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If you haven’t seen Invisible Children’s Kony 2012 yet, the controversy surrounding the San 
Diego non-profit’s viral sensation might make you think they painted up in blackface and tap-
danced to Rudyard Kipling poems. Almost as soon as it was posted online, the film was 
lambasted for everything from its simplifications to the dangers of “empowering children to 
make moral decisions about a world in which they have little experience.” The spotlight became 
so intense that the film’s director even suffered a very public nervous breakdown two weeks 
after its release. 
 
As a San Diego native who has filmed for Invisible Children, studied at Makerere University in 
Uganda, and now teaches history here in Xela (where my students wrestle with their own violent 
past), I screened the 30-minute film to my eleventh graders. I wanted to see how a story about an 
obscure East African warlord racked up 100 million views, and if Guatemalan 17-year olds 
would actually feel improperly “empowered” by the end.  
 
As we watched, I was continually reminded of Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness. Both 
Conrad’s book and the film are masterfully constructed narratives, told in the most dynamic 
medium of their time. Both were created by whites, feature a white protagonist journeying into 
violent parts of Africa, and have been panned by African critics for their lack of African voices. 
The Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe accused Conrad of being a “racist”, while a Nigerian-
American novelist blasted Kony 2012 as part of the “White Savior Industrial Complex.” 
 
The concerns are valid. Yet criticisms against the film’s emphasis on white activists, and its 
rushed summary of a long and brutal conflict says more about the film’s intended audience than 
the filmmakers themselves. American audiences have rarely had to swallow a narrative about 
foreigners without a white protagonist to guide them. The Last Samurai, The Last King of 
Scotland, Dances With Wolves…the list goes on and on. It should come as no surprise then that a 
video aimed at American youth would feature a protagonist they could easily identify with.  
 
Some of the knee-jerk anger directed at Kony 2012 also contains echoes of other attacks on 
movies accused of over-simplifying complex events. The director Claude Lanzmann, best known 
for the nine-hour Holocaust documentary Shoah, critiques Schindler’s List because it is “much 
more easy to see than ‘Shoah,’ it is very sentimental,” even calling it “false” because of the 
movie’s “uplifting” ending. His critique could be rephrased as: films that are not as long, 
complicated, and inaccessible as mine have less value. Or: the only way to understand the 
Holocaust is by devoting twelve years of your life to making a movie about it.  
 
The founders of Invisible Children have devoted almost a decade of their lives to stopping 
Joseph Kony’s terrorism in Central Africa. But instead of making a movie too long for anyone 
but historians to see, they made something that literally anyone, whether or not they’ve lived 
abroad or studied African history, can sit down and understand.   



 
My students were such an audience. When the film finished, we discussed its strengths and 
weaknesses, how they would want their country’s story told, and the misconceptions that already 
exist about Guatemala (“We’re not Mexico!” was a common refrain). There were as many 
opinions as students.    
 
But watching them think, analyze, and critique the film, I found I had far more faith in my 
students’ ability to interpret media than the CNN commentator I quoted at the beginning. If Kony 
2012 is the last word on Africa for its viewers, then cynicism might be justified. But before the 
bell rang, I told my class I hoped this would only be a first step in a long life of learning, 
traveling and studying more about places they may know very little about. Judging from 
everything I’ve seen from them, I’d say that journey has already started. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


