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Sweet charity

An avowed cynic, Kevin Maher
can't stand campaigning films;
so what happened when he

hosted one at his sons school?

twas Oscar Wilde, typically, who said

' that “A little sincerity is a dangerous
thing”. And he hadn't even seen The

Age of Stupid, An Inconvenient Truth

or The End of the Line. For the latter
movies, all campaigning documen-
taries designedto save the world from
impendingapocalypse, havebecome touch-
stone works for anew breed of activist film-

fuelled, above all else, by breast-beating

SLCEESS STORY sincerity. Their world view is summed up

_mwam Mburu, best by the kindly folk of A Small Act, a néw
NM%\M. w.mmwm, campaigning documentary about child-
_wmn_r, i hood poverty in Kenya that describes how

the world’s huge sociopolitical problems
can be affected by the tiniest personal
gesture. In short, sign up. Give money.
Solve problem. End of story.

Personally, I can’t stand these docs.
They are mostly axiomatic and
repetitive, formally inert and an insult
to anyone who believes in the artistic

who gave the
education fund
its name

lieves in excellent documentaries —
from The Thin Blue Line to Man on
Wire). They often feature a roll call of
well-meaning spods who announceto
camera that the world is going to
Hell because of X (for X insert

fossil fuels, overfishing, the
i effects of supercapitalism,
or even the disappearance
of honey bees), and who
then treat us to 85 minutes
ofdoom-laden prognostica-
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making that aspires to tangible goals and is |

powerof the medium (orwho evenbe- |

tions that culminate in
a final-reel volte-face in *
whichtheimpendingapoc-
alypse canindeedbe averted
if we join this website, sign this
petition or attend this public meeting.
The Age of Stupid played out this paradox in
extremisby settingitselfin apost-apocalyp-
tic dystopia and then essentially announc-
ing at the last minute: “Only joking! You're
allfine fornow! Or are you?”

1 take my issues to Anna Godas, CEO of
Dogwoof Films, and distributor of many of
the central campaigning documentaries
(including The Age of Stupid and The End of
the Line). We discuss the ostensible tension
between the need to campaign for social
change and theneed to make documentary
art. She says that Dogwoof never cham-
pions substandard products, and yet, even
withinitsremit, “there arefilmsthat maybe
have 20 minutes in the middle that aren’t
that great. But, nonetheless, there is a mas-
sive campaign that we can build around
them, and the weak bit isn't that crap that
it’ll put people off”. This sounds aboutright.
The campaigning doc: passionate social
message with crap bitsin the middle.

The debate, however, isn't over yet. Dog-
woof believes so fervently in its new docu-
mentaries that it is turning regular Joe and
Joanna Citizen into mini-exhibitors. With
the “ambassadors programme”, Dogwoof
is capitalising on the nationwide theatrical
release of its films (and the media atten-

The audience at
Sundance were so
moved by A Small Act
that they donated
$90,000 on the spot
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tion that this creates)
by allowing signed-
up “ambassadors” to
simultaneously
creen their new
releases = wherever
. they like — bedroom
or barn-house, the
choice is yours. Naturally,
and hoping to pop this
particular balloon once and
forall, I sign up.

The film I'm screening is, appropriately
enough, A Small Act. I ask my son’s school if
I can screen it in the theatre on a midweek
night. It says yes. An e-mail goes round the
parents and, courtesy of Dogwoof, the time
and place appears on Twitter and Face-
book. In the meantime, I watch the movie
on DVD. It describes the story of Chris
Mburu, a penniless Kenyan child who is
anonymously sponsored by Hilde Back, a
kindly Swedish teacher, and becomes a
Harvard-educated human rights advocate.
In adult life Mburu tracks down the
octogenarian Back to thank her, and to
celebrate the charity begun in hername —
the Hilde Back Education Fund. The film
follows theintertwiningtales of Mburuand
Back’s lives (she, it transpires, is a Jewish
refugee from Nazi Germany) as well as the
fortunes of three young Kenyan students
who are hoping to snag a scholarship that
will change their lives for ever. It is, scan-
ningitalone on DVD, as expected, passion-
ate and campaigning, with afew crap bitsin
the middle (Mburu repeats himselfalot).

I meet Jennifer Arnold, the director of
A Small Act, before my screening. She is,
bizarrely,on myside. “I don’t think any film-
makers are under any obligation to change
the world, and to me that wasn’t the goal of
this film,” she says before explaining how
A Small Act— made with only one camera,
two lightstandsandnomoney—becamea
campaigning film despite itself. When it
played at the Sundance Film Festival in
2010theaudience memberswereso moved
that they donated $90,000 in cash and
cheques right there on the spot. “So
because of what happened at Sundance we
thought, ‘OK, we better get something

together, because this film affects pe
Ithen callMburu himself, who is
in Burundi. I ask him what he exp
movie to achieve. “I hope that it af
people the realisation that a small
lead to a positive, that it can change
tion that needs changing.” He ad
that he is not naive, and not expecti
sonal charity to solve problems with
political roots. “Although people c
in any way they can, the governmet
not be let off the hook. There has g
pressure on governments. And in [
isthepressuretoprovidetherighttc
tion. Becauseit is a right, nota privil
More than 100 people turn up
screening. 1 introduce the film, :
them that I'm -a. bit apathetic abi
whole subject. The film starts. Ar
something remarkable happens. E
elbow, there in the darkness, the
becomes magnificent. Mburu’s
story and the life debt that he owe:
tiny resilient woman is inspiring ar
fably moving. And the plight of thet
Kenyan children touches special
with an audience of parents whose
day existence is so permanently att
the needs of the young. And even t
bits in the middle — the repetition
loose shots — are merely evide
passion from a film-maker who scr
her story together against the odds.
The film ends. There are tears.
an unobtrusive basket by the do
filled, within seconds, with £555. 1 s
money off the next day to the Hilc
Education Fund in Kenya. Mburus:
this reaction is not unique. Becaus
screenings so far, in Sundance
HBO,“We’vebeen ableto expand tk
ations of our fund tofocus not on or
areabut on four entire districts in th
try. Thisisagiantleap forus,and we
sustain it, and to keep the kids going
time education.” [ hopeitwill make:
ence.[wantittochange theworld. I
[am changed. Sincerely.
A Small Actisin cinemas from Fric
Tofind out more about Dogwoof a
hecome anambassador, please vis
dogwoof.com; goodwithfilm.com
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