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Ways In Which Wilson’s “Fences” Details The Experiences of Black Americans
August Wilson is an American playwright whose contribution to the literature and knowledge of the experiences of the black Americans in the mid-20th century is felt through a series of plays that have become a landmark in the black culture history. Patricia Gantt, a professor of English at Utah University, describes Wilson as a prolific playwright whose voice dominated the American theatre from the 1980s all through to 2005; thereby earning him a right to be dubbed the American Shakespeare of his time (2). In an article published on 3rd October, 2005 [one day after the playwright’s demise], by Charles Isherwood in the New York Times, Wilson is described as a person whose plays chronicling of the black-American's experience in the 20th century will stand as a landmark not just in the history of black culture but that of Broadway Theatre as well as American Literature (Np). On this note, this paper explores how Wilson in one of his plays, “Fences,” details the experiences of black Americans in the mid-20th Century.
“Fences” is a 1983 play set in the 1950’s in the yard of the Maxson household. It is the sixth part of the playwright’s ten-part “Pittsburg Cycle” that draws on the experiences of the black culture in all its secular and sacred particularities to create the art (Gant 1). Therefore, “Fences” like all the other plays in the Cycle explores the evolving experience and lives of the African-American culture through its exploration of the themes of racial relations and segregation, growth and change of both people and time, and dreams – both achieved and unachieved through its main characters – the Maxson’s and their friends. In this play, a tragic character [Troy Maxson] paves the way for others to have opportunities they never had before.
Wilson portrayed the 1950s as a period when a new world of opportunity opened up for blacks in America. In other words, in “Fences” like in all the other plays in the cycle, the playwright chronicles major decisive moments in the history of the black Americans in the 20th century (Shannon 27). He, therefore, sets the play purposefully during the season when blacks have been integrated into major sporting leagues. This is seen when Cory, Troy’s son in defense his dream to play in the league tells his father “the Braves got Hank Aaron and Wes Covingon” (Act One, Scene Three). This is then contrasted to time in history when blacks such as Troy Maxson were denied a chance to play in major leagues just because they were black. This, therefore, portrays a crucial moment when blacks finally got an opportunity to play with their white counterparts. Wilson uses Hank’s leading the Braves to the World Series and beating the New York Giants as proof that the despite the differences, blacks could do just as good or even better than their white counterparts if given a chance.
The play also shows that blacks continue to suffer despite being promised a freedom and a better life. Apparently, the abolition of slavery by President Lincoln did not offer equality, and better living standards for the black community as many of them expected. “Fences” brings this out through the characters of Troy and Bono. Through them, Wilson tells the audience of the many blacks who moved to the north to escape the slave-like conditions of sharecropping in the South. However, the situation was for a long time no better than in the south in as far as the issue of equality is concerned, and blacks were given menial jobs compared to the whites. On this note, blacks were employed to pick the garbage and not allowed to drive trucks until Maxson Troy’s petition (Act One, Scene Four).


[bookmark: _GoBack]Troy Maxon is the character who best acts as the lens through which Wilson and the reader explore the experiences of Black Americans in the 20th Century. He is the play's tragic character who paves the way for the other characters to experience life in a manner that they would never have had before. Through him, the issues attached to a black identity are explored. As Meredith Kiffer points out, the characters in Wilson’s play, before they are anything: rich or poor, male or female, educated or streetwise are black (1). Therefore exploring the experiences of the blacks in the twentieth century calls the reader to explore the concept through the lens of a black character such as Troy Maxson.
On this note, the name Maxson can be taken to be in reference to the Mason-Dixon line [compressed]. In American history, it is considered to be the imaginary line that defined the segregation between the Free States and the Slave States. Wilson, therefore, seems to purposely use the name Maxon as representative of a consolidation of Troy’s slave-like life in the south and the present free-like life in the north. It is therefore not a wonder that his petition earns him and other blacks the right to be hired as truck drivers. Again, his estrangement from his son, Cory and his death allow his son the opportunity to pursue his dream of becoming a sportsman. At the same time, the blacks’ patience is brought out through his wife who takes care of a child that he gets out of wedlock. All these tell a lot about the experiences black people went through amongst themselves and within the larger society.
Therefore, in “Fences,” August Wilson challenges the audience to reflect on what they know about American history, especially in regards to racial relations and how they have changed over time. Through the lives and views of the older generation (portrayed through Bono, Troy, Rose, among others] and the younger generation [portrayed through Cory, Hank, Wes and others] the reader can trace the experiences of blacks as time goes by.
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