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ABSTRACT

This study examines August Wilson's Fences as a critical intervention into the discourse on
systemic racism in mid-twentieth-century America. By situating the struggles of Troy Maxson
within the broader structures of racial exclusion, the play dramatizes how discriminatory
practices in employment, housing, and sports reduced African American aspirations and
reshaped familial relationships. Drawing on theories of racial inequality, cultural memory, and
Critical Race Theory, the analysis highlights Wilson's use of metaphor, particularly the fence,
as a symbol of both protection and confinement. Through qualitative content analysis and
engagement with secondary sources, this study demonstrates how Fences not only reflects the
lived experiences of African Americans during the 1950s but also interrogates the
intergenerational transmission of trauma and frustration produced by systemic barriers. The
findings reveal that Wilson's work emphasizes the intersection of personal dreams and
collective struggles, offering a profound critique of racism's enduring impact on identity, hope,
and kinship structures within the African American community.

Keywords: Fences, systemic racism, racial discrimination, deferred dreams, African
American identity, August Wilson

RESUME

Cette étude examine Fences d’ August Wilson comme une intervention critique dans le discours
sur le racisme systémique dans I’Amérique du milieu du XXe siécle. En situant les luttes de
Troy Maxson au sein des structures plus larges de I'exclusion raciale, la pieéce met en scéne la
maniére dont les pratiques discriminatoires dans les domaines de I'emploi, du logement et du
sport ont limité les aspirations des Afro-Ameéricains et redéfini les relations familiales.
S’appuyant sur des théories de 1'inégalité raciale, de la mémoire culturelle et de la Critical Race
Theory, I'analyse met en lumiére I'utilisation du symbole de la cloture (the fence) par Wilson, a
la fois métaphore de protection et d’enfermement. A travers une analyse qualitative du
contenu et I"exploitation de sources secondaires, cette étude montre que Ferces ne se contente
pas de refléter les expériences vécues des Afro-Américains dans les années 1950, mais interroge
également la transmission intergénérationnelle des traumatismes et des frustrations
engendrées par les barrieres systémiques. Les résultats révelent que l'ceuvre de Wilson
souligne l'articulation entre les réves individuels et les luttes collectives, offrant ainsi une
critique profonde de I'impact durable du racisme sur l'identité, I'espoir et les structures de
parenté au sein de la communauté afro-américaine.

Mots-clés : Fences, racisme systémique, discrimination raciale, réves différés, identité afro-
américaine, August Wilson
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INTRODUCTION

August Wilson's Fences, first produced in 1985, stands as one of the most significant works
in American theater, offering a profound examination of African American life in the
1950s. Set in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the play centers on Troy Maxson, a former baseball
player turned sanitation worker, whose life has been shaped and ultimately constrained
by the systemic racism permeating American society. As the second installment in
Wilson's ambitious Pittsburgh Cycle, a ten-play series chronicling African American
experiences across the twentieth century, Fences captures a pivotal moment in American
history: the years before the Civil Rights Movement when African Americans faced
entrenched discrimination in employment, housing, education, and virtually every aspect
of social life.

The play's historical context is crucial for the understanding of its thematic depth. The
1950s represented a paradoxical period in American history, an era of unprecedented
economic prosperity that largely excluded African Americans from its benefits. While
white Americans enjoyed suburban expansion and the fruits of the post-war economic
boom, African Americans remained confined to urban ghettos, relegated to menial labor,
and systematically denied access to professional opportunities. Wilson's play emerges
from this historical moment to explore not just the economic dimensions of racism but its
psychological and familial ramifications. Through Troy Maxson's struggle to provide for
his family, maintain his dignity, and grapple with his own limitations and
disappointments, Wilson dramatizes the human cost of systemic oppression.

While considerable studies have examined August Wilson's body of work, there remains
a need for focused analysis of how Fences specifically dramatizes the mechanics of
systemic racism and its intergenerational effects. This study adresses the problem of the
intersection institutional discrimination and personal agency within the play: how
external structures of oppression shape internal familial dynamics, and how the deferred
dreams of one generation cascade into the next. While critics have noted the play's
engagement with racial themes, fewer have systematically analyzed how Wilson employs
theatrical metaphor, particularly the central symbol of the fence, to represent both the
protective strategies and confining realities of African American life under systemic
racism. Moreover, there is insufficient examination of how the play's treatment of
masculinity, fatherhood, and domestic conflict reflects broader patterns of racial trauma
and adaptation.

This research contributes to American Studies and African American literary criticism by
offering a comprehensive analysis of one of the most celebrated plays in the American
theatrical canon. For scholars, it provides a detailed examination of how Wilson's work
engages with Critical Race Theory and theories of cultural memory, demonstrating
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literature's capacity to preserve and interrogate historical experiences of oppression. For
educators, the study offers frameworks for teaching Ferces in ways that connect historical
contexts to contemporary social issues. More broadly, the research contributes to ongoing
discussions about systemic racism by illustrating how literary analysis can illuminate the
human dimensions of institutional discrimination. By examining how one African
American family navigates the structural barriers of their time, the study offers insights
into the persistence of racial inequality and the resilience of communities facing
systematic oppression. Finally, the research demonstrates the value of theatrical literature
as a primary source for understanding American history and culture, particularly
narratives and perspectives that have been historically marginalized.

The general objective of this study is to analyze August Wilson's Fences as a theatrical
exploration of systemic racism and its impact on African American identity, family
structures, and aspirations in mid-twentieth-century America. This broad aim
encompasses both the historical context the play represents and the literary strategies
Wilson employs to dramatize racial oppression. Specifically, the study aims to:

- examine how the play dramatizes the mechanisms of systemic racism in
employment, housing, and professional sports;

- analyze the fence as a central metaphor representing both protection and
confinement within the African American experience;

- investigate the intergenerational transmission of racial trauma through the father-
son relationship between Troy and Cory Maxson; and fourth, to explore how the
play interrogates constructions of African American masculinity under conditions
of systematic oppression.

This study is guided by four central research questions: How does Fences represent the
systemic barriers that constrained African American aspirations in 1950s America? In
what ways does Wilson employ the fence as a theatrical metaphor to explore themes of
protection, confinement, and racial exclusion? How does the play dramatize the
intergenerational effects of systemic racism through familial relationships? What does the
text reveal about the intersection of race, masculinity, and dignity in the context of
systematic oppression?

1. Literature Review

Critical work on August Wilson’s Fences has developed substantially since the play’s
premiere, with scholars approaching the text from a wide range of theoretical and
methodological perspectives. Early criticism, exemplified by scholars such as Sandra
Shannon and Kim Pereira, established foundational readings of the play's engagement
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with African American history and culture. Shannon (1995) positioned Wilson within a
broader tradition of African American theater, arguing that his work represents a
conscious effort to dramatize the African American experience across the twentieth
century. Shannon emphasizes Wilson's commitment to cultural specificity and his
resistance to universal themes that might dilute the particular historical experiences of
African Americans.

Elam (2004)'s work has been particularly influential in analyzing Wilson's plays through
the lens of cultural performance and racial identity. In The Past as Present in the Drama of
August Wilson, Elam (2004) argues that Wilson employs theatrical techniques to make
history actively present for contemporary audiences, creating what Elam terms sites of
memory that resist historical amnesia. Elam's analysis of Fences emphasizes how the
play's domestic setting becomes a microcosm for examining broader social structures and
historical forces. According to Elam, Troy Maxson's individual struggles reflect collective
African American experiences of discrimination and deferred dreams, making the
personal political and the historical immediate.

Fishman (1997)'s analysis in "Romare Bearden, August Wilson, and the Traditions of
African American Art" explores the aesthetic influences shaping Wilson's dramatic vision,
particularly his debt to the visual artist Romare Bearden. Fishman demonstrates how
Wilson's theatrical composition mirrors Bearden's collage technique, layering historical
fragments, cultural references, and personal narratives to create complex portraits of
African American life. This approach to Fences reveals how Wilson's dramaturgy reflects
broader African American aesthetic traditions that emphasize cultural continuity and
communal memory.

More recent research has applied Critical Race Theory and intersectional analysis to
Wilson's work. Elam (2007)'s "August Wilson and the African American Odyssey"
engages with how the play represents the collision between African American aspirations
and white supremacist structures. Elam argues that Troy's character embodies what she
terms racial realism, a recognition that systemic racism cannot be overcome through
individual effort alone, yet resistance and dignity remain possible and necessary. This
reading complicates earlier interpretations that viewed Troy primarily as a tragic figure
destroyed by personal flaws, instead situating his limitations within the context of
structural oppression.

Studies of masculinity in Wilson's plays have also generated important insights. Krasner
(2008)'s "Rewriting the Body: Gender and Sexuality in August Wilson's Fences" examines
how racial oppression shapes constructions of African American manhood. Krasner
argues that Troy's rigid masculinity, his insistence on control, his rejection of
vulnerability, represents both a survival strategy under racism and a source of familial
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conflict. This perspective reveals how systemic racism distorts intimate relationships by
forcing African American men to adopt defensive postures that can damage their
connections with loved ones.

The metaphor of the fence has received sustained critical attention. Snodgrass (2004)'s
August Wilson: A Literary Companion catalogues various symbolic interpretations of the
fence, noting how different characters project different meanings onto its construction.
For Troy, the fence represents an ambivalent project, simultaneously protection for his
family and a barrier separating him from emotional intimacy. For Rose, the fence offers
security and demarcation of domestic space. For Cory, the fence becomes a symbol of
paternal authority and constraint. Snodgrass (2004)'s analysis demonstrates how Wilson
uses this polyvalent symbol to explore multiple dimensions of African American
experience under segregation.

While these studies have significantly advanced our understanding of Fences, this
research extends existing work by systematically analyzing how the play’s theatrical
language, metaphors, structural patterns, and character relationships specifically
dramatize the mechanisms of systemic racism and their intergenerational effects. By
integrating insights from Critical Race Theory with close textual analysis, this study aims
to illuminate how Wilson's play functions both as historical documentation and as artistic
intervention in ongoing conversations about racial justice.

2. Theoretical Framework

This study employs an interdisciplinary theoretical framework drawing primarily from
Critical Race Theory (CRT), theories of cultural memory, and dramatic analysis. Critical
Race Theory, developed by legal scholars including Bell (1992), Crenshaw (1991), and
Delgado and Stefancic (2001), provides essential concepts for understanding how Ferces
represents systemic racism. CRT's central tenet, that racism is not merely individual
prejudice but is embedded in legal systems, economic structures, and social institutions,
directly illuminates Troy Maxson's experiences. The theory's emphasis on interest
convergence, the idea that racial progress occurs only when it aligns with white interests,
helps explain Troy's limited opportunities despite his talents and ambitions. CRT's
attention to counter-narratives and storytelling as methods of resistance also resonates
with Wilson's theatrical project of preserving African American voices and experiences.

The concept of structural determinism within CRT, the recognition that social structures
significantly constrain individual agency, proves particularly relevant to analyzing Troy's
character. While Troy makes consequential choices throughout the play, his options are
fundamentally shaped by the racist structures of his time. This theoretical lens prevents
reductive readings that might blame Troy for his failures while recognizing that structural
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oppression does not eliminate personal responsibility. The framework thus allows for a
nuanced understanding of how individual agency operates within systems of constraint.

Nora (1989)'s concept of lieux de mémoire, sites of memory, informs this study's
understanding of how Wilson's play functions as cultural preservation. Nora (1989)
argues that modern societies create sites of memory, monuments, museums, archives, and
cultural works, to preserve aspects of the past that no longer exist in living memory. Ferces
serves as such a site, preserving experiences of discrimination that might otherwise be
forgotten or minimized. The play memorializes not just historical events but also
emotional textures, family dynamics, and daily realities of African American life under
segregation. This theoretical perspective highlights Wilson's role as a cultural historian
whose theatrical art preserves collective memory.

Hirsch (2012)'s theory of postmemory offers insights into the play's representation of
intergenerational trauma. Hirsch developed this concept to describe how the children of
trauma survivors inherit and are shaped by their parents' experiences. In Fences, Cory
Maxson inherits not just his father's stories but the psychological scars of Troy's
encounters with racism. The son must navigate both the direct racism he faces in 1950s
America and the indirect effects of his father's traumatic experiences. This theoretical
framework illuminates how systemic racism operates across generations, as the
psychological wounds inflicted on one generation shape the emotional landscape of the
next.

Finally, this study draws on dramatic theory, particularly Aristotelian concepts of tragedy
adapted to the African American context. Wilson's play both employs and revises classical
tragic structures, suggesting that Troy's downfall results not from a tragic flaw but from
the intersection of personal choices and systemic constraints. This theoretical approach
allows for analysis of how Wilson uses theatrical form itself to critique social structures,
making the play's artistic choices inseparable from its political meanings. These
theoretical frameworks work in concert to illuminate how Fences represents, preserves,
and critiques the impact of systemic racism on African American lives.

3. Methodology of the Study

This study employs qualitative textual analysis as its primary research methodology,
focusing on close reading of August Wilson's Fences as a primary source. The
methodology integrates several analytical approaches: thematic analysis to identify and
examine recurring patterns related to systemic racism; symbolic analysis to interpret the
play's central metaphors, particularly the fence; character analysis to understand how
individuals embody and respond to structural oppression; and dialogue analysis to
examine how language reveals power dynamics and social constraints.

RILALE Vol.9 N°1, Février 2026, 29-42 34



DREAMS DEFERRED: THE IMPACT OF SYSTEMIC RACISM IN AUGUST WILSON'S FENCES

The research process began with multiple readings of the complete play text, noting key
passages, recurring motifs, and significant dramatic moments. Subsequent readings
focused specifically on instances where the text references or dramatizes systemic
barriers: employment discrimination, residential segregation, exclusion from professional
sports, and limited educational opportunities. These textual moments were catalogued
and analyzed for patterns in how they represent the mechanisms and effects of
institutional racism.

The analysis employed a systematic coding process, identifying textual evidence related
to the study's research questions. Codes included institutional barriers, deferred dreams,
intergenerational conflict, symbolic fences, masculinity and oppression, and resistance
and agency. This coding facilitated identification of patterns and connections across the
text, revealing how Wilson's dramatic structure reinforces thematic concerns. For
instance, the play's temporal structure, moving from Friday evening through Sunday,
creates a compressed timeframe that intensifies familial conflicts while suggesting that
these conflicts emerge from long-accumulated pressures of systemic racism.

Secondary sources were engaged dialogically with the primary text. Historical sources
provided context for understanding the specific forms of discrimination Troy and other
characters face, while literary criticism offered interpretive frameworks and alternative
readings. This dialogical approach allowed the study to build on existing work while
developing original analysis grounded in close attention to Wilson's theatrical language.
The research particularly attended to moments where the text's language reveals tensions
between Troy's self-understanding and the structural forces shaping his life, instances
where Wilson's dramaturgy makes visible the operations of systemic racism that
characters might not fully articulate themselves.

The methodology acknowledges certain limitations. As a textual study, it focuses on the
published script rather than live performances, recognizing that theatrical interpretation
adds dimensions beyond the written word. The research also acknowledges that any
interpretation of literary texts involves subjective judgment, though it grounds its claims
on specific textual evidence. To ensure rigor, interpretive claims are supported by direct
quotations and references to specific scenes, while alternative interpretations are
considered where relevant. This methodological approach allows for systematic analysis
while remaining attentive to the play's artistic complexity and the multiple meanings it
can generate.
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4. Findings
4.1. Dramatization of Systemic Barriers

The analysis reveals that Fences systematically dramatizes three primary forms of
systemic racism: employment discrimination, exclusion from professional opportunities,
particularly sports, and the broader denial of social mobility. Troy Maxson's employment
as a garbage collector, despite his intelligence and work ethic, exemplifies the
occupational segregation that confined African Americans to menial labor. His successful
fight to become the first Black garbage truck driver in Pittsburgh represents a limited
victory. He gains slightly better work conditions but remains locked out of truly
professional opportunities. The play demonstrates how even small advances require
extraordinary effort from African Americans while remaining easily accessible to white
workers.

Troy's exclusion from major league baseball serves as the play's central example of
systematic opportunity denial. His bitter reflections on how the color barrier prevented
his baseball career reveal the psychological toll of racism, not just the loss of economic
opportunity but the theft of dreams and the assault on dignity. Troy repeatedly returns
to this injustice, suggesting how deeply it has wounded him. The temporal irony that
integration of baseball occurs just after Troy's prime years demonstrates how systemic
racism operates through timing, perpetually deferring African American aspirations until
opportunities have passed. Wilson uses Troy's baseball story to illuminate a broader
pattern: systemic racism does not merely create obstacles but orchestrates their timing to
ensure African Americans perpetually arrive too late for opportunities. This temporal
dimension of oppression proves particularly cruel, as it allows white society to claim
progress while ensuring that progress benefits only future generations, leaving those who
endured the worst discrimination with neither recompense nor achievement. Troy's
recognition that he is born with two strikes on him captures this temporal injustice. The
game was rigged from his birth, ensuring that no amount of talent or effort could
overcome systematically imposed disadvantage.

4.2. The Fence as Multivalent Symbol

The fence that Troy slowly constructs throughout the play operates as a multivalent
symbol representing protection, confinement, exclusion, and demarcation. For Rose,
Troy's wife, the fence represents security and the definition of family space. She wants the
fence completed to keep her loved ones safe and maintain a bounded domestic sphere.
Her song, Jesus, be a fence all around me every day, connects the physical fence to
spiritual protection, suggesting how African Americans under segregation sought safety
in multiple forms. Rose's investment in the fence reveals how systemic racism forced
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African Americans to create defensive structures, both literal and metaphorical, to protect
themselves from a hostile society.

For Troy, however, the fence becomes more ambiguous, simultaneously his grudging
concession to Rose's desire for security and a symbol of his own emotional barriers. Troy's
reluctance to complete the fence parallels his resistance to emotional vulnerability,
suggesting that the defensive strategies African Americans developed under racism could
become prisons of their own making. The fence thus represents both necessary protection
and damaging isolation, capturing a tragic paradox of life under systemic oppression:
survival strategies can become obstacles to intimacy and joy.

For Cory, Troy's son, the fence represents paternal authority and constraint. Cory helps
build the fence under his father's orders, but the construction becomes a site of conflict as
Troy uses the project to assert control and deny Cory's aspirations. The fence-building
scenes dramatize how intergenerational conflict unfolds within the confined spaces
systemic racism creates. Wilson uses the fence's multiple meanings to show how the same
structure, whether literal fence or social barrier, can signify differently depending on one's
position within family and society, yet all these meanings ultimately connect to the
constraints racism imposes.

4.3. Intergenerational Transmission of Trauma

The Troy-Cory relationship reveals how systemic racism produces intergenerational
trauma that damages family bonds. Troy's harsh treatment of Cory, his refusal to let Cory
play football, his insistence that Cory get a real job, his emotional coldness, stems from
Troy's own experiences of discrimination and disappointment. Having had his dreams
destroyed by racism, Troy cannot imagine that Cory's generation might face different
opportunities. His protective impulse, keeping Cory from experiencing the pain of
deferred dreams, manifests as controlling behavior that replicates some of racism's
damaging effects within the family.

The play demonstrates how racism's psychological toll gets passed to the next generation
not through explicit teaching but through damaged relationships and constrained
emotional expression. Cory must contend not only with the racism of 1950s America but
with a father whose capacity for nurturing has been compromised by his own traumatic
encounters with discrimination. Wilson dramatizes a cruel irony: Troy's love for his son
manifests in ways that wound Cory, as Troy's survival strategies under racism, emotional
hardness, rigid control, skepticism about possibilities, become obstacles to positive father-
son connection. The intergenerational conflict thus reveals how systemic racism damages
not just individuals but families, as survival mechanisms developed under oppression
can perpetuate harm across generations. The play suggests that this cycle can only be
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broken through conscious effort to recognize how historical trauma shapes present
relationships. Rose's character embodies this possibility, as she maintains her capacity for
forgiveness and emotional openness despite the pain Troy inflicts. Her final speech to
Cory about honoring his father while recognizing Troy's failures models a mature
engagement with painful inheritance, neither denying Troy's limitations nor being
destroyed by them, but instead claiming agency to construct a different kind of manhood
and family relationship.

4.4. Masculinity Under Oppression

The study finds that Fences interrogates how systemic racism shapes constructions of
African American masculinity. Troy's rigid masculine identity, his emphasis on duty,
provision, control, and emotional restraint, represents both a response to and a casualty
of racism. Unable to achieve traditional masculine success in a society that systematically
denies African American men economic opportunities and social respect, Troy
compensates through exaggerated assertions of authority within his family. His famous
speech about responsibility and duty, a man got to take care of his family, reveals both
dignity and damage: Troy maintains his self-respect through fulfilling obligations, yet his
narrow definition of manhood leaves little room for tenderness, vulnerability, or
emotional connection.

5. Discussion

These findings reveal how August Wilson's Fences functions as both historical
documentation and literary intervention in discussions of systemic racism. The play's
dramatization of institutional barriers demonstrates literature's capacity to make abstract
social structures concrete and comprehensible through individual stories. By showing
how employment discrimination, educational exclusion, and residential segregation
shaped Troy Maxson's life possibilities, Wilson makes systemic racism visible in its daily
operations and human costs. This specificity serves crucial pedagogical and political
functions, countering narratives that frame racism as primarily individual prejudice
rather than systematic structural oppression.

The fence metaphor's multiple meanings reveal Wilson's sophisticated understanding of
how oppression operates. The same structure, whether literal barrier or metaphorical
defense, can simultaneously protect and confine, secure and isolate. This complexity
resists simplistic narratives about racism's effects, acknowledging both the necessity of
defensive strategies and their costs. The fence as symbol captures a fundamental
contradiction of life under systemic oppression: survival requires protective barriers that
can themselves become limiting. Wilson's theatrical language thus illuminates how
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racism forces impossible choices, where every adaptive strategy carries costs and no path
offers simple escape.

The intergenerational dynamics the play presents complicate narratives of linear racial
progress. While Cory's opportunities differ from Troy's, college football recruiters visit
the Maxson home, suggesting some opening of previously closed doors, the damage
racism inflicted on Troy shapes Cory's childhood in profound ways. The play suggests
that even as institutional barriers shift, their psychological and familial effects persist
across generations. This representation challenges triumphalist narratives of civil rights
progress by showing how historical oppression continues to shape lives long after formal
barriers fall. Wilson thus dramatizes what scholars of racial trauma increasingly
recognize: systemic racism's effects accumulate across generations, and healing requires
more than legal changes.

The play's representation of masculinity under oppression reveals how systemic racism
distorts intimate relationships and personal identity. Troy's rigid masculinity, while
understandable as a response to systematic emasculation by white supremacist society,
damages his family relationships and limits his own emotional life. Wilson refuses to
simply vilify Troy or excuse his behavior; instead, the play shows how structural
oppression produces psychological adaptations that can perpetuate harm. This nuanced
portrayal illuminates a cruel dynamic: racism does not just create external barriers but
reshapes internal emotional landscapes in ways that can undermine the very relationships
and communities that might offer resistance and healing. Troy's affair with Alberta, for
instance, represents not simply personal moral failing but a symptom of deeper wounds,
his desperate attempt to reclaim some sense of vitality and possibility that racism has
denied him. The tragedy lies in how this attempt at self-assertion destroys the family
bonds that give his life meaning, demonstrating how oppression's psychological toll can
lead individuals to damage what they most value.

These findings have implications beyond literary analysis. Fences demonstrates how art
preserves historical experiences that might otherwise be lost or minimized, serving as
what Pierre Nora calls a site of memory. The play ensures that the particular textures of
African American life under segregation, the daily humiliations, the constrained
possibilities, the resilient dignity, remain accessible to contemporary audiences. This
memorial function proves especially important as historical distance makes past
oppressions seem remote or resolved. Wilson's play insists on the continued relevance of
these histories, suggesting that understanding contemporary racial inequality requires
grappling with its historical roots.

Moreover, the play's attention to how racism shapes family dynamics and personal
psychology complements sociological and historical accounts of systemic discrimination.
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While quantitative data can document employment disparities or income gaps, literature
reveals the lived experience of oppression, the emotional costs, the daily negotiations, the
interpersonal consequences. Fences thus offers a different kind of knowledge about
racism: not statistical patterns but phenomenological truth, not aggregate effects but
individual experience. This experiential knowledge proves essential for comprehensive
understanding of systemic racism and its human toll.

CONCLUSION

This study has demonstrated that August Wilson's Fences offers a sophisticated theatrical
exploration of systemic racism and its multidimensional impact on African American
lives in mid-twentieth-century America. Through close analysis of the play's
dramatization of institutional barriers, its central metaphor of the fence, its representation
of intergenerational trauma, and its interrogation of masculinity under oppression, the
research has illuminated how Wilson employs theatrical language to make visible the
operations and costs of structural racism.

The play's power derives from its specificity, its attention to how systemic racism shaped
particular lives in particular times and places, while simultaneously revealing broader
patterns of oppression that transcend its historical moment. Troy Maxson's struggles with
employment discrimination, his exclusion from baseball, his conflicts with his son, and
his rigid masculine identity all reflect systematic patterns of how racism constrains
possibilities, damages relationships, and shapes identities. Yet Wilson never reduces his
characters to mere symbols or victims; Troy remains fully human, capable of love and
laughter alongside bitterness and cruelty, maintaining dignity while sometimes inflicting
harm.

The research has shown how the fence functions as Wilson's central theatrical metaphor,
capturing the paradoxes of life under systematic oppression. The same structure that
offers protection also confines; the defensive strategies necessary for survival can become
obstacles to joy and connection. This symbolic complexity reflects Wilson's understanding
that racism creates impossible dilemmas where every choice carries costs and no solution
offers simple escape. The fence thus becomes an image not just of racist barriers but of the
complicated adaptations African Americans developed in response to those barriers.

By examining intergenerational dynamics, the study has revealed how Fences complicates
narratives of racial progress. The play acknowledges changes between Troy's generation
and Cory's while showing how the traumas of past oppression continue to shape
subsequent generations. This perspective proves crucial for understanding contemporary
racial inequality, suggesting that historical injustices cannot be addressed simply by
removing formal barriers. The psychological and relational damage racism inflicted

RILALE Vol.9 N°1, Février 2026, 29-42 40



DREAMS DEFERRED: THE IMPACT OF SYSTEMIC RACISM IN AUGUST WILSON'S FENCES

persists across generations, requiring sustained attention and healing processes rather
than declarations that racism is past.

The play's significance extends beyond its historical documentation to its ongoing
relevance for contemporary discussions of racial justice. Many of the barriers Troy faces,
employment discrimination, residential segregation, limited educational opportunities,
persist in modified forms today. The psychological dynamics Wilson dramatizes, the
intergenerational transmission of trauma, the distortion of relationships under
oppression, the difficult balance between protection and control, remain relevant to
understanding how systemic racism continues to shape African American lives. Fences
thus functions not merely as historical artifact but as ongoing intervention in
conversations about racism, family, masculinity, and justice.

Wilson's achievement in Fences lies in his ability to create art that functions
simultaneously as memorial, documentation, and critique. The play preserves African
American experiences that might otherwise be forgotten while analyzing the systemic
forces that shaped those experiences. It honors the dignity and resilience of people living
under oppression while refusing to romanticize their suffering or minimize racism's
damages. It captures specific historical realities while illuminating continuing patterns of
inequality. This multifaceted achievement demonstrates literature's unique capacity to
represent complex social realities, preserve cultural memory, and contribute to ongoing
struggles for justice. The play's enduring power stems from its refusal to offer easy
answers or comfortable resolutions. Troy dies before achieving reconciliation with Cory,
suggesting that some wounds cut too deep for simple healing. Yet the final scene, with its
gathering of family for Troy's funeral, offers a measure of grace, not redemption or
absolution, but acknowledgment of shared humanity and the possibility of moving
forward while carrying the weight of the past. This complex ending reflects Wilson's
mature understanding that addressing historical injustice requires neither forgetting nor
being paralyzed by the past, but rather engaging with history honestly as foundation for
different futures.

Future research might explore how Fences relates to other works in Wilson's Pittsburgh
Cycle, examining how the play's themes develop across the series. Comparative studies
with other African American playwrights of the period could illuminate different
strategies for representing systemic racism theatrically. Analysis of how Fences has been
received and interpreted across different historical moments could reveal how the play's
meanings shift with changing social contexts. Finally, examination of specific theatrical
productions could explore how directorial and performance choices interpret and
emphasize different aspects of Wilson's text. Such research would further develop our
understanding of how theatrical literature engages with and illuminates questions of
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racial justice, contributing both to the field of American Studies and to ongoing
conversations about the creation of more equitable societies.
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