Africans are not “invisible” and the last thing they need is for a bunch of
Westerners to parachute in and take over (again)’ (Fisher, 2012).

This is all indicative of a wider problem with the kitchen-sink approach to
documentary film-making. Implicit in each of Nichols’ modes is a particular
kind of truth claim. In the poetic mode, for example, truth claims have to do
with an appeal to aesthetic pleasures (dolphins cresting in the open sea, in
the end credits of The Cove). In the participatory mode, they are bound up
with the perceived credibility, or otherwise, of the participants (the various
and conflicting accounts of a Dallas cop-killing in Errol Morris’ The Thin
Blue Line). And in the observational mode, truth claims are usually a sub-
species of a broader claim that what you see is authentic because those
filming it are present yet to some degree invisible (the ‘fly on the wall’ of the
Maysles brothers’ Grey Gardens, for example, or Les Blank’s Burden of
Dreams). The more modes you reach for, the greater the number and types

3 Again, in the second film, this militaristic language has disappeared.
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of truth claims you make – claims which can, and often do, conflict. And
this is one important reason why Kony 2012 – like The Cove and especially
Michael Moore’s films – has generated as much negative heat as it has.
Complaints about manipulation, rather than about detailed factual inaccur-
acies of one kind or another, have to do with these competing claims.

So what is the value of producing a film like this, at the heart of a cam-
paign to bring a serial human rights violator to some kind of justice? The
metrics of success are inbuilt: the film has achieved x YouTube and Vimeo
views, produced y requests for action packs, and yielded z member registra-
tions. The only other significant statistic has to do with Kony’s capture.
Beyond this, it is not at all clear what the human rights benefits of the film
might be, since so much of the damage to people’s lives relates, among other
things, to what has happened over the last 25 years of Kony’s war, and will
not be undone simply by his arrest. There are fewer easy clicktivist metrics
for recovery from human rights abuse – although it is an excellent subject
for campaigning film-makers who can resist the glow of record-busting
statistics.

None of the above necessarily adds up to a conclusion that Kony 2012
was not worth making, or has had no useful effect. That would be hopelessly
churlish. But perhaps the film’s most lasting consequence will be of a rather
old-fashioned kind. Kony has indeed seeped into popular culture; he is, as
Russell intended, famous. Kony 2012, ironically, may have worked best as a
piece of virtual pamphleteering, or old-school consciousness-raising, so that
when Kony is eventually captured or killed, we may have forgotten the film,
but we’ll know the name.

I wonder whether Jason Russell would be happy at that thought.
There is a moment in Kony 2012 when, after talking to an understandably

tearful Jacob about his murdered brother, Russell says: ‘We’re going to stop
him.’ In post, Russell repeats the line and adds reverb to it, as if to underline
to the audience, as he does elsewhere: You know now what you must do.
The finger is clearly pointed at us – all of us. His failure is our failure. The
clock is counting down to 31 December 2012, when . . . what?

For Jason and the Internauts, the Day of Judgement – or, perhaps, the
Day of the Ultimate Statistic – approaches. You know whom to blame if it
doesn’t work out.
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