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Abstract

Kony 2012, a record-shattering viral campaign, set out to make Joseph Kony 
famous and secure his arrest. The campaign received extensive media at
tention, both laudatory and critical, fo r  focusing attention on this perpetra
tor while imploring action from the audience. This essay employs Kenneth 
Burke’s pentadic ratios to examine the Kony 2012 campaign as a moment o f  
humanitarian advocacy marking a shift from scene- to agent-centered rheto
ric. We argue that this shift better activates its audience toward making social 
change, as agent-centered advocacy both focuses attention on perpetrators 
and empowers the audience to change the world

Introduction

Joseph Kony and the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) have a long 
history of systematic, wide-ranging human rights abuses (Human Rights 
Watch, 2012). Indeed, in 2005, the International Criminal Court (ICC) is
sued a warrant for Kony, due to overwhelming evidence of “crimes against 
humanity and war crimes” (International Criminal Court, 2005, p. 12). Prior 
to the Kony 2012 campaign, most people in the West knew little about Kony 
or the LRA. As Rosie Welch expresses, “The reason Kony 2012 took us all 
by surprise was down to the fact that we just weren’t paying attention, and 
haven’t been for a very long time” (2012). Often, such ignorance is supple
mented with a vision of Africa as a place where awful events, whether in the 
form of human rights abuses, genocide, or war, just happen (Hagos, 2000; 
Hawk, 1992). As Howard W. French notes, “Africa, unlike many other re
gions of the world, is routinely given the broad brush in the American press” 
(1994). Yet the specifics of Kony’s reign of abuses are astounding. In the 
nearly 30 year history (1986-present) of Kony’s LRA, an estimated 60,000 
children have been abducted, many being forced to become “child soldiers 
or sex slaves” required to “commit unspeakable acts” (U.S. Department of 
State, 2012).
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Regardless of the reason(s) for our lack of awareness, these prob
lems continue unabated. In response, Invisible Children, and its leader Jason 
Russell, created an advocacy campaign that would educate, infuriate, and 
motivate its audience to act to combat Kony’s wrath. The multimodal cam
paign Kony 2012 began with a YouTube clip spanning 29 minutes and 58 
seconds, titled “KONY 2012” (Invisible Children, 2012). The film went vi
ral, quickly achieving millions of views (and currently at over 99 million 
YouTube “likes”). Independent of (or perhaps because of) the extreme reac
tions to the video, this moment of advocacy represents an important site of 
inquiry. Many possible artifacts are worthy of analysis from this campaign, 
such as the original video, formal responses to public criticisms of the cam
paign, actions requested of supportive viewers, and others. We focus on the 
campaign’s naming, and implications of casting the advocacy in the frame 
of Kony 2012. We draw on existing literature about humanitarian advocacy, 
examining rhetorical efforts at mobilizing public awareness and subsequent 
action. By surveying such moments, we find that situations framed around 
particular leaders better encourage advocacy and engagement than those 
framed around a country or geographical region. Incorporating Kenneth 
Burke’s pentadic ratios, we argue that Kony 2012 made use of an agent-act 
ratio, both indicating that Kony was the agent performing the act, as well as 
that the audience can activate themselves by deciding to act in the campaign. 
This strategy challenged the predominant scene-act ratio, where the scene 
(for instance, Africa) becomes the immovable object that makes such human 
rights abuses unavoidable. We conclude with implications that this study has 
for the study and practice of human rights advocacy.

Method

“What is involved, when we say what people are doing and why 
they are doing it?” (Burke, 1969a, p. xv). With these words, Burke developed 
an area of scholarship seeking to understand “the drama of human relations” 
(Rueckert, 1983). As J. Clarke Rountree III (1998) has argued, “No rhetori
cal concept in Kenneth Burke’s formidable corpus is used more frequently 
by rhetorical critics and yet misunderstood more widely than the pentad and 
pentadic ratios.” Rountree makes two substantial claims here regarding the 
state of Burkean pentad scholarship: there is a massive amount of it, and 
these accounts often misinterpret the pentad’s nature and its applicability 
for criticism. Despite ongoing debates over these issues, “[fjortunately for 
rhetorical critics, agreement over the issue of the pentad’s status has rarely 
prevented fruitful analyses of rhetorical acts and artifacts” (Rountree, 1998). 
Thus, we make use of the pentad to illuminate a particular piece of advocacy, 
rather than to resolve more meta-level challenges regarding the pentad.

Pragmatically, performing pentadic rhetorical criticism seems 
straightforward, but, as previously suggested by Rountree, it may be decep-
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tively so. Burke (1969a) indicates that, when people discuss motives, they 
configure the five major terms of the pentad (the rhetor’s construction of each 
rather than whether such descriptions correspond to some reality). Once these 
elements (agent, act, scene, purpose, and agency) have been located by the 
critic, the next step is to identify the predominant “ratios” that construct the 
speaker’s overall rhetorical worldview. This ratio generally features two of 
the five terms, and the term appearing first is seen as “controlling” or “struc
turing” the latter term. For instance, if a natural disaster is scene, and people’s 
withdrawal from the area is the corresponding act, we would identify a scene- 
act ratio. The scene is controlling, because it is, as Lloyd Bitzer (1968) ar
gues, the exigence enabling the act. Had there been no disaster, there would 
not have been reason to act. Because of the disaster, the range of acts that a 
person could take is limited.

Literature Review

While Kony 2012 received an abundance of media attention, it has 
not attracted the same level of scholarly engagement. Of the small number 
of articles that focus on the campaign, the overwhelming theme is the cam
paign’s strategies and their implications for social media advocacy. There is a 
clear lack of scholarship focused on the rhetorical strategies and implications 
for this innovative campaign. Existing scholarship also tends to be polarized, 
either supplying descriptive analyses of the campaign’s strategies, or ideolog
ically driven critiques of the campaign charging it to be, among other things, 
moralistic, lazy and/or flawed (Bal, Archer-Brown, Robson & Hall, 2013; 
Briones, Madden & Janoske, 2013; Harsin, 2013; Jenkins & Shresthova, 
2012; Kristofferson, White & Peloza, 2014; Nothias, 2013; Steams, 2012).

Kony 2012 was designed to “go viral,” with the stated goal of mak
ing Joseph Kony famous and leading to his arrest within the year 2012. In
visible Children simultaneously used well-established as well as new digital 
strategies for activism (Briones, Madden & Janoske, 2013). To better un
derstand how and why the Kony 2012 video went “viral,”’ Anjali Bal et. al 
(2012) employed the SPIN framework: spreadability, propogativity, integra
tion, and nexus (Mills, 2012). Adam Mills (2012) contended that motivation 
to spread a (viral) video is comprised of “both input and output perspectives, 
or the willingness to consume and the willingness to distribute” (pg. 166). 
Likeability drives willingness to consume. IC creates identification (Burke, 
1969b) and likeability through creative prosocial campaign videos like Kony 
2012.

A SPIN analysis of the Kony campaign concluded that IC leveraged 
likeability to sharability, as viewers not only watched the YouTube video but 
shared it with their own social networks (Bal et al., 2012). More problematic 
motives are posited in the ideological critiques. IC uses emotion, storytelling, 
agency and simplicity to achieve likeability and increase identification with
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an audience beyond their normal followers (Jenkins, 2012; Jenkins & Shres- 
thova, 2012; Kristoff, 2012). The creativity, emotion, and simplicity are areas 
of convergence between the ideological critics and marketing analysts. The 
divergence, perhaps more telling, centers on why consumers of Kony 2012 
shared the video among their social networks. Critics of the campaign point 
to the bandwagon effect, impression management motives, and social desir
ability (Bal et al., 2012; Harsin, 2013; O’Neill, 2012). Identification brings 
two disparate groups together (Day, 61; also see Burke, 1969b), in this case, 
a lay audience and dedicated fans of IC. The identification centers on the sty
listic creativity and currency of Kony 2012 as a campaign, which creates con
vergence between IC’s dedicated fans and members of their social networks 
(Briones, Madden & Janoske, 2013). While this analysis helps us understand 
why the Kony video went viral, critics argue it does not indicate the motives 
behind the sharing and viewing in mass. They claim that the video’s virality 
is not a function of strategic success but of self-presentation and self-regard 
(Bal et al., 2012; Chouliaraki, 2012).

Arguably the campaign’s most widespread critique is the ease by 
which, and the lack of authentic motive required, for the audience/fan to be
come an agent/activist. Kony 2012 was released on YouTube and promoted 
via Twitter and Facebook. In order to circulate the video, a user only has to 
click share buttons on YouTube. The links between YouTube, where Kony 
2012 was posted, and other social networking sites was seamless, allowing 
audiences to “like,”’ “retweet,” “share,” and otherwise distribute the video 
with little effort (Bal et al., 2012). Some critics of the campaign challenge the 
campaign as perpetuating “slacktivism,” a “willingness to perform a relative
ly costless, token display of support for a social cause, with an accompanying 
lack of willingness to devote significant effort to enact meaningful change” 
(Kristofferson, White, & Peloza, 2014 pg. 1149; see also Davis, 2011; Moro
zov, 2009). Slacktivism is a wide reaching criticism of Western advocacy in 
humanitarian crises around the world, often suggesting that audience action 
does little to help, and more likely heightens distance between the “activist” 
and those suffering (Steams, 2012). Others argue that slacktivism, like a step
ping stone, can lead to sustained activism (Kristofferson, White, & Peloza, 
2014).

Kony 2012’s viral success forced the media to pay attention and en
gage the campaign, often with themes and methods beyond normal media 
frames (Nothias, 2013). Videos achieving viral status often set the agenda 
for traditional media coverage. Viral marketing not only democratizes advo
cacy and information sharing, but agenda-setting as well (Briones, Madden 
& Janoske, 2013; Chouliaraki, 2006; Chouliaraki, 2008; Madianou, 2012). 
Jason Russell, creator of Kony 2012, did extensive traditional media inter
views in the days and weeks after the video’s launch, but this transition did 
not come without extensive criticism (Nothias, 2013).
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Kony 2012 challenges traditional strategies of humanitarian advo
cacy. Western humanitarian advocacy often employs established non-gov
ernmental organizations (NGOs), uses celebrity activism, favors traditional 
media, and exploits commodification to inform the public on global human 
rights violations (Chouliaraki, 2012; Miller & Allor, 2009; Powers, 2014; 
Steams, 2012). The Kony 2012 campaign, along with other forms of youth 
driven digital activism, has embraced attractive viral marketing tactics to gar
ner attention (Powers, 2014). The Kony 2012 campaign generated its power, 
impact, spreadability, and effectiveness in its message strategy: simple truths 
creatively presented in an entertaining manner distributed through passionate 
followers and opinion leaders. This strategy of simplicity, as Chip and Dan 
Heath (2007) argue, allows the audience to understand the core of profound 
messages, thus increasing audience engagement with a particular message. 
Instead of emphasizing the place human rights atrocities are occurring and 
what atrocities are taking place, Kony 2012 tells the story of victims juxta
posed with the story of the perpetrator, Joseph Kony. This move from product 
commodification, celebrity activism and sterile NGOs in traditional media to 
storytelling emphasizing the perpetrator marks an important switch in advo
cacy strategy (Kristoff, 2012; Steams, 2012).

Rhetorical Analysis

We begin our analysis by examining campaigns that focused hu
manitarian advocacy around the scene rather than the agent. We turn next 
to alternative advocacies, which suggest the potential for an agent- rather 
than scene-centered approach to humanitarian advocacy. We then focus on 
the differing implications of these two humanitarian advocacy strategies, and 
broader lessons that we might be able to draw from this study.

Scene-Act and its Problems

The Save Darfur campaign, a social influence campaign aimed at 
ending genocide in the Darfur region of Sudan, received extensive attention 
by celebrity activists and the media. This campaign represents an example of 
an ongoing feature of humanitarian advocacy, an emphasis on the scene-act 
ratio, which diminishes engagement to end human rights atrocities. Save Dar
fur was founded in 2004 in response to the ongoing atrocities being commit
ted by Omar Bashir’s government of the Republic of Sudan against the tribal 
animus people living in the Darfur region of Sudan (“About Save Darfur,” 
2014). This humanitarian advocacy campaign, like so many others, raises 
awareness, advocates for policy change, and works with other humanitarian 
organizations to end human rights abuses (Lantz, 2009). Though notable for 
its many venerable aspects, Save Darfur, by its very name, emphasizes the 
scene (Darfur) above other elements, namely motive and agent. The implica-
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tions for saving a place are wide-ranging: it diminishes human suffering and 
human agency while simultaneously putting the audience in the savior role 
(Jacobs, 2014; [SOURCE REDACTED]). The campaign left us familiar with 
Darfur as a region (even if unable to identify it on a map), despite not un
derstanding what was actually happening, why it was happening or who was 
responsible (Whitney, 2005). Advocacy aimed at saving a place positions 
human life as secondary to a geographic location ([SOURCE REDACTED]). 
This campaign used traditional forms of advocacy in an unsustainable way, 
as the campaign did not appear to result in any lasting solution to the conflict 
in Darfur, with Bashir remaining in office, unmolested (de Waal, 2007; Lantz, 
2009). A focus on place deemphasizes motive and agent, making action steps 
unclear and difficult ([SOURCE REDACTED]).

The RED campaign, a branding campaign in which proceeds from 
products branded “RED” are given to fight HIV/AIDS around the world, 
commodified humanitarian advocacy, as companies made special versions 
of their products red (such as iPods, shoes, and shirts) and donated a por
tion of the proceeds from these products to the RED campaign to fight HIV/ 
AIDS. Though the website claims these funds are to “fight against AIDS,” 
the campaign focuses on AIDS in Africa and the website only mentions Af
rican countries (“Learn (RED),” 2014). The RED campaign focuses its gaze 
on Africa and the scourge of AIDS there. While there are no perpetrators as 
there are in human rights abuses, the focus remains continental. This further 
illustrates the paradigmatic nature of the scene in international humanitarian 
advocacy.

Perhaps the most horrific abuse of human rights in recent memory 
occurred in Rwanda in 1994 when Hutu militias, lead by those in power, 
viciously killed nearly 1 million Tutsis. The framing of this violence empha
sized the tragic scene, which pitted the two ethnicities against each other in a 
faraway small country in central Africa (Gourevitch, 2014). Though Rwan
dans have taken to Gacaca Courts to bring perpetrators to justice and en
gage in a lasting peace process, reflecting their view of this situation through 
the lens of an agent-act ratio, the West continues to remember this genocide 
predominantly through a scene-act ratio (Nyseth & Uggen, 2014; “Rwanda, 
remembered,” 2014).

These are but a few examples of human rights campaigns or situa
tions in which the scene-act approach is the dominant discursive framework. 
This framework is well-intentioned, but we argue it has far-reaching conse
quences for public thought about and action regarding global humanitarian 
crises. The primary risk is the causal connection implicit when the primary fo
cus is scene. The implication of this type of advocacy is that the scene causes 
the act or that we cannot separate the atrocious acts from the scene in which 
they occur. Further, the act (human trafficking, genocide, and other human 
rights violations, for instance) becomes symptomatic of the scene. Thus, 
it is not possible to think about Darfur or Rwanda without thinking about
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genocide, Eastern Europe without thinking about human trafficking, Mexico 
without thinking about drug cartels, and Africa without thinking about AIDS, 
genocide, war, hunger and other human rights atrocities. The scene becomes 
the focus, rather than those suffering, the perpetrators of the suffering, and 
other broader causes. It highlights a relative ignorance about the complexities 
of the situation and becomes the paradigmatic understanding.

The lack of understanding about specific causes of human rights 
atrocities is another significant implication of a scene-based humanitarian 
advocacy. Above we argued that the scene becomes, at a minimum, insepa
rable from the acts, but the emphasis on scene can also lead the public to 
think genocides in these areas “just happen.” This implication leads to a 
way of thinking that ends in the thought “they always kill each other there” 
or “it’s been like that forever,” whereby the motive and coordinated logistics 
of human rights atrocities are swallowed up by the scene, thus completely 
removing agency from the public discourse.

These patterns result in a public familiar with the names of plac
es (e.g., Darfur, Sudan, Rwanda, and Syria) but lacking any more complex 
understanding of the agents and agency. An understanding of violence as 
endemic to these regions reduces human suffering to a geographic place 
rather than a coordinated set of actions ([SOURCE REDACTED]). A public 
discourse centered on scene-act creates an unsolvable problem: we cannot 
solve “Sudan,” and consequently, the discourse becomes circularly focused 
on scene-act without any exploration of why these problems exist or who is 
responsible for the violence. This way of thinking about human rights atroci
ties is not only dangerous but is misguided, minimizing agent and agency 
(Power, 2003).

Human rights organizations such as United to End Genocide, the 
Enough Project, Amnesty International, the International Rescue Committee 
and many more all engage in well-intentioned advocacy about various human 
rights throughout the world. These organizations provide immense amounts 
of information about the complex situations in which human rights crimes 
occur, offering detailed explanations and histories. Their websites reveal 
the scenic paradigm of international human rights, as they are all organized 
based on countries or regions (United to End Genocide, n.d.; Enough Project, 
n.d.). This simple, yet profoundly telling orientation indicates the dominance 
of scene in international human rights advocacy. These websites perpetuate 
the scene-act ratio by discussing human suffering, starvation, violence and 
refugee plight, while only minimally emphasizing the perpetrators of these 
atrocities or their motives. Even the International Criminal Court’s list of in
dicted criminals contains traces of this scene-focused thinking about human 
rights abuses (International Criminal Court, n.d.).

Human rights atrocities, such as genocide, mass rape and hu
man trafficking, are planned, coordinated, and occur with direct leadership 
(Straub, 2009). These crimes occur systematically and with intentional plan-
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ning (Stanton, 2009), and require strong leadership to engage in propaganda, 
marshal resources and perpetrate the crimes. Discursive practices and propa
ganda dehumanize the targets of atrocities and subsequently, mobilization, 
preparation and execution follow (Stanton, 2009; Staub, 2012). The reality of 
humanitarian crime, a reality that does not exist without intentional leader
ship, does not match the discursive representation by humanitarian advocacy 
aimed at securing human rights.

Another element of humanitarian advocacy consistent across all 
of the major campaigns and these human rights organizations is an initial 
onslaught (for the audience) of a situation’s overwhelming suffering and 
complexity. Shocking statistics about the sheer number of humans suffering, 
number of people trafficked, raped, killed, or in refugee camps abound, over
powering an audience newly confronting such shocking truths. Understand
ing historical context (often spanning years if not decades), cultural issues, 
colonial influences and other “complexities” are important in formulating hu
manitarian advocacy. However, when they form the entry point for new advo
cates, they are simply too crushing and vast, demobilizing potential actors for 
change (Slovic, 2007) while also being leveraged as a rhetorical weapon to 
condemn overly “simplistic” approaches to confronting the issue (Whitney, 
2009). When not immobilizing would-be advocates by sheerly overpowering 
them, such approaches may also represent a form of distancing, in which in
dividuals step back and ruminate on complexities in the midst of impending 
death, rape, or kidnapping. Such abstraction may be a symptom of the distal, 
abstract nature of these crimes and the privilege of scene-act humanitarian 
advocacy. Though well-intentioned, the result is a numbed and overwhelmed 
public. The brutality and sheer enormity of humanitarian crimes defy most 
human understanding and, therefore, we “retreat to the twilight between 
knowing and not knowing” where the human rights crimes remain “abstract 
and remote” (Power, 2003). This is a result of scene-act ratio humanitarian 
advocacy -  a psychologically numb public left retreating to a place of “not 
knowing” about human rights atrocities and, as a result, lacking the self-effi
cacy to act to stop them (Power, 2003; Slovic, 2007). As indicated below, our 
argument is not a rejection of complexity in humanitarian advocacy. Rather, 
by sequencing advocacy to begin with the concrete and particular, and then 
to use that as a mechanism for reaching greater levels of complexity, better 
and more sustainable advocacies (and advocates) are constructed. We begin 
to sketch a vision of such an alternative approach, focused on an agent-act 
ratio, next.

Agent-Act: New Possibilities?

As the previous section highlights, framing humanitarian advocacy 
around a scene-act ratio, while well-intentioned, is ultimately problematic. 
Such efforts mask that these problems do not just emerge out of nowhere, but
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are intentional acts put forth by some agent(s). Similarly, for those wanting to 
create change in the world, the overwhelming nature of the scene can gener
ate a sense of fatalism- as these crimes keep multiplying, out of control, they 
appear more and more beyond our power to affect.

What, then, are alternative frames that might be more useful in gen
erating productive humanitarian advocacy? We argue that, by emphasizing 
agent-act, we both re-locate the specificity of the wrongdoer and re-energize 
the efforts of those meaning to create change. Kony 2012 becomes an instruc
tive moment from which we can usefully generalize and reflect. If Invisible 
Children had called the campaign Uganda 2012 or Central Africa 2012 or 
most generally Africa 2012, there would have been no clear crystallizing lo
cus for our attention. Such identifications are too diffuse, too depersonalized, 
and too prone, especially in the case of Africa, to reify stereotypes about 
the inevitability of such disasters on that continent. Invisible Children, then, 
intervenes into those narratives by centering the call for action around a par
ticular person instead of a place. Even more so than just identifying the pre
dominantly powerful group, the Lord’s Resistance Army, focusing on Joseph 
Kony puts a human face on the crisis and provides a site to mobilize public 
awareness and action. In so doing, this advocacy activates the audience from 
bystander to engaged actor:

Naming and shaming can also activate bystanders, a cru
cial step in slowing or stopping ongoing genocides or 
politicides. A lack of attention suggests to bystanders that 
the veracity of atrocity claims may be questionable and al
lows politicians to choose not to act in the face of atrocities 
without attracting negative publicity. . . . Once genocide 
or politicide is brought to light the emotional distance be
tween bystanders and victims decreases, making it diffi
cult to remain passively on the sidelines. With perpetrators 
framed as “ pariahs” or “ evil others,” bystanders are pres
sured to act in order to distance their own identities from 
those of the perpetrators or become accessories. (Krain, 
2012, p. 577)

Indeed, the history of decisions on how to mobilize public advocacy seems 
full of instances in which putting a face on the decision made the action seem 
more tenable and indeed urgent. Rwanda was defined as location, while the 
breakup of the former Yugoslavia was framed around Slobodan Milosevic. 
The former stands as permanent reminder of the cost of moral cost of inac
tion, while the latter quickly became a site for U.S. action. Libya was at
tached to Muammar Gaddafi, while Syria was framed as location (the name 
recognition of Bashar al-Assad being less than these others). Libya received 
prompt U.S. attention, while the justifications for not engaging Syria con
tinue to be spun out by the federal government. Even the paradigmatic con
flicts for the United States during the last decade, while not necessarily first
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and foremost humanitarian in nature, were framed around persons, Saddam 
Hussein and Osama Bin Laden, whereas the largest humanitarian advocacy 
during that same time was Save Darfur (the limits of which have already 
been described). In these agent-act-driven situations, assigning responsibility 
to a specific person creates a tangible goal and a sense of urgency, making 
the public feel like potentially efficacious action is possible. These situations 
are too complex to assert causal linkages; nevertheless, we argue that there 
is a persuasive argument for these interconnected contrasts between name- 
based advocacy and location-based inaction (and, some studies strongly sug
gest a causal relationship between naming/shaming and reducing of these 
humanitarian problems, such as Krain, 2012, p. 585-586). Furthermore, such 
focusing efforts can have international implications: “[n]aming and shaming 
brings atrocities to light and creates common understandings of the actions 
of perpetrators across the international community” (Krain, 2012, p. 576).

Discussion and Contributions

In this essay, we have been arguing that framing humanitarian ad
vocacy around the name of the primary perpetrator, rather than the primary 
location where the crisis is occurring, is a more useful approach. However, 
given the complexity of such situations, the identification and “shaming” 
of the leader cannot be advocacy’s final telos. Given the nature of power, 
a leader (or even leaders) at the top could all be removed, but other leaders 
would likely step up to take their place. Nevertheless, such advocacy could 
represent an entry point into more sophisticated, ongoing efforts at changing 
the world. It could serve as a heuristic device suggesting sequencing: draw in 
an audience with the simplicity and iconicity of the singular figure, and then, 
once that attention has been captivated, draw out the depth and complexity of 
the situation. In this sense, those critiques of “oversimplification” (as exem
plified in the controversy over Kony 2012) no longer make sense, since that 
is merely but one stage in the process of humanitarian advocacy.

This version of the heuristic of humanitarian advocacy recalls Ken
neth Burke’s discussion of the four master tropes: metaphor, irony, synecdo
che, and metonymy. As Burke notes, “the four tropes shade into one another” 
(1941, p. 421). More specifically, Burke provides coordinating, “substitut
ing” terms: “[f]or metonymy we could substitute reduction, [f]or synecdoche 
we could substitute representation” (1941, p. 421, italics in original). What 
we are identifying in some ways resembles Burke’s metonymy: “The ba
sic ‘strategy’ in metonymy is this: to convey some incorporeal or intangible 
state in terms of the corporeal or tangible. E.g., to speak of ‘the heart’ rather 
than ‘the emotions’” (1941, p. 424). Humanitarian advocacy addresses an 
entire situation, for which it is difficult to provide a clear explanation that 
a general audience can fully understand. Attempting to make the situation 
viable for social justice-oriented intervention, advocates make it more cor-
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poreal, focused on a particular person and her/his image. Such a focus is in 
some ways a “reduction.” But reduction does not fully describe our argu
ment. Burke compares metonymy and synecdoche, and then elaborates on 
the many meanings of synecdoche, all united by a sense of “transferability” 
and thus being bidirectional (rather than a reduction, which is unidirectional):

Thus, as reduction (metonymy) overlaps upon metaphor (perspec
tive) so likewise it overlaps upon synecdoche (representation). For this pur
pose we consider synecdoche in the usual range of dictionary sense, with 
such meanings as: part for the whole, whole for the part, container for the 
contained, sign for the thing signified, material for the thing made (which 
brings us nearer to metonymy), cause for effect, effect for cause, genus for 
species, species for genus, etc. All such conversions imply an integral rela
tionship, a relationship of convertibility, between the two terms.

It seems, then, that synecdoche is capable of moving in two direc
tions- part to whole and whole to part- while metonymy, potentially a subset 
of synecdoche altogether, only works in the direction of whole to part. Hence, 
metonymy is characterized as being about “reduction,” whereas synecdoche 
gets framed more as “representation” (similar to the idea of political repre
sentation). Thus, if Kony 2012 were merely about reducing the entire situa
tion to one particularly easy target, Joseph Kony, it would fit metonymy, and 
thus be open to criticism for its (over)simplification. However, if Invisible 
Children’s campaign moves the audience back and forth, from Joseph Kony 
to the LRA to the broader situation and then back again, variously operating 
at different levels of abstraction and complexity, then it seems to much better 
represent synecdoche.

This version of humanitarian advocacy, when applied to Kony 2012, 
renders the most frequent and harsh criticisms weakened if not impotent. 
The first charge, that Kony 2012 represents undue oversimplification, that 
Kony 2012 is merely a reduction of an incredibly complicated issue into the 
identity of a singular person, only makes sense if the initial campaign is seen 
as the end rather than beginning of humanitarian advocacy. However, if our 
sequencing and bidirectional claims are accepted, Kony 2012 is an initial cap
turing of attention, a simplicity in terms of a name and face that act to “hook” 
viewers. At that point, though, the audience is more capable of considering 
the many nuances of the situation. Beginning with the concrete can set an 
important foundation, a pre-condition for developing more abstraction later 
on (Heath & Heath, 2007), especially in our current media age where we are 
bombarded with phenomena vying for our attention (Lanham, 2007). Such 
advocacy is then positioned bidirectionally/dialectically- between the specif
ic of Joseph Kony and the more general of the situated acts of the LRA, and 
thus as synecdoche rather than metonymy (reduction). In our argument, Kony 
2012 makes Joseph Kony both a representation and a vehicle for moving back 
to the whole (and thus preserving the 2-way function of synecdoche), making 
engaged and meaningful humanitarian advocacy seem more possible. Indeed,
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the Kony 2012 campaign explicitly reflects this focus on beginning rather 
than having arrived, positioning this advocacy as a movement rather than 
a moment. The second charge, slacktivism, again only makes sense if the 
called-for advocacy of Kony 2012 is seen as a point of arrival, the destination 
that Invisible Children seeks. If, instead, Kony 2012 and related IC activism 
is meant to provide a number of points of departure, that gradually move a 
person to enlarge her/his sphere of empathy, then clicking “like,” ordering 
a kit, and/or painting the night all serve as bridges to a more sophisticated 
advocacy that at least holds the potential to lead to more sustained activism 
(i.e. volunteering, pressuring politicians, and/or engaging friends and family 
to do more). Indeed, emerging evidence indicates receivers who engage in 
slacktivism are subsequently more likely to proceed to more engaged forms 
of activism (Kristofferson, White & Peloza, 2014).

One final note regards the relationship between such advocacy and the 
role of military interventionism. Military interventions can certainly be prob
lematic (at a minimum not improving the situation and at times going further, 
making it worse), so the question arises as to whether the attention created by 
humanitarian advocacy necessarily results in such intervention. Krain suggests 
that, while often naming and shaming can be a direct precursor to intervention, 
such advocacy can also represent a threat of possible future intervention as a 
way of motivating the perpetrators to change (2012, p. 574-575). Obviously, 
this option seems to assume that the perpetrator is an official political leader 
and thus potentially responsive to the people and/or the international commu
nity. In the situation of Kony, for instance, it seems unlikely that he would heed 
the warning of action and end the terrible abuses that he and the LRA have 
repeatedly performed. But at a minimum, Krain’s suggestion challenges the as
sumption that any of these calls for humanitarian advocacy would necessarily 
result in military intervention. Sometimes they may, and sometimes that may 
be the only viable option remaining, but we should not fear that this form of 
advocacy always necessarily implies such action in all cases.

This essay also suggests an important contribution to the interna
tional relations literature on “naming and shaming.” We thus offer an addi
tion to Krain. Krain focuses on heads of state deciding to take actions that 
lead to genocide or politicide. Specifically in the case of Kony, we expand 
the pool of those who can/should be named and shamed, as Joseph Kony is 
not a state actor. It seems that this is not an isolated, singular case. Moreover, 
though, the bifurcation of state and non-state perpetrators becomes less and 
less clear. For instance, early in the genocide in Darfur, the Khartoum govern
ment insisted that the Janjaweed were an autonomous actor over whom they 
had no control. Similarly, in the situation in Ukraine, and most recently in the 
shooting down of a commercial airliner, Vladimir Putin continues to insist 
that the “rebels” operating in Ukraine have no ties with and are not controlled 
by the Russian government. Thus, Krain’s call for a shift in international tone 
from permissiveness to prohibition seems equally true of nonstate actors like
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Joseph Kony: “actors must first signal a shift in the global context from per
missive to prohibitive and make any current or future threat of action against 
perpetrators credible” (2012, p. 576).

Conclusion

Every day, the quantity and seriousness of humanitarian crises seem 
to multiply. Faced with such unrelenting pain, it is too easy to succumb to the 
belief that we cannot do much to change the situation. While a sophisticated 
network of humanitarian advocacy organizations has generated substantial 
and meaningful resources, rhetorical and otherwise, to combat these prob
lems, the very tools that they employ may be impeding the precise cause 
they aim to ameliorate. In particular, place-based advocacy, which refers to 
humanitarian crises by country, region, or location, structures such rhetoric 
around the scene-act ratio. This rhetoric leads to the feelings of inevitability 
and lack of agency that turns casual would-be advocates away from joining. 
Instead, we argue that an actor-based advocacy, that both locates the crisis in 
terms of the perpetrator and frames the would-be advocate as someone able 
to affect meaningful change, better guides humanitarian advocacy. While 
in this short piece, we cannot sufficiently evaluate every element of Kony 
2012, we argue that the change in focus envisioned by Invisible Children in 
this campaign offers a moment for humanitarian advocates to re-consider the 
strategies by which they seek to activate bystanders and through which they 
believe they have the best chance to reduce/eliminate the crisis.
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