
figurative language in fences

figurative language in fences plays a crucial role in enhancing the thematic depth and emotional
resonance of August Wilson’s acclaimed play, "Fences." This literary device is employed skillfully to
reveal complex character motivations, social tensions, and cultural contexts within the African
American experience during the 1950s. Through metaphors, symbolism, imagery, and other figures of
speech, Wilson enriches the narrative and offers a profound exploration of identity, family, and
societal barriers. Understanding the use of figurative language in "Fences" is essential for
appreciating the play’s layered meanings and its commentary on race, responsibility, and personal
dreams. This article will delve into the various types of figurative language used in "Fences," analyze
key examples, and discuss their significance within the play’s broader social and historical framework.
Readers will gain insight into how figurative expressions contribute to the drama’s enduring power
and relevance.
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Types of Figurative Language in Fences
August Wilson’s "Fences" employs a variety of figurative language techniques to convey intricate
ideas and emotions. These include metaphors, similes, symbolism, personification, and imagery. Each
device serves to deepen the audience’s understanding of the characters’ inner conflicts and the
societal forces shaping their lives. Figurative language in "Fences" is not merely decorative; it is
integral to the storytelling, providing layers of meaning that extend beyond the literal dialogue and
actions on stage.

Metaphors and Similes
Metaphors and similes are prevalent throughout "Fences," often used to express abstract concepts
such as hope, confinement, and resilience. By comparing one thing to another, Wilson creates vivid
mental pictures that illuminate the characters’ psychological states and relationships. These
comparisons are typically grounded in everyday experiences, making them accessible yet powerful.



Symbolism
Symbolism is a cornerstone of the figurative language in "Fences," with objects and actions
representing broader themes. The fence itself is the most prominent symbol, embodying protection,
division, and the boundaries between personal aspirations and societal limitations. Other symbolic
elements enrich the narrative, providing insight into characters’ desires and struggles.

Personification and Imagery
Personification and imagery enhance the sensory and emotional impact of the play. Through vivid
descriptions and attributing human qualities to inanimate objects, Wilson creates an immersive
atmosphere that reflects the characters’ moods and tensions. This use of figurative language in
"Fences" heightens the dramatic effect and helps convey the cultural milieu of the 1950s.

Symbolism and Metaphors in Fences
The use of symbolism and metaphors in "Fences" is pivotal in expressing the play’s central themes.
These figurative elements help articulate the conflicts surrounding race, family dynamics, and the
pursuit of the American Dream. The metaphorical language enriches the dialogue and provides a
subtext that reveals deeper social and personal issues.

The Fence as a Central Symbol
The fence itself serves as a multifaceted symbol in the play. It represents both a physical barrier and
an emotional boundary. On one hand, the fence is a protective structure meant to keep the family
safe and united. On the other hand, it signifies the limitations and separations imposed by societal
racism and personal grievances. The process of building the fence parallels the characters’ attempts
to establish control over their lives and relationships.

Metaphors Related to Baseball
Baseball metaphors are frequently employed by Troy Maxson, the protagonist, to articulate his
worldview. Baseball serves as a metaphor for life’s challenges, fairness, and missed opportunities,
particularly reflecting Troy’s bitterness over racial discrimination in professional sports. These
metaphors reveal Troy’s internal conflicts and his approach to confronting adversity.

Imagery and Descriptive Language
Imagery in "Fences" vividly portrays the setting and emotional landscape, reinforcing the themes
through sensory details. Wilson’s descriptive language paints scenes that are both tangible and
symbolic, immersing the audience in the lived experiences of the characters.



Visual and Sensory Imagery
Wilson uses visual imagery to depict the physical environment, such as the working-class
neighborhood and the yard where much of the play unfolds. These descriptions ground the story in a
specific time and place, highlighting the social realities faced by African Americans in the 1950s.
Sensory imagery, including sounds and tactile sensations, further enriches the atmosphere.

Emotional Imagery
Emotional imagery captures the psychological states of characters, often reflecting tension,
frustration, or hope. The figurative language conveys feelings that are difficult to express directly,
making the characters’ experiences more relatable and poignant. This imagery complements the
symbolic elements and deepens the audience’s empathy.

Impact of Figurative Language on Themes
The figurative language in "Fences" significantly shapes the play’s exploration of major themes such
as racial discrimination, family obligations, and the complexity of dreams. These literary devices allow
Wilson to communicate nuanced perspectives and evoke emotional responses.

Race and Social Barriers
Figurative language highlights the racial barriers that Troy and other characters face. Through
symbolism and metaphor, Wilson critiques the systemic inequalities that limit African American
opportunities and influence personal identity. The figurative expressions underscore the tension
between aspiration and reality.

Family and Responsibility
Symbolism and metaphor are used to depict the dynamics of family and the burdens of responsibility.
The fence symbolizes the boundaries within familial relationships, representing both protection and
confinement. Figurative language reveals the complexities of loyalty, sacrifice, and conflict among
family members.

Dreams and Disillusionment
Wilson employs figurative language to contrast hope with disillusionment. Metaphors related to
sports, fences, and daily struggles illustrate the characters’ dreams and the obstacles that thwart
them. This highlights the universal theme of striving for a better life despite setbacks.



Examples of Figurative Language in Key Scenes
Analyzing specific instances of figurative language in "Fences" clarifies how these devices function
within the narrative. Key scenes demonstrate the play’s rich use of metaphor, symbolism, and
imagery to convey character development and thematic depth.

Troy’s Baseball Metaphors
In multiple scenes, Troy compares life to baseball, using the sport as a metaphor for fairness and
opportunity. For example, he discusses how racial discrimination prevented him from playing in the
major leagues, which symbolizes broader societal injustices. These metaphors reveal Troy’s bitterness
and shape his interactions with other characters.

The Construction of the Fence
The physical act of building the fence is laden with symbolic meaning. As Troy and his family work on
the fence, the dialogue surrounding this task includes figurative language that reflects their emotional
and relational barriers. The fence becomes a tangible representation of the characters’ desires to
protect, separate, and define their family.

Rose’s Symbolic Interpretation
Rose often interprets the fence as a symbol of love and security, contrasting with Troy’s more
conflicted view. Her use of figurative language emphasizes nurturing and hope, providing a
counterbalance to Troy’s cynicism. This difference highlights the varied ways characters use
symbolism to understand their experiences.

Metaphor: Life is baseball – highlighting struggles and missed chances.1.

Symbolism: The fence as both protection and division.2.

Imagery: Vivid descriptions of the home and yard anchoring the play’s setting.3.

Personification: The fence “keeping the family together” as if it has agency.4.

Simile: Comparing emotional pain to physical wounds.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is figurative language and how is it used in 'Fences'?
Figurative language refers to the use of words or expressions with a meaning different from the literal



interpretation. In 'Fences' by August Wilson, figurative language is used to convey deeper emotions,
themes, and character insights, such as through metaphors and symbolism.

Can you give an example of a metaphor in 'Fences'?
One example of a metaphor in 'Fences' is the fence itself, which symbolizes both protection and
separation in the Maxson family, representing barriers in relationships and emotional boundaries.

How does August Wilson use symbolism in 'Fences'?
Wilson uses symbolism extensively, with the fence representing themes of division, protection, and
connection. The act of building the fence becomes a metaphor for the characters' attempts to create
security and define their relationships.

What role does imagery play in 'Fences'?
Imagery in 'Fences' helps to create vivid scenes and evoke emotions. Wilson uses sensory details to
describe settings and actions, which enhances the audience's understanding of characters' feelings
and the social context.

Are there any examples of personification in 'Fences'?
Yes, personification appears when abstract ideas or inanimate objects are given human qualities,
such as when Troy talks about death as if it were a person he can challenge, giving it human-like
traits to express his struggles.

How does figurative language in 'Fences' contribute to
character development?
Figurative language reveals characters' inner thoughts and conflicts. For example, Troy's metaphors
about baseball and fences reflect his feelings about missed opportunities and barriers in his life,
deepening our understanding of his personality.

What is the significance of the baseball metaphor in 'Fences'?
Baseball metaphors in 'Fences' symbolize Troy's past as a player and his views on life, competition,
and failure. It represents both his dreams and disappointments, illustrating his struggles with the
limitations imposed by society.

How does August Wilson use dialogue to incorporate
figurative language in 'Fences'?
Wilson's dialogue often includes figurative language, such as metaphors and colloquialisms, which
adds authenticity to characters and conveys complex emotions indirectly, enriching the play's
thematic depth.



In what way does the fence itself serve as a figurative
element throughout the play?
The fence is a central figurative element symbolizing protection, division, and the desire to keep loved
ones close while also highlighting emotional and social barriers among characters.

Why is understanding figurative language important when
analyzing 'Fences'?
Understanding figurative language is crucial because it reveals the underlying themes, character
motivations, and social commentary in the play, allowing for a deeper appreciation of August Wilson's
message and storytelling techniques.

Additional Resources
1. Figurative Language and Symbolism in August Wilson's Fences
This book explores the rich use of figurative language in August Wilson's play *Fences*. It delves into
how metaphors, similes, and symbols enhance the thematic depth of the narrative. Readers will gain
a deeper understanding of how Wilson uses language to portray complex characters and social issues.

2. The Power of Metaphor in Fences
Focusing specifically on metaphor, this title analyzes the various metaphoric elements within
*Fences*. The book discusses how metaphors contribute to character development and thematic
expression, particularly in relation to family dynamics and racial identity. It provides insightful
examples and critical interpretations.

3. Similes and Imagery: A Study of Fences
This work examines the vivid similes and imagery that permeate *Fences*. It highlights how Wilson’s
figurative descriptions create a tangible atmosphere and emotional resonance. The book is useful for
students and scholars interested in literary techniques and their effects on storytelling.

4. Symbolism and Its Impact in August Wilson’s Fences
This book offers an in-depth analysis of the symbols scattered throughout *Fences*, such as the fence
itself and the baseball motif. It explains how these symbols reflect larger societal themes and
personal struggles within the play. Readers will appreciate the nuanced interpretation of Wilson’s
symbolic language.

5. Figurative Language as a Reflection of African American Experience in Fences
Exploring the cultural context, this title connects the figurative language in *Fences* to the African
American experience. It discusses how Wilson uses figurative elements to express themes of
oppression, resilience, and identity. The book provides historical background alongside literary
analysis.

6. Understanding August Wilson’s Use of Personification in Fences
This focused study investigates instances of personification within the play and their significance. It
reveals how attributing human qualities to objects and concepts enriches the narrative and emotional
impact. The book is a valuable resource for dissecting Wilson’s stylistic choices.



7. Allusions and Figurative Language in Fences
This book explores the numerous allusions present in *Fences* and their interplay with figurative
language. By examining references to history, mythology, and popular culture, it shows how these
allusions deepen the audience’s appreciation of the text. The analysis enhances understanding of
Wilson’s layered storytelling.

8. Metonymy and Synecdoche in August Wilson’s Fences
Focusing on less commonly discussed figures of speech, this title analyzes the use of metonymy and
synecdoche in the play. It explains how these devices contribute to the portrayal of community and
individual identity. The book offers fresh perspectives on Wilson’s linguistic craftsmanship.

9. The Role of Figurative Language in Character Development in Fences
This comprehensive study links the use of figurative language to the evolution of characters in
*Fences*. It demonstrates how Wilson’s stylistic choices reveal inner conflicts and relationships.
Readers will find detailed character analyses supported by examples of figurative speech.
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