
Manute Bol, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Economy of  Dignity 

…anyone hung from a tree is under God's curse. 

	 	 	 	 --Deuteronomy 21:23 

	 This is merely a thought experiment. I'm sure I could benefit from reading 
Rene Girard, but that would be less fun.  

	 Let's start with Manute Bol. As you may remember, Bol was a mediocre 
basketball player in the 1990s, famous and valuable in the NBA for being 
extraordinarily tall. A relatively unskilled immigrant from Sudan, he performed 
mainly as a backup center for several teams in and outside of  the NBA before retiring 
because of  rheumatism. After retiring, he used his fame and freakish frame in a 
variety of  reality TV stunts. It was, to be sure, as degrading as reality TV tends to be 
for everyone. He boxed William "The Refrigerator" Perry and played minor league 
hockey, neither of  which would seem terribly humiliating if  it weren't for his 7 foot 7 
inch, 225 pound body and arthritic joints.  

	 I remember reading a commentary on a sports website that made fun of  Bol 
after he joined the hockey team. The commenter described the increasingly bizarre 
stunts as desperate and an affront to Bol's own dignity. Under normal circumstances 
(that is normal in the abnormal world of  reality television), I would concur with the 
commenter. But that is because under normal circumstances reality TV appearances 
coincide with self-aggrandizement and greed. One sacrifices his dignity by setting foot 
in the studio on the hopes of  winning fortune and fame and parleying the "earned" 
fame for more fortune and fame (Here in Britain, Celebrity Big Brother, from what I can 
tell, casts washed-up celebrities, perhaps, but seems to have an equal number of  
people who became celebrities from being on plain-old Big Brother). 

	 In the case of  Manute Bol, however, it seems as though he did not care at all 
about himself. He saw his quasi-fame and stature as exploitable commodities, for sure. 
However, he used his earnings to help Sudanese refugees to the extent that (from what 
I can tell) he went bankrupt. So perhaps he sacrificed his dignity and more, all for the 
sake of  others. Bol, a Christian, seems to me to have undertaken the call to imitate 
Christ to an extent that would challenge most martyrs. When we read novels with 
Christ figures, the most important element of  the character is his or her death for the 
sake of  others. Too often, it seems to me, does the narrative ignore the source 
material's sacrifice of  dignity along with his life. Jesus was spat upon and slapped and 
made fun of. The ultimate degradation was his dying on a post, which the Jews 
considered a sign of  his being cursed by God. Bol underwent terrible humiliation in 
order to raise money for the neediest people. From what I can tell, the only benefit he 
gained from his altruism is this article and the appreciation of  the recipients. 

	 But at least he has that. Let us extend our experiment to another subset of  
sacrificial characters. Have a look at these three photos: call them photo 1, photo 2, 
and photo 3. Photo 1 is the most obviously related to the epigram. It is of  two black 
men hanging from a tree. Here, these two men were strung up by a mob of  people 

http://photosthatchangedtheworld.com/lynching-of-young-blacks-2/
http://photosthatchangedtheworld.com/little-rock-desegregation/
http://www.hunterbear.org/Woolworth%2520Sitin%2520Jackson.htm


who could not wait for justice to run its course. It is likely that the men did not commit 
any offense at all. In photo 2 we see a black teenager attempting to enter a white 
school in Little Rock in1957. She demonstrates a dignified posture and a stoic 
expression on her face. Photo 3 is of  three people—a native American man, a white 
woman, and a black woman—at a sit-in in a soda shop in Mississippi in 1963 while 
young white men pour drinks on their heads. Of  the three photos, only the third is 
obviously analogous to Bol’s activity. Regarding the lynched men, they were accused 
of  raping a woman and killing her husband so they did not endure the humiliation 
and death under their own volition. In the second photo, the woman is trying to get a 
fair education so she is not technically being altruistic, though she may have been 
aware of  the larger effect her attending the school might have had. She also is not 
doing anything humiliating however difficult it may have been to walk by those 
protesting her self-integrating behavior. The third photo does display those obviously 
trying to affect change. They could likely buy a soda somewhere, but they underwent 
humiliation so that others would not have to at a later date. 

	 These basic analyses of  the photos, however, are not the intent of  looking at 
them. Note that two of  them are from a website called 
“Photosthatchangedtheworld.com.” Whether the abused in the photos desired to 
affect change for the greater good or not is beside the point. The fact is that they did. 
When people saw the pictures, they recognized the need for change and thus the 
photos spurred it on. But why? Because of  the indignity the subjects suffered? I guess. 
But look again at the photos. Who are the subjects and who is suffering the indignity? 

	 The point I’m trying to make is that dignity is entropic. Bol sacrificed his 
dignity and, to my mind, is a type of  hero because of  it. You could say the same about 
the photos, except that over time things have changed. Now, I’m suggesting, the ones 
who have sacrificed their dignity for the greater good are the actual subjects of  the 
photos. Go back to photo 1. The lynched men truly suffered and James Cone posits a 
very convincing argument about the importance of  the lynching tree in American 
history and how it relates to the cross of  Christ. But the lynched men are not the 
subject of  the photo. They are dead. The subject is the crowd banally standing around 
as if  at an informal gathering or casual get-together. The same goes for the other two 
photos. The subject of  photo 2 is the woman yelling at the black schoolgirl; the 
schoolgirl’s glasses hide her eyes so we remain distant from her. In photo 3, the three 
protesters likewise remain a bit mysterious. We cannot see two of  the faces and the 
third’s is a bit distorted by the angle of  the photo. The young men surrounding them 
take up a more dominant place in the frame and their faces are so clear we could 
probably recognize them today even after the intervening 46 years has aged them.  

	 Without these true subjects of  the photos, the pictures would lose all their 
power. They would not have been “photos that changed the world.” The ugliness 
displayed by the mobs is where the power lies. Over time, however, as our attitudes 
have changed (marshaled in partly by the photos themselves suggesting that perhaps 
our attitudes haven’t changed as much as they have been codified in surprising ways) 
we now perceive that the ones who have sacrificed their dignity are the crowd at the 
lynching, the woman yelling at the schoolgirl, and the young men pouring drinks on 
the protesters heads. Occasionally I’ll look at those photos and focus on the offenders 
and wonder what it would be like to see my grandparents in photo 1 or my parents in 
photos 2 and 3. I wonder what it would be like to be the kids or grandkids of  those 



people and see their granddad calmly smoking while two men hang to death in plain 
sight or their mother yelling epithets at an innocent teenager or their father emptying 
his milkshake on someone. It would be so horrible. But it would be necessary. 

	 In the end, the ones who have sacrificed their dignity for the greater good are, 
ironically, the ones who tried to maintain the status quo. The sitters-in at Woolworths 
received more than the dignity they spent from the bullies surrounding them, as if  
dignity were an investment. Who does not respect the ones who suffered in those 
photos these days? The ones who made long-lasting sacrifices are the ones in the 
mobs. It is difficult to call them Christ figures, of  course. After all, Christ got to rise 
from the dead and is revered the world over. The subjects of  the photos are vilified, 
though in a way they live on—their faces seared in our consciences like wanted posters 
at the post office.  

But that is exactly what makes them true sacrifices. Their vilification is 
necessary for the chastening of  our attitudes. They have sacrificed their dignity for the 
sake of  our sins, whether they wanted to or not.


