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ABSTRACT

In the absence of an honest and rigorous research program to understand the conditions of Black males, negative stereotypes

and pernicious caricatures persist. The relatively new field of Black Male Studies introduces a lens through which to evaluate

past and present characterizations and inferences, as well as a set of tools for producing useful proposals that do not presume

caricaturizing pathologies. Inquiries begin from two basic premises. First, Black men and boys are, in fact, disadvantaged

because of their maleness. Second, contrary to a few cultural and scholarly currents, Black men and boys are “human.” In this

short piece, I will examine two works of fiction, which I propose to include within the developing canon of Black Male Studies

literature and scholarship. Richard Wright's short story, “Big Black Good Man,” which anticipates the “formidability repre-

sentation hypothesis.” I also examine Ishmael Reed's satirical novel, Reckless Eyeballing (1986). Ultimately, I will argue that

Reed's narrative performatively proffers two insightful and invaluable criteria for evaluating depictions of Black men that

parallel the interventions of Curry's The Man-Not. I characterize these criteria as truthfulness and beauty.

“Black men enter our theoretical purview through the
negative stereotypes of our day.”
(Curry 2018, 1)

1 | Introduction

Black Male Studies—proposed and inaugurated by Tommy
Curry with the publication of The Man-Not (2017)—is an effort
to redress the cultural and scholarly lacuna concerning Black
men and boys. In the absence of an honest and rigorous
research program to understand the conditions of Black males,
negative stereotypes and pernicious caricatures persist. For
example, artistic and scholarly depictions of Black men and boys
are often limited to the images of “the Macho, the criminal, the

liar, the rapist, the murderer, the thug, the deadbeat father, the
abuser, the misogynist, the beast, the beast cub, the super-
predator, or the devil” (Curry 2017, 197). Black Male Studies
introduces a “theory and an operational paradigm” (Curry 2017,
9) for future research—a lens through which to evaluate past
and present characterizations and inferences, as well as a set of
tools for producing useful proposals that do not presume car-
icaturizing pathologies. In a recent interview, Curry explains
concisely that “Black Male Studies articulates Black male
experience through ethnography, empiricism, and actual state-
ments of fact” (LeVine and Lewis 2020). The methodological
priority of Black Male Studies is to clarify what counts as evi-
dence by appealing generally to the standards of the social sci-
ences. Additionally, inquiries begin from two basic premises.
First, “Black men and boys are, in fact, disadvantaged because of
their maleness” (Curry 2017, 8); this premise is empirically
substantiated. Second, contrary to a few cultural and scholarly
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currents, Black men and boys are “human”; therefore, these
disadvantages constitute injustices and should be redressed.

In this short piece, I will examine two works of fiction, which I
propose to include, albeit ex post facto, within the developing
canon of Black Male Studies literature and scholarship. The
structural idiosyncrasies of the literary form render such texts
rich resources for the study of Black male experience. Since
literary texts necessarily include a setting, narration, and at least
one character, they are well-suited for describing the unique
histories and peculiar conditions of embodiment that comprise
Black male vulnerability and Black male disadvantage. Addi-
tionally, literary texts can deftly sustain the paradoxical, con-
ceptual circumstance whereby researchers maintain that Black
males are “human”—that is, full members of the moral
community—amidst a network of scholarly and cultural refer-
ences that suggest otherwise.

In reading these texts as making substantive contributions to
scholarship, I build on the claim that, in addition to being literary
“works of art,” novels and short stories are speculative and
rhetorical, making arguments that can be placed in direct con-
versation with the inferences and proposals of other disciplines
(Jaima 2019). In brief, literary accounts function as robust ex-
amples: carefully crafted, strategically selected, imaginative an-
ecdotes intended to represent a type; in other words, they are
fictionalized yet substantiated articulations of a generalization
presented as a concise instance. Most importantly, however, these
robust examples aspire, like philosophical arguments generally,
to be persuasive or believable within the premised purview of the
given story. Historical accounts, by contrast, need not entail any
pretentions to plausibility; the sheer factuality of the archive
stands as rhetorically sufficient—hence the adage, truth is
stranger than fiction. As Aristotle famously notes in the Poetics,

“[history] speaks of things that have happened, but
[literature] of the sort of things that might happen. For
this reason too, [literature] is a more philosophical
and more serious thing than history, since [literature]
speaks more of things that are universal, and history of
things that are particular.”

(Aristotle 2006, Line 1451b)

On this rhetorical and philosophical register, these robust ex-
amples are subject to similar criteria of verifiability as general-
izations, albeit circumscribed considering their explicit status as
fiction. Like any claim in the social sciences, the inferences
proffered by literary texts are always in principle falsifiable. They
are vulnerable to empirical refutation, if such evidence exists. And
these robust examples or representative instances may be criti-
callyreframed as “statistical” outliers, that is, exceptions. There is,
of course, a general fascination with relatively strange cases, both
in history as well as fiction. Nevertheless, one of my principal
contentions in this short piece is that we have a responsibility, as
authors and scholars, to distinguish between examples—that is,
universals that are particular—and exceptions—that is, idiosyn-
cratic or unusual anecdotes.

With these methodological considerations in mind, I examine
the character of “Jim” from Richard Wright's short story, “Big

Black Good Man” (1961). In this literary vignette, Wright an-
ticipates, and in many ways provides the phenomenological
grounding for the “formidability representation hypothesis,”
which postulates that Black men generally appear larger and
more threatening than white men of similar size and build
(Holbrook et al. 2016). Prior to engaging Wright, however, I
examine Ishmael Reed's satirical novel, Reckless Eyeballing
(1986). Reed's novel poses one of the guiding critical questions
of Black Male Studies: How should scholars and artists study
and depict Black men and boys? Ultimately, I will argue that
Reed's narrative performatively proffers two insightful and
invaluable criteria for evaluating depictions of Black men that
parallel the interventions of Curry's The Man-Not. I characterize
these criteria as truthfulness and beauty.

2 | Ian Ball's Eschatological Dilemma and the
Criteria of Truthfullness and Beauty

Ishmael Reed's Reckless Eyeballing (1986) is an interrogation
and an indictment of the political pressures to which artists and
scholars often succumb when they study and write about Black
people in general, but Black men in particular. Reckless Eye-
balling is the satirical account of Ian Ball's efforts to expunge his
name from an industry “sex-list”—a roster akin to a “blacklist”
for sexist infractions. Ball is a Black, male, playwright, and was
placed on this list following the production of his controversial
play, Suzanna, a “play about a sugar cane worker who regularly
took the cutters into the fields in order to pay her gambling
debts and buy rum” (Reed 2000, 125). Although Suzanna was
well-received by many in the fictional world of the novel, an
influential cadre of feminist critics denounced the play as
“sexist” and branded Ball as a “misogynist” for his depiction of
the eponymous character. In order to make amends, so to speak,
Ball has written a new, radically feminist play eponymously
titled “Reckless Eyeballing.”

Ball's new play describes the dramatic court case of Cora Mae v.
Ham Hill. Ham Hill was lynched 20 years prior for “allegedly
gazing too long at Cora Mae, a white woman” (Reed 2000, 127).
In the subsequent decades, the public opinion determined that
Cora Mae was responsible for Ham Hill's murder. In order to
clear her name, Cora Mae has the court exhume Ham Hill's
body so that he may stand trial for “[eyeball] rape.” Horrifically,
yet humorously, the jury ultimately finds Ham Hill guilty, and
the judge sentences him to “death already served” (Reed 2000,
127). Based upon the positive reception of Ball's play, he man-
ages to redeem himself in the eyes of the feminist community.

Asnoted above, Reed performatively proposes with this novel two
criteria for evaluating Black (male) characters. I characterize the
first criterion as truthfulness. The success of even the most
fantastic or trivial narrative depends on its believability, which isa
function of the coherence and internal consistency of its consti-
tutive elements. Truthfulness assesses characterizations—
including “fictional” ones—on a descriptive level according to a
measure akin “soundness” or “cogency.”! For instance, we might
call a well-formed, literary character—like a well-formed argu-
ment—*“strong” or even “valid.” A sound or cogent character,
however, must also be “true” or somehow verifiable. For instance,
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a character could be based upon an historical personage. Many of
Reed's characters in Reckless Eyeballing are parodic representa-
tions of literary peers: writers and critics. In a review of the novel,
Brent Staples offers the easy speculation that one prominent
character, Tremonisha Smarts, is modeled on Alice Walker; and
Smarts's claim to fame, a play title Wrong-Headed Man, is
intended as a fictional corollary to The Color Purple (Staples 1986).

Alternately, Reed argues that a character could embody some
empirically substantiated generalizations, bearing thoughtful
relationship to available statistics or some relatable community
experience. Granted, some of the most interesting characters are
absolutely unique and idiosyncratic; their uniqueness, however,
must be foregrounded and made evident to the reader. For
instance, Reed offers a criticism of the imaginary play, Wrong-
Headed Man, a story about “some brutal [B]lack guys who
[Smarts] knew in [her] life who beat women, abandoned their
children, cynical, ignorant, and arrogant” (Reed 2000, 129).
Reed argues that the Black male antagonist in Wrong-Headed
Man—and by extension, The Color Purple—is not representa-
tive, though Smarts portrays him—and readers and critics
interpret him—as a generalizable archetype. Reed asserts, via
Smarts, “Nobody takes the crude and hateful white men like
Hoss and Crow in Sam Shepard's plays and says that these men
represent all white men” (Reed 2000, 129). Similarly, Wrong-
Headed Man only tells part of the sociological story of inti-
mate partner violence. As Reed notes, available crime statistics
suggest that this sort of violence in the Black community is
bidirectional (also, FBI 2020; see also Puzzanchera et al. 2018).

Reed's narrator also evaluates Ball's play, “Reckless Eyeballing.”
In spite of their farcical nature, Ham Hill and Cora Mae are both
coherent characters, since they are obvious corollaries of the
historical personages, Carolyn Bryant and Emmett Till. We are
all aware of the tragic events that occurred on August 28, 1955,
when Roy Bryant and J.W. Milam, murdered and disfigured the
fourteen-year-old Black boy, Emmett Till, based upon Carolyn
Bryant's claim that Till made some sort of flirtatious advance
toward her. The two men were acquitted at the time by an all-
white, male jury. Like the fictional Cora Mae, public opinion
views Carolyn Bryant contemptuously to this day and holds her
largely responsible for Emmett Till's murder. Recently, in 2017,
“guilt and sorrow” allegedly moved Ms. Bryant to confess,
60 years later, that “the most incendiary parts of the story she
and others told about Emmett...were false” (Pérez-Pefia 2017).
As Curry observes, Bryant “lied to the court, deliberately
tailoring her testimony about Till to match the imagery of the
Black rapist beast” (Curry 2017, 102). In an attempt to mitigate
her responsibility, Ms. Bryant also discloses that her husband,
Roy Bryant, was abusive, and that, “The circumstances under
which she told the story were coercive” (Pérez-Pefia 2017). She
also communicates the shared lament that, “Nothing that boy
did could ever justify what happened to him” (Pérez-Pefia 2017;
see also Tyson 2017). Like Cora Mae, Bryant tries to clear her
name by casting herself as a victim of sorts.

Reed argues that if an author wishes to create a character that
rises above mere stereotype,” they need to refer to the factual,
extra-textual world of the reader, in spite the peculiarities of
homo fictus.> Authors may accomplish this either by proposing a

credible hypothesis, that is, introducing a series of logical steps
that bridge the world of the reader and the world of the text; or
by appealing to a reliable form of evidence, such as ethnog-
raphy, empiricism, or actual statements of fact.

Reed's second criterion of evaluation is beauty. Beauty evaluates
accounts of Black men and boys on a prescriptive level. It builds
upon the idea of the good and the right, but considers further the
degree to which the reader finds a given ethical or political sen-
sibility attractive or compelling. This criterion poses a unique
challenge for scholars of Black Male Studies, since, following the
second methodological premise, we conceive of the beautiful
Black male character as decidedly “human,” included in a moral
community, if not the moral community. Such a character is
sympathetic enough that even when his actions are concerning,
he might be considered tragic, and his empirically substantiated,
institutional disadvantages can be reasonably framed as in-
justices. Yet, in the context of the American “religious perception
of the age,” to employ Leo Tolstoy's formulation,* the Black male
is necessarily construed as the nigger—the monster, the phan-
tasm, the boogeyman. And the idea of the “beautiful nigger” is
oxymoronic. Consequently, depicting a beautiful Black boy or
man in scholarship or literature ultimately requires defending
what Curry calls an “anti-ethical” sensibility, which entails
rejecting the operative, racist—read: white—moral criteria of
judgment. In other words, as Curry explains:

“When morality is defined not by the empirical acts
that demonstrate immorality, but by the racial char-
acter of those in question, our ethics become nothing
more than the apologetics of our tyrannical epoch.”
(Curry 2017, 184)

If the “religious perception of the age” precludes Black male
beauty, then scholars and artists need either an alternative
moral architecture in order to imagine and articulate such an
entity; or a rhetorical vehicle through which to rigorously
communicate the paradoxical nature of the phenomenon.

This second tack is one of deft accomplishments of Reckless
Eyeballing. In general, Reed's characters are “beautiful”; even
the antagonists retain their humanity, with credible introspec-
tion and plausible motives. By contrast, Ian Ball's character
Ham Hill, in spite of his “truthfulness,” emerges as the antith-
esis of a beautiful character. Ball's depiction of him is devoid of
any sense of humanity. Hill does not speak; he cannot speak,
since he is corpse, mere bones in fact. He receives no justice for
his wrongful death; moreover, the court determines that his
death was justified. Ultimately, his value to society as a Black
male is his death. This is the height of dehumanization. Curry
characterizes this pattern of cultural devaluation and analysis
where Black men and boys “are rarely thought of beyond their
dead bodies” as an “eschatological dilemma” (Curry 2017, 35).
Curry explains:

“Our present theories used to analyze the racial
oppression of Black men, the act of theoretical inter-
pretation, leave Black men to be understood primarily
by their dying and, in consequence, allow their deaths
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to be weighed against other political interests or more
ideal subjects. Dehumanization finds its extremity in
making the lives of the oppressed inconsequential; it is
not being able to think of the Black male beyond
his corpse that is the real result of racism’s
dehumanization.”

(Curry 2017, 145)

Here, Curry hypothesizes that racism is a misandric aggression,
or a form of Black male dehumanization that is often general-
ized, and is one of the most salient consequences of American
anti-Black racism (see Curry 2018). Returning to the novel, the
obviousness of Ball's dehumanizing depiction of Ham Hill,
embedded within Reed's satirical world, otherwise populated
with thoughtful and believably human Black men, renders the
play and Ball's characters instructively farcical. Our aspiration
should be to accomplish what Reed has done in the novel, but
not what Ball has done in his play.

3 | The Formidabile Big Black Good Man

Next, consider Richard Wright's short story, “Big Black Good
Man,” from his collection of vignettes about Black men and boys
entitled Eight Men. “Big Black Good Man” describes an
encounter between Olaf Jensen, a receptionist at a hotel in
Copenhagen, and “Jim,” one of the hotel's one-time guests,
whom Olaf characterizes as “the biggest, strangest, and [B]
lackest man he'd ever seen in his life” (Wright 2008, 87).
Through the narrator's literary clairvoyance, we learn that Olaf
is terrified of Jim. Jim is an American sailor, docked in
Copenhagen for 6 days. According to Olaf's assessment, Jim
stands impressively at six and half feet tall next to his own five
feet and seven inches. This size difference paired with Jim's
“Blackness” inclines Olaf to view Jim as inhuman.

During their initial meeting, Olaf reflects on his aversion:

“It was not that the hotel did not admit men of color;
Olaf took in all comers—|[B]lacks, yellows, whites, and
browns...To Olaf, men were men... But this particular
[B]lack man...Well, he didn’t seem human. Too big, too
black, too loud, too direct, and probably too violent to
boot.... There was something about the man’s intense
blackness and ungamely bigness that frightened and
insulted Olaf; he felt as though this man had come
here expressly to remind him how puny, how tiny, and

how weak and how white he was.”
(Wright 2008, 88-89; emphasis added)

Later, Olaf consciously contests that he is “not prejudiced”
(2008, 91), yet

“he could not shake off a primitive hate for the [B]lack
mountain of energy, of muscle, of bone; he envied the
easy manner in which it moved with such a creeping
and powerful motion; he winced at the booming and

commanding voice...he shivered at the sight of those
vast and clawlike hands that seemed always to hint of
death.”

(Wright 2008, 93; emphasis added)

Olaf does not see a man passing through his lobby who walks
and manipulates the world with hands like his; he sees a thing
that creeps and claws, not a “he” but an “it.” Moreover, this
“thing” called “Jim” is offensive and dangerous.

When Jim finally checks out of his room, there is a moment
when, after paying his bill and giving Olaf a generous tip, he
encircles Olaf's neck with the fingers of one hand. It is, admit-
tedly, an odd gesture, but Jim is gentle, and we learn ultimately
that he is measuring Olaf's neck so as to thank him with a gift of
several tailored shirts. In that moment, Olaf believes that Jim
intends to kill him, without cause. Olaf considers drawing his
gun from the desk drawer and shooting Jim, but he is too
paralyzed by fear to act. Subsequently, Olaf grows ashamed of
his inability to defend himself. Over the next several months, he
nurses a fantasy of “cannibalistic revenge” against Jim and re-
solves to be more “assertive” next time he encounters some-
thing like Jim. Eventually Jim does return to deliver his gift and
narrowly escapes a lethal encounter.

The character of Jim corresponds to historical accounts of Af-
rican American soldiers in Europe; thus, an encounter like this
in Copenhagen is certainly plausible. And the prejudicial
rapport between the two can also be substantiated sociologi-
cally. Wright's narrative anticipates and dramatizes recent
studies that test a pattern of perception in the United States
characterized as “formidability.” In brief, individuals who are
perceived as threatening are imagined to be larger and stronger
(Fessler et al. 2012). Unsurprisingly, perceptions of “formida-
bility” are affected by racial stereotypes. One study “consistently
found that fictional Black or Hispanic men are envisioned to be
physically larger, higher in aggression, and lower in status”
than their white or Asian counterparts (Holbrook et al. 2016,
75-76).

In addition to dramatizing the perceptual phenomenon of
formidability, “Big Black Good Man” conveys that these phys-
ical distortions inform an inclination to dehumanize Black men,
which justifies violence toward them. As Curry notes:

“Imagining a Black and Latino male, or hearing a
Black or Latino name, can trigger whites’ survival in-
stincts. Black men are thought to be formidable foes to
whites, and this position has both physical and social
costs.”

(Curry 2017, 172)

In other words, mundane actions on the part of Black males
presumably communicate violent intent. Recall, the mere sight
of Jim's hands “hint at death,” and inspire in Olaf a desire for
preemptive cannibalistic revenge.

Wright also conveys the ways in which the mere presence of
Black males incites a sexual threat as well. Each of the five
nights that Jim stayed at the hotel, he requested from Olaf “a

40of 6

Philosophy Compass, 2026

95U8017 SUOWILLIOD BAIIR1D 3|qeal|dde auy Ag peulencb afe soppie VO ‘SN Jo Sajni Joj Aeiqi auljuo 3|1 UO (SUOIIPUOD-pUe-SLLB)W0Y" A9 |ImAleiq 1 jpuluoy/:sdiy) SUONIPUOD pue SWie | 8y} 89S *[9202/90/80] Uo Ariqiauliuo A8|IM ‘18002 €aUd/TTTT OT/10p/woo A8 im Aleiq 1 jput|uo ssedwiod//sdny Wwoly pepeoumod ‘g ‘9202 ‘T666.Y.T



bottle of whisky and a woman” (Wright 2008, 91). Although
Olaf reflects that this was, indeed, a common request from
guests, he was angered and offended when it came from Jim. He
was careful to warn the woman that he solicited on Jim's behalf,
Lena, that Jim was “big and black” (Wright 2008, 92). Lena,
however, dismisses Olaf's warning, rebutting that “He's just a
man” (Wright 2008, 92). Fanon reminds us that in “relation to
the Negro, everything takes place on the genital level”
(Fanon 1967, 157). The “Negro is the incarnation of a genital
potency beyond all moralities and prohibitions...a terrifying
penis” (Fanon 1967, 177). Consequently, racial violence targets
the genitals as well. There are ample accounts of the castration
that accompanied the lynching of Black man. Fanon remarks
that whereas anti-Semitic violence may entail sterilization or
execution, “the Negro is castrated. The penis, the symbol of
manhood, is annihilated, which is to say that it is denied”
(Fanon 1967, 162).

The sociological implications of this manner of dehumanization
extend even further. In reducing the Black male to a raw sexual
potency, consent in intercourse is precluded in all directions. The
Black male becomes, on the one hand, a rapist even when he is
not; and on the other hand, impervious to rape, even when/if he is
avictim (see Curry 2019). As a pertinent aside, the Federal Bureau
of Investigation's (FBI) recently revised the definition of “rape”
operative for the collection of data in their annual Uniform Crime
Report. In 2013, the definition changed from, “the carnal
knowledge of a female forcibly and against her will,” to, “pene-
tration, no matter how slight, of the vagina or anus with any body
partor object, or oral penetration by a sex organ of another person,
without the consent of the victim” (““Rape,” Crime in the United
States” 2013). This new definition enabled several changes in the
understanding and study of sexual violence, challenging a num-
ber of old assumptions. Although the old definition framed rape
exclusively in terms of the female body, such that, strictly
speaking, only girls and women could be victims, this new defi-
nition made it possible to include men and boys as victims as well.
Accordingly, a new statistical category was introduced within the
purview of “rape”: “made to penetrate.” To this end, recent crime
reporting and survey data found, shockingly, that in 2011 at least,
“men and women had a similar prevalence of nonconsensual sex
in the previous 12 months (1.270 million women and 1.267
million men)” (Stemple and Meyer 2014, €19). This new defini-
tion has also instigated new, impactful research questions that
promise to alter our understanding of a range of sociological
problems and their possible solutions (Curry 2020; see Curry and
Utley 2018, 2020).

Returning to “Big Black Good Man,” one of Wright's most
notable accomplishments in his depiction of Jim is that he in-
clines the reader to view Jim as human in spite of Olaf's
dehumanizing thoughts and feelings. The reader understands
that Olaf's perceptions, as well as his impulse to maim, castrate,
and murder Jim, are prejudices, and most likely do not corre-
spond to Jim's actual appearance, his character, nor the danger
that he poses. Jim may not even be very large, simply larger than
Olaf and dark in complexion. We must also appreciate Wright's
depiction of Olaf, who, in spite of his blameworthy thoughts and
feelings, does not become villainous, merely comical.

4 | Conclusion

The honest and rigorous study of Black men and boys is,
lamentably, a recent scholarly enterprise. Yet, in spite of this
scholarly lacuna, there have been a number of literary
figures—novelists and poets>—who have made meaningful
contributions to the description and interpretation of Black ex-
periences in general, and Black male experiences in particular.
For instance, Richard Wright's “Big Black Good Man” is a
provocative vignette of the dehumanizing, sociological phe-
nomenon of racially-motivated “formidability”; Wright manages
to describe this condition without dehumanizing the character
of Jim. And in Reckless Eyeballing, Ishmael Reed asks us to
consider, in the contrasting characters of Ian Ball and Ham Hill,
the political—and existential—quandary of being “Black, Male,
and (forced to remain) silent” (Curry 2017, 229).

Furthermore, Reed intimates that to “choose to write on Black
males is to accept that you and they are in conversation with
death,” to become a necromancer of sorts (Curry 2017, 141). In
the introduction to 19 Necromancers From Now (1970), Reeds
says:

“The Afro-American artist is similar to the Necro-
mancer (a word whose etymology is revealing in it-
self!). He is a conjuror who works JuJu upon his
oppressors; a witch doctor who frees his fellow victims
from the psychic attack launched by demons of the
outer and inner world.”

(Reed 1970, xvii)

Of course, artists are not the only necromancers. Reed remarks
that Curry's The Man-Not, for instance, impacts the reader
much like Richard Wright's Black Boy, where both tell, in a
sense, “every Black man's story,”® and free us, in part, from
psychic attack. It is through this practice of necromancy—
literally, communicating with the (presumed) dead—that
Reed's evaluative criteria of truthfulness and beauty converge
with the two methodological premises of Black Male Studies.
Truthfulness ensures that depictions of Black men and boys
retain an appropriate relationship to empirical evidence,
particularly given the urgency of articulating—and ultimately
redressing—conditions of Black male vulnerability and disad-
vantage. And beauty maintains the premise that Black males are
human in spite of the persistence and pervasiveness of dehu-
manizing referents.
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Endnotes

'1n logic and rhetoric, a “strong” argument is one where the conclusion
more likely follows from the premises than not. In the case of a “valid”
argument, the conclusion necessarily follows the premises. A “sound”
argument is a “valid” argument with true premises; and a “cogent”
argument is a strong, nondeductive argument with true premises.

«

%Stereotypes are “well-formed,” but fallacious images of people. In
terms of the logical structure, stereotypes are generalizations for which
there are no possible counterexamples. Counterexamples that might
refute a generalization of this sort are relegated necessarily to the
status of “exceptions,” which “prove the rule,” as the adage goes. Thus,
stereotypes are fallacious over-generalizations that categorically pre-
clude refutation.

*Novelist EM Forster explains that the kinds of humans who emerge in
fiction—whom he calls “homo fictus” (Forster 1985, 55)—are decidedly
odd for the obvious reason they do not need to eat, sleep, or use the
restroom unless these activities are somehow important parts of the
plot. And as readers, we are often privy to the thoughts and feelings of
literary personages in a manner that is practically impossible beyond
the pages of a book. Ultimately, characters are “real not because they
are like ourselves (though they may be like us) but because they are
convincing” (Forster 1985, 62). And the insight into the hearts and
minds of others that we acquire when they are presented as characters
solaces us. “[E]ven when they are of wicked people,” Forster explains,
“they suggest a more comprehensible and thus a more manageable
human race, they give us the illusion of perspicacity and of power”
(Forster 1985, 64).

*Leo Tolstoy argues that ultimately all art is evaluated against the
“religious perception of the age,” which he describes as the “under-
standing of the meaning of life which represents the highest level to
which men of that society have attained” (Tolstoy 1899, 136).

> Consider novelist Chester Himes's “Harlem Cycle,” in particular Plan
B; and poet Cornelius Eady's Brutal Imagination.

®See,  https://www.c-span.org/video/?451837-1/2018-american-book-
awards (at 41:35).
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