
PROLONGED DISCRIMINATION 
AGAINST A COMMUNITY: 

BUILDING FENCES WITHIN 
THE COMMUNITY
AND THE CAUSE OF MISTRUST AND DISUNITY

Curator: Dr. Arnav Jalan
Class and Section: ENG 101- 015
Instructor: Prof. Anthony Cooke
2016



EXHIBIT INTRODUCTION 



African American history during the late 1950s is filled with movements and struggles that were pivotal

for African Americans to gain equal footing with people from other, more dominant, races.

Anonymous
Martin Luther King Jr blames Alabama Gov. George Wallace for bomb deaths
1959
Photograph

This object is a photograph from the Robert Langmuir African American
Photograph collection and shows Martin Luther King Jr on the stand
delivering a speech to an audience. Martin Luther King Jr was one of the
pioneers and leaders of the African American Civil Rights Movement. The
Civil Rights Movement consisted of various social movements whose goals
were to end racial segregation against African Americans.

Anonymous
Five men and women with strike signs in front of Fifth Avenue Hospital
1955
Photograph

This object is a photograph from the Robert Langmuir African
American Photograph Collection. This photo shows five men and
women with strike signs outside a hospital located at 5th Avenue.
This is one of the many strikes and Social Movements initiated by
African Americans in an attempt to gain equal rights as part of the
Civil Rights Movement during the 1950s and 1960s.



However, the prolonged discrimination against the African American community during the 1950s slowly divided the African

American community into two halves with the first believing that discrimination against the blacks was dwindling and that blacks

were now being presented the same opportunities as the whites and the second believing and that discrimination on the basis of

race was still firmly rooted in society.

August Wilson is known for his ability to put into words the ideas and experiences of everyday African Americans, who have

long been caricatured, relegated to the periphery, or displaced altogether in drama created by playwrights from mainstream

white society.

His characters, while for the most part living out their lives in a single locale, grapple with themes and issues that all people

must deal with and his play Fences provides an excellent example of how a typical family in the African American community

was affected by the prolonged discrimination against them during the 1950s. Troy Maxson, the primary protagonist, believed

that African Americans were still subject to racial discrimination and that this would not change; Cory Maxson, Troy’s son, on

the other hand, believed that African Americans were now slowly being treated equally.



Wilson, August
Fences

No Date
Play Script

Fences is a play written by August Wilson and revolves around a low income African
American family in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The focus of Wilson’ attention in the
play is Troy, a 53-year-old head of household who struggles with providing for his
family. Despite being a great baseball player, Troy was unable to make good money
or save his future due to the color barrier not yet being broken in Major League
Baseball. The fact that Troy was unable to get into Major League Baseball due to
the continued discrimination against African Americans infuriated him and was the
primary reason for him to believe that racial discrimination would not end anytime
soon. This led to fights between his son Cory Maxson. Cory had recently been
selected for a college scholarship based on his football skills but Troy rejected that
scholarship on his belief that racial discrimination still existed in professional
sports. Cory, however, believed that racial discrimination against African Americans
was stopping, thus leading to the divide.



Building on the themes from the play Fences and from August Wilson’s style of writing, it can be said that, in

the 1950s a large number of African Americans believed that the racial discrimination against them was still

deeply ingrained in the minds of the people in the white-dominant society and that it will not stop in the near

future. However, the the rest of the community decided to put faith in the notion that that African Americans were

now being presented with equal opportunities as white men; thus causing the divide in the African American

community.

Therefore, Fences, along with photographs from the Langmuir Photograph

Collection and newspaper articles from that time period, will tell the

story of this division in the community. The exhibition aims to tell a story

from the point of view of those being discriminated and what they see.



EXHIBIT



Popham, John N.
Brothers Admitted Till Abduction, Sherriff Says
1955
Newspaper Article

This news article from the The Atlanta Constitution provides its readers with the
news that the two brothers who were arrested for the murder of a young
teenager admitted to abducting the teenager. This news article makes its
readers ponder over the fact that two white males kidnapped and allegedly
murdered an African American teenager in 1955. This goes on to prove that
racial discrimination was not fully removed from the minds of people and is
one of the many events that led people like Troy Maxson to believe that racial
discrimination against African Americans was not going away anytime soon.

Anonymous
Text of the Supreme Court Decision Outlawing Negro Segregation in Public 
Schools
1954
Newspaper Article

This news article was published in the New York Times and
provides its readers with the full text of the United States Supreme
Court’s decision to outlaw black segregation in public schools. This
was one of the major milestones in African American history during
the 1950s in securing equal rights. This is also one of the few
incidents that supports Cory Maxson’s, and many others’, view that
racial segregation, or rather, racial discrimination against African
Americans is slowly disappearing from society and that African
Americans are now slowly being treated as equals.



Anonymous
Bryant, Milan Acquitted of Emmett Till Murder
1955
Newspaper Article

This news article was published in 1955 on the Daily Boston Globe.
The article provides its readers with the news that the two
brothers who were arrested for the alleged murder of the 14-year
old African American teenager Emmett Till were acquitted of all
charges. This article is another of many that proves that racial
discrimination was still ingrained in the minds of most people
during the mid 1950s. Not only did the two brothers murder a
black teenager over something small, they also got away with it. This
indicated that white people could do anything against the African
American community in the 1950s and not be found guilty for it.

Finch, Frank
Braves Beat Yanks, 5-0; Win, Series
1957
Newspaper Article

This news article was published in the Los Angeles Times in 1957. The
article provides its readers with the news that the Milwaukee Braves
beat the New York Yankees 5-0 in the finals of the World Series 1957.
Henry Aaron, one of the few African American baseball players in the
Major League at that time, batted with a .393 during that match and
hit three home runs and sealed the Yankees’ fate. For his performance,
hew was also awarded the 1957 National League Most Valuable Player
Award. The Braves’ victory over the Yanks proved that African
Americans could not only play alongside white baseball players, but
also be better than them and be leaders and pioneers in the field of
professional sports. Hence, supporting the belief of people like Cory.



Anonymous
Rev. John W. Williams, Rosa Parks and another African American woman
1959
Photograph

This object is a still image accessed from the Rose Library’s Robert
Langmuir African American Photograph Collection. The image is a
shot of three people, one of them being Rosa Parks. Rosa Parks
was arrested in December of 1955 for refusing to give up her seat
in the bus to a white passenger. She was arrested for disobeying an
Alabama law requiring black people to relinquish seats to white
people when the bus was full. This is another major incident that
acts as an example of racial discrimination against African
Americans during the 1950s and supported Troy Maxson’s belief.

Anonymous
105-year-old woman (former slave) registers to vote in Greenville
1965
Photograph

This object is a still image accessed from the Rose Library’s Robert
Langmuir African American Photograph Collection. The photo is of an
old African American woman who is registering to vote for the first
time. The freedom for African American women to register to vote
was the result of the African American Suffrage movement. In most
Southern states, African American women were unable to exercise
their right to vote until the mid 1960s. Troy Maxson firmly believed
that African Americans would be racially discriminated in the United
States for many years to come, he held on to this belief until his dying
breath. However, ironically, the year Troy Maxson died is the same year
that this 105-year-old former slave first registers to vote.



Each artifact above has been set in chronological order and provides examples of instances where African Americans

where racially discriminated against and instances where African Americans were treated as equals. So, incidents where

African Americans were racially discriminated against led a fairly large portion of the African American Community to

believe that the racial discrimination against African Americans will not stop anytime soon. They were on the verge of

giving up on any progress. However, this feeling of hopelessness was mostly felt by the older generation of African

Americans as they had been subject to racial discrimination for a very long period of time. For example,Troy Maxson.

The younger generation, on the other hand, was confident about the fact that racial discrimination

against African Americans was coming to a halt and that they were now slowly being treated as

equals by the rest of society. These differing opinions between the two generations often led to fights

between them; in Fences, Troy Maxson kicks Cory, his own son, out of the house because Cory was

arguing about the fact that African Americans were now being given equal opportunities in

professional sports and that Troy should let him pursue college with a scholarship in football.



CONCLUSION



Ultimately, prolonged discrimination against a community will reach such a stage that one section of the community will believe that there

has been no long term improvement in the condition of the community while, on the other hand, the other section will cling on to each

event, major or minor, where members of the community have been treated as equals and believe that this event is for the

better. However, one event where community members are treated as equals by a section of the society does not mean that the rest of

the society shares the same feeling. For instance, though the Supreme Court banned racial segregation in public schools during 1954, many

people still discriminated against African Americans, as seen by the events that followed. This will result in false hope for a large number of

community members.Therefore, division within the community is a dangerous result of prolonged discrimination against the community.

Discrimination against communities still exists today with one of the prime examples being discrimination against the religion of

Islam. Prolonged discrimination against the Islamic community will most likely have the same effects as the one discussed in the

exhibit above and could have disastrous consequences.

The exhibit has represented one of the major effects of prolonged discrimination against a community. However, which side of

the community was right? Say, taking two trains and running ten years into the future, what could have been the state of the

African American Community? In the end, was it Troy or Cory who was right? If put in a similar situation, which side would you

choose?


