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Daniel Paul Rose. “Breakdown of the Family in American Literature.” Studies in English Language & 

Literature 46.4 (2020): 17-37. What is the seminal ingredient to family disfunction? As my uncle 

repeatedly advised, the noblest virtue is honesty; so avoid its opposite. To be wholly honest is simple 

enough in theory, but not consistently easy in practice. In the artistic works of Toni Morrison, John 

Steinbeck and August Wilson, family dysfunction is salient – the key factors of denial and dishonesty are 

what decimates family relationships generationally. How and why do we get stuck in our failing ways? 

It is by lying; it is by denying objective reality. In the end, do any of these three classic writers offer 

hope, either explicitly or implicitly? What does this say about these three well-known literary protagonists 

in American literature? (Yongin University)
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I. Introduction

  Familial dysfunction is often central in American literature. John Bradshaw, in 

his book, Bradshaw On: The Family, lists a host of factors that pinpoint what 

causes and/or contributes to this dysfunctional behavior – sending the entire 

family structure reeling down a road of heartache and pain. This essay intends to 

examine the relationship of dysfunction to August Wilson’s play, Fences; John 

Steinbeck’s epic, East of Eden; and Toni Morrison’s early novel, Sula. 
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Specifically, citing examples from these three texts, we will see how actions or 

inactions of “denial and delusion” and “nonchanging closed family systems” apply 

to the main characters - Troy Maxson (Fences); Adam Trask (Eden); and Sula 

(Sula) - in these three masterfully crafted works of fiction. Furthermore, a close 

examination of the stories will show us the possibilities these authors offer to the 

reader for healing and reconciliation.

We will conclude that, while Wilson and Steinbeck do give their readers a 

glimmer of hope in their two stories by exposing us to a sense of forgiveness, 

Morrison’s treatment shows little sign of restoration, while struggle and tragedy 

remain pervasive themes that run through these works. In other words, these three 

stories exemplify the subtle nuances of how positive change is often terribly difficult 

to come by in the American family. They all show a flagrant pessimism for leading 

characters in 20th century. It is not so much a question of why, but how.

II. Wilson

In August Wilson’s Fences, Troy Maxson is decidedly a complex character, 

whose negative qualities contrast his positive ones: a hard worker and a diligent man 

who financially supports his wife and children. However, it is his denial and 

inability to allow for “real” change, which suggests he is a figure of dysfunction. In 

the play’s opening scene, Troy calls the first black baseball player in the Major 

Leagues a “nobody” (Wilson 8). It is not that Jackie Robinson was not a terrific 

star; it is that Troy is jealous of Robinson’s opportunity to highlight his talents with 

the white man’s. Throughout the play, Troy fails to come to terms with his own 

abbreviated baseball career. He never got a real chance to play in the Majors, 

namely due to the color barrier having not been broken during his playing days. 

Because Troy did not get his “shot” at the pros, he denies the fact that other 

accomplished players were in truth any good at all. This bitterness is in no way 
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humorous, although dramatically it might come off comically: “I know some teams 

Jackie Robinson couldn’t even make!” (10); but Troy Maxson is not laughing. He 

was not robbed of merely a double off the wall at Yankee Stadium; he was robbed 

of his true passion, an opportunity, a potential career, and in a manner that he could 

make a decent living doing something he loved. Having said this, his denial of other 

players’ accomplishments seems excusable, but in the end, it is not healthy. This 

bitterness and denial carry over into his philosophy on marriage and fatherhood 

(showing how one lost opportunity can leave a trail of ugly baggage in its wake).

Troy’s eldest son, Lyon, an aspiring jazz musician, decides to take a different 

path than his father: “Aw, Pop, [Lyon says] you know I can’t find a decent job. 

Where am I gonna get a job at? You know I can’t get no job.” Troy responds, “I 

told you I know some people down there. I can get you on the rubbish if you want 

to work. I told you the last time you came by here asking me for something” (17). 

Lyon does not want to work for someone else. He wants to pursue his dream of 

music. Troy is fixed in his ways, and because his dream was never realized, he 

pressures his son to be practical – don’t pursue your dreams, he implies, get a 

regular job. Troy fatalistically assumes, if his dream never materialized, then how in 

the world could his son’s? It is no surprise Lyon does not want to haul garbage. 

Not only has garbage collecting made his father callous and without vision, it is 

rarely any man’s professional ambition. Yes, there is an element of survival in 

Troy’s thinking, but it goes much deeper. Troy is a man set in his ways, and not 

willing to expand his own horizons. Again, if he did not succeed in hitting home 

runs against the Big Leaguers then how can his son possibly make a respectable 

living playing jazz music in the high-end clubs in all those sophisticated cities? This 

attitude not only stifles Lyon’s confidence, it makes Troy even more suspicious of 

any positive change inside his family. A vicious, unchanging cycle continues.

  Susan Koprince refocuses the idea, “Determined to prepare his son for combat 

in a racist society, Troy uses the weapons and language of baseball as his 

teaching tools” (355). This makes sense for Troy, but it is hard for those of us 
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who do not understand the metaphors of baseball, including Troy’s sons, in 

ascertaining that Troy is actually implying the world out there is rife with racism, 

and as a black man, achieving your dream is next to impossible, so do not 

dream too large. It is a waste of time. It is understandable that Troy Maxson is 

bitter about American life. Remember, at this proposed time, blacks were not 

even allowed to vote in political elections. They were subjugated second-class 

citizens. 

  In regards to Troy’s marriage to Rose, this relationship is also predicated on 

denial - not delusion of what is actually happening, but denial of marital 

responsibilities. Troy cheats on Rose and lies about it. It is not until Troy’s lover 

Alberta is pregnant with his baby that the truth of their longstanding affair is 

revealed to Rose. Troy claims he spends his Saturdays at Taylors listening to 

baseball games with his buddies, but this is really his private time for intimate 

relations with Alberta. Even more unnerving than the infidelity is when Troy 

returns home, after having sex with Alberta, still horny for his wife, who says: 

“I thought you went down to Taylors to listen to the game. Go on, Troy! You 

supposed to be putting up the fence.” Troy responds, attempting to kiss his wife 

Rose: “I’ll put it up when I finish with what is at hand” (30). Troy proceeds to 

chase after Rose in sexual pursuit. This act of “cheating and denying” is Troy’s 

first blatant sign of dishonesty via infidelity. And when the news of Troy and 

Alberta’s affair is solidified by Alberta’s pregnancy, Troy does not apologize, but 

instead, has the audacity to say to his wife of seventeen years, “Rose, I can’t 

give that [Alberta] up” (69). This kind of behavior borders on delusional; he 

thinks Rose will be okay with another woman in her husband’s life. She clearly 

is not: “I been standing with you! I been right here with you, Troy. I got a life 

too…Don’t you think I had dreams and hopes? What about my life? What about 

me. I took all my feelings, my wants and needs, my dreams…and I buried them 

inside you” (70-71). Rose is devastated, and for the rest of Troy’s life their 

relationship is never the same. She stays in the same house, even generously 
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commits to raising his and Alberta’s baby, but they are no longer truly “husband 

and wife”. Rose has lost all respect for a man who has not been faithful to her. 

Troy is a selfish liar. He has every right to feel slighted by a white-dominated 

society, but overt dishonesty will not help Troy’s life or future prospects for 

contentment.

“The marriage, which Rose defines as her life, Troy sees as only a small step in 

an endless competition. Everything is about how he measures up. He tries to force 

life into the rules of a game, and it does not work as Rose tells him marriage is not 

a ball-game. Troy is still obsessed with baseball and, though he is speaking to his 

wife about his infidelity, he mindlessly equates this act with baseball. To Troy, 

everything in life revolves around baseball” (Labboury 7).

The predominant motif in Fences of “baseball and striking out” is most 

thoroughly applied to Troy’s relationship with his son Cory. Cory is a teenager who 

aspires to play college football. Again, Troy is not about to have his youngest son 

follow his dream only for it to be shattered. This father and son are constantly at 

odds with one another. Whether it be Cory helping build the fence around the 

house, or keeping his job at A&P grocery store, these two seldom, if ever, see eye 

to eye. Unlike Lyon, who is a grown man, Cory is still living under Troy’s roof; he 

is therefore Troy’s “property” and his whipping post inside the fence surrounding his 

home. Troy warns his son that he has but three strikes, and when used up, he is out 

(kicked out of Troy’s house). 

First, Troy calls Cory’s football coach to inform him Cory will not be part of the 

team because his work at A&P is more important. Again, Troy feels he knows what 

is best for his son, but in truth, it is another example of stamping out the dreams 

of a young man before the dream itself has been tested or dried up. Cory lies to his 

father and says he can play football and work, but in truth, Cory has already quit 

his job at A&P. This lie earns him a “strike.” It is not until the end of the play that 

Cory receives “strike three” for something as innocuous as not saying “excuse me” 

when passing Troy on the porch: 
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TROY:  You just gonna walk over top of me? 

CORY:  I live here too!

TROY:  (Advancing toward him.) You just gonna walk over top of me in my own 

house?

CORY:  I ain’t scared of you.

TROY:  I ain’t asked if you was scared of me. I asked you if you was fixing to walk 

over top of me in my own house? That’s the question. You ain’t gonna say 

excuse me? You just gonna walk over top of me? (87).

  This bantering back and forth ends with Troy kicking his son out of the 

house: “Get your black ass out of my yard!” After Cory threatens to hit his 

father with a baseball bat, he walks slowly out of the yard and up the alley: 

“Tell Mama I’ll be back for my things.” Troy responds without regret or 

apology: “They’ll be on the other side of that fence” (89). This is how this 

father-son relationship ends. Sadly, they never speak again before Troy’s death. 

Troy figures Cory is man enough to live on his own if he does not want to live 

by his rules. After all, Troy was out on his own at age fifteen, and this made 

him a “man”. He later went to jail for murder (literally “fenced in”), but he fails 

to see how his past effects his future decision-making. This cheerless conclusion 

is a perpetuation of a negative family life Troy must have experienced himself. 

Moreover, although the conflict/competition of a baseball game lasts only nine 

innings, Troy sees himself as being constantly at bat for much of his life. From 

keeping death at bay to announcing a “full count” against Cory, Troy adopts the 

language of the only game he knows: baseball, and its many analogies. This 

situation is what John Bradshaw would coin as a “nonchanging closed system.” 

The central metaphor is that of fences: fences that keep people out, fences that 

keep people in. Troy Maxson’s fences keep people “out” – including his own 

family, and their desire to have a better life for themselves. Fortune willing, at 

least a better life than his.

  “Troy and other black people in August Wilson’s Fences do not even have the 
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opportunity to work as low-paid laborers in a society permeated by injustice and 

racial prejudice. No African American in Fences is able to escape the tragic and 

deleterious consequences of the black color of the skin. The burden of blackness 

exacerbates the financial problems of already destitute Troy Maxson. August 

Wilson depicts in the context of his play the inaccessibility of a dream the basic 

tenets of which rest on false slogans” (Baharvand 8-9).

  Although Wilson does not state this directly, this inequality, this unfairness, this 

racism still exists in America today, and it exposes itself in this subtle theater 

play. There is unfortunately little sign for optimism at this stage in history, 

especially when a grown man, Troy Maxson, is egregiously dishonest.

III. Steinbeck

  In John Steinbeck’s East of Eden, it is the character Adam Trask who 

precipitates, as well as being a product of, severe familial dysfunction. Adam, 

like Troy Maxson, is a man who is in deep denial about his past, and how his 

worldly plan should be carried out. Adam is also intensely anchored to his 

everyday ways. He is nearly impotent in dealing with conflict, and, like his 

father, Cyrus (and his delusions of grandeur), Adam is easily frazzled when his 

world vision goes awry. He does not know what to do when the train strays off 

the proverbial tracks.

  Starting in early childhood, Adam is his father’s favorite son. His half-brother 

Charles realizes this, and it makes for a stormy relationship between the two. In 

being his father’s favorite, a stern and insensitive military man, Adam is sent into 

the army’s cavalry division because he has something to learn. Cyrus thinks that 

Adam, since he has fear, could in fact master what it means to be valorous and 

cultivated. Adam resents this, but has no recourse or resolve to deny his father. 

Cyrus’ iron will is not to be overmatched – at least for now.
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  It is Adam’s years in the cavalry killing Indians (although he claims he never 

killed a single one) that this young protagonist is severely disillusioned. “Why,” 

he wonders, “are white men killing Indians in the first place?” (Steinbeck 69).  

In addition, when Cyrus offers Adam an opportunity, after years in the field 

upon horseback, to be an officer at West Point, Adam finally puts his foot down 

and declines. This rips his father’s heart out, but this is a sure sign of Adam 

becoming a man, an individual making a meaningful decision for himself: “I 

[Cyrus] could get you assigned to Washington – assigned to me even – teach 

you your way about.” Adam replies, “I’d rather go back to my regiment, sir” 

(69-70). This response infuriates Cyrus, who has his own dreams for his son, and 

fuming, he says: “You’ve learned the dumb resistance of a soldier. You’ll rot in 

barracks.” Adam concludes facetiously, “Thank you, sir” (70). This father and son 

never speak again. Adam is left with a memory of a man who tried to bully 

him into a life he wanted, never considering what Adam might be inclined to 

pursue or possess a natural aptitude for. This is a glaring example of a family in 

a closed, unchanging framework; and unfortunately, Adam infects his own 

children in the years to come with the same intractability he so despised when it 

reigned upon him. Again, we see a loathsome family cycle at work. It was also 

a product of a more conservative time in American history, where the family 

structure was more nuclear, and defiance from children less common. Today, it is 

more acceptable to respectfully challenge the authority and precepts of your 

parents and elders.

  After the death of their father, Adam and Charles are left with an inheritance 

of $150,000 (a much larger sum in today’s dollars). They are befuddled by the 

fact that their father could have saved so much money considering the position 

he held. Adam tends to believe Cyrus made the money legitimately, and to return 

the money to the government based on a conjecture of impropriety is not 

justified. Charles is more adamant the money is dirty. Adam probably knows this 

is true, but he denies the facts; he does not want to deal with or consider the 
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possibilities. After all, this is a war-scarred veteran who avoids conflict at all 

costs to help ensure his unreal, rosy picture of people and an unmarred world: 

“How will you feel, walking in town, after everyone knows?” Charles demanded. 

“How will you face anybody?”

“I told you I don’t care. I don’t have to care because I don’t believe it.”

“You don’t believe what?”

“I don’t believe he stole any money. I believe in the war he did just what he said he 

did and was just where he said he was.”

“But the proof – how about the discharge?” (92).

  It is not so much defending a father he did not love, but again, his inability 

to deal with the past – even when certain conspicuous facts are laid bare before 

him. Adam is tired of dishonesty, but does not have the will to address it. He 

has the ability, but chooses denial, due to lack of determination and audacity. He 

prefers not to think about it at all, to forget completely, as if it never happened.

  In the coming years, Adam meets a wicked whore named Cathy, who he falls 

in love with. Enamored with her striking beauty and sharp wit, they impulsively 

marry and have twin boys, Aron and Caleb. Steinbeck initially calls Cathy a 

monster. With the mark of Cain upon her face, she is exactly what Adam does 

not need: a woman who is independently minded, morally depraved, and 

unconventional. After all, his world is not about chaos, but order, and when 

Cathy decides being a mother and wife are not what she wants, she tells Adam 

that she is leaving him: 

“I’m going away now.”

“Cathy, what do you mean?”

“I told you before.”

“You didn’t.”

“You didn’t listen. It doesn’t matter.”

“I don’t believe you.”
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Her voice was dead and metallic. “I don’t give a damn what you believe. I’m going.”

“The babies –”

“Throw them in one your wells.

He cried in panic, “Cathy, you’re sick. You can’t go – not from me – not from 

me.”

“I can do anything to you. Any woman can do anything to you. You’re a fool”

(264-65).

  Granted, this rash departure on Cathy’s part would traumatize anyone, but since 

Adam’s blinders are very dark, he fails to see it coming. Charles had warned his 

brother, once himself seduced by Cathy in a time of drunkenness, that she is not 

a good egg; yet Adam’s idyllic image of a mother and wife will not be 

tampered with. The sky could fall, but Adam Trask will not succumb to the fact 

his life must adapt and change to the demands of nature, and a thoroughly 

insidious wife who will leave him forever. It is clear why Steinbeck coined 

Cathy a monster. She is as manipulative and devilish as Adam is passive and 

shortsighted. Why, one wonders, does Adam not see it coming? Defiance is not 

new to him. He tells Cyrus he will be his own man – refusing to attend West 

Point, but when the tables are turned, and he is the one being spurned, he loses 

his mind. Again, do not ruffle Adam’s world; he will not know how to react. 

Bad news cripples him. He lies to himself without reflection, let alone 

compunction.

  “As a wife [Cathy] she doesn’t care about her husband’s emotions and as a 

mother she doesn’t have any feeling to her newborn children. The main focus is 

on her beauty and actually on her body. Her body is depicted as her lethal 

weapon that she uses it in a completely unconventional way, contrary to 

traditional expectations of [the] female body” (Mostafaei and Shabanirad 146). 

Like many men, Adam bows to the objectivity of the female. He is too proud 

and naive to know the best wife is someone who is not merely attractive to you, 

but more importanlty, a kind and faithful partner. 
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  “With the regard to the significance of the name “Adam”, that is the allusion 

to the Genesis story, [where] we consider Adam as another “Adam” who 

deceived by “Eve” that led to their fall from heaven. This allusion due to the 

names of twin boys “Aron” and “Cain” intensifies. Indeed, Kate [Cathy] in this 

novel is another Eve that with her virulent nature causes Adam’s fall. This Eve, 

like that blameworthy Eve, not only destroys the life of her husband but also 

ruins the life of her children and everyone around her” (Mostafaei and 

Shabanirad 149).

  Adam soon moves beyond denial to a delusional state, and it will be months 

before the fog begins to dissipate. As Steinbeck himself asks in his work, 

Journal of a Novel: The East of Eden Letters: “Why doesn’t Adam listen when 

Cathy says she will be going away? I don’t know. Men don’t listen to what they 

don’t want to hear. I know I didn’t and every man I think is somewhat the 

same – every man. I must point that out very clearly. Adam has a picture of his 

life and he will continue to maintain his picture against every influence until his 

world comes down. I know that this is true” (76).

  A long year passes before Adam names his twin boys. It is not until Sam 

Hamilton drops by and berates Adam for being worthless and irresponsible. The 

live-in Chinese helper Lee is the only reason the twins are not dead, and the 

walls of the house not falling in around them. Adam is in a deep depression. 

This fugue-like state of mind keeps him indoors all day, and his plan for drilling 

wells, building a new house, and creating that Garden of Eden are suspended. 

Sam Hamilton, who accuses Adam of being in denial, finally is able to break his 

delusional state. Sam is so frustrated and desperate he tries to instigate a fight 

with Adam to snap him from his inertia: “‘You bought your eyes and nose,’ 

Samuel jeered. ‘You bought your uprightness. You bought your thumb on 

sideways. Listen to me, because I’m likely to kill you after. You bought it! You 

bought out some sweet inheritance. Think now – do you deserve your children, 

man?’” (339-40). It takes the strong conviction of Sam to jar Adam from his 
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listlessness and rejection of fatherly duties. This is a turning point in Adam’s life. 

From here on out, he at least takes on his day-to-day responsibilities as a father, 

and for the first time he comes to grips with the idea Cathy is not only never 

coming home, but is a hideous human being that he does not need around him, 

or more importantly, near his sons.

  Furthermore, denial of the past has not completely ruined Adam Trask. In time, 

with the help of Lee, and the wisdom of Sam Hamilton, he gets on his feet, 

leaves his country home, buys a respectable house in the town of Salinas; but as 

Aron and Cal grow older, they begin to inquire about their “dead” mother. Adam 

denies that she is alive. He rationalizes not telling the truth with the notion it 

might drive one or both of the twins crazy. He cannot tell his sons their mother 

is a “whore” living in the next town over. They would be devastated – especially 

Aron, a Christian minister in training. Adam is trying to protect his boys, but not 

facing the truth about Cathy’s place in the world will eventually backfire.

  Years later at Thanksgiving dinner, Cal offers his father $15,000 as a gift to 

replace the money he lost in the lettuce fiasco. Adam turns to his son: “I don’t 

want the money, Cal.” Cal replies in haste, “I’ll put it away. I’ll keep it for 

you.” “No. I won’t want it ever. I would have been happy if you could have 

given me – well, what your brother has – pride in the thing he’s doing, gladness 

in his progress. Money, even clean money, doesn’t stack up to that” (702). Cal 

is decimated by his father’s stinging comments. This is reminiscent of Charles’ 

jealousy of Adam, when Cyrus is happier with Adam’s gift of a puppy over 

Charles’ expensive offering of a pearl-handled knife. Again, the father figure does 

not realize how sensitive young men often are. Adam should have used discretion 

in his rejection of Cal’s gift of money. Instead, he pits one son against the other. 

He is doing exactly as his father taught him.

  Because of this rebuke, to get even with his father and brother, Cal tells Aron 

the truth about their mother, and Aron does lose his mind. He hastily signs up 

for the draft, and without saying goodbye to his family, is sent to Europe to 
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fight. Within a matter of months, a telegraph arrives at the Trask house with the 

news of Aron’s death on the battlefield. Adam, having experienced favoritism in 

his youth should have known better, but this nonchanging family dynamic of 

favoritism continues to fester from one generation to the next. The unhealthy and 

bereaved cycle revolves yet again. It is the breakdown of the family. 

  Those who cannot handle hearing the truth, let alone a perspective decidedly 

divergent from their own, will not grow, will never continue to mature. In 

contrast, they will wither and die. This is another implied takeaway from Eden.

IV. Morrison

  Toni Morrison’s title character Sula Peace is another protagonist in American 

literature that suffers from denial and delusion. Her biggest downfall is her 

inability to correlate how her actions directly affect the lives of others, namely 

her best friend, Nel Wright. In medical terms, Sula is a sociopath – having a 

lack of conscience and an absolute absence of remorse.

  Sula’s mother, Hannah, is notorious for her promiscuity. After her husband 

Rekus dies, Hannah has no qualms sleeping with her friends’ husbands: “Hannah 

simply refused to live without the attentions of a man, and after Rekus’ death 

had a steady sequence of lovers, mostly the husbands of her friends and 

neighbors…Hannah’s friendships with women were, of course, seldom and 

short-lived, and the newly married couples whom her mother [Eva] took in soon 

learned what a hazard she was. She could break up a marriage before it had 

even become one – she would make love to the new groom and wash his wife’s 

dishes all in an afternoon” (Morrison 44). Seemingly, without regret for her 

actions, will Hannah’s daughter Sula fall into this same whorish trap? Can Sula 

break the pattern of “home wrecker”? Who can and will breach this tangled web 

of unscrupulous living?
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  When Eva sets her son Plum ablaze for debauchery, sloth and drug abuse, 

Sula likewise thinks little of watching her own mother Hannah burn to death. In 

fact, the grim detail of Sula being “interested” is as telling as it is morose to 

downright disgusting. This Peace Family is by no means breaking out of the 

cycle of violence and lack of moral conscience: “Eva stepped back from the bed 

and let the crutches rest under her arms. She rolled a bit of newspaper into a 

tight stick about six inches long, lit it and threw it onto the bed where the 

kerosene-soaked Plum lay in snug delight” (47). This premeditated murder of her 

son is gruesome, but the Peace Family plays by a different code of ethics, a 

code that is merciless, unchanging, and dysfunctional. Later, when Sula watches 

her own mother burn from her place on the porch, the same numbing inaction is 

revealed: “I stood there watching her burn and was thrilled. I wanted her to keep 

on jerking like that, to keep on dancing” (147). If Sula considers this image of 

her mother running through the yard burning to death as “dancing,” she is 

delusional and sick. There are no passages revealed by Morrison that would 

warrant why Sula is so insensitive towards her mother. The rationale for such a 

cold, appalling reaction by Sula is hard to pinpoint. Sula merely claims the scene 

“interested” her, and beyond that, she was “dancing.” Is Sula in denial of death? 

She must to some degree associate burning flesh with human agony, but 

contrition, let alone a concerted effort to save her burning mother, is not a 

consideration.

  “Needless to say, Sula is a character that is not easily categorized as either 

good or evil; she is a complex female character that creates resistance rather than 

cooperation from the reader. It is not that Toni Morrison is not interested in 

racial issues; on the contrary, she goes beyond simplistic racial labels and is 

committed enough to explore the depths of human nature, the human conflicts 

that black people share with all other ‘races’, without failing to perceive that 

being black and female does complicate the situation” (Rodriquez 10). This is 

true, since a sociopath doesn’t generally know they are a sociopath; they are 
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oblivious to the usual moral and ethical considerations most normal people make 

every day.

  Sula later claims she did not mean to hurt her best friend Nel when she slept 

with Nel’s husband, and consistent with her perspective on sex and men, she 

does not appear to be disingenuous, as Morrison confides: “She thought she liked 

the sootiness of sex and its comedy; she laughed a great deal during the raucous 

beginnings, and rejected sex as ugly (ugliness was boring also), she liked to 

think of it as wicked” (122). Sula’s ignorance of what is appropriate seems more 

like a deliberate act of evil. Conversely, John Bradshaw might coin this state of 

mind as delusional. Delusional because only she is aware of her feelings and 

actions (if that), and not the negative repercussions they have upon other 

individuals. There is no confession, empathy or acknowledgement of moral 

wrongdoing for Sula. This absentmindedness is detestable and demoralizing. Her 

mother burns to death in her presence and she ruins her best friend’s marriage; 

yet, Sula Peace remains lackadaisical and untroubled. This is pathological. 

Narcissism being another key ingredient for a sociopath.

  Sula is a female with a broad imagination, granted, and Morrison might be 

implying “the narrative suggests that one cannot belong to the community and 

preserve the imagination, for the orthodox vocations for women—marriage and 

motherhood—restrict if not preclude imaginative expression” (McDowell 84). In 

short, Sula is an iconoclast. Still a sociopath, but not completely without motive 

and intent. “Sula resists our search for the conventional ‘unified’ sensibility or 

personality” (Grant 92). 

  Sula Peace leaves Medallion for almost a decade, and upon her return, the 

reunion she has with Nel is as peculiar as it is disheartening. Instead of 

broaching the subject of “why” she slept with Jude, Nel’s husband, Sula asks Nel 

if she could run to the drugstore to pick up a painkiller. Nel obliges – seeing 

Sula is not mentally stable. Upon her return, Nel does ask Sula why she 

betrayed her; why she slept with Jude: “How come you did it, Sula?” Sula 
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responds frankly, “Well, there was this space in front of me, behind me, in my 

head. Some space. Moreover, Jude filled it up. That is all. He just filled up the 

space.” 

“You mean you didn’t even love him?” Nel asks in desperation. 

Sula concludes: “It matters, Nel, but only to you. Not to anybody else. Being good to 

somebody is just like being mean to somebody. Risky. You don’t get nothing for it . . . 

I didn’t kill him, I just fucked him. If we were such good friends, how come you 

couldn’t get over it?” (144-45). 

  This logic Sula maintains is beyond insensitive; it is ruthless. Sula holds no 

shame, and she still wonders why sleeping with Jude is even an issue for Nel. 

Maybe Sula’s terminal illness has gotten the best of her. She is not thinking 

clearly due to the painkillers. She really does not know any better. Like her 

mother, and her mother, and her mother’s mother, it is more than delusion; Sula 

simply persists in a selfish, dysfunctional vein that her female role models 

constructed for her. The first component to change or recovery is realizing 

something is wrong. This does not happen for Sula Peace. Ironically, there is no 

peace.

  Lawrence Hogue, in his book, Discourse and the Other, sums up the Peace 

Family in his analysis of Eva, suggesting she “is arrogant, independent, decidedly 

a man lover who loves and hates intensely. She is strong by her virtue of her 

will, wit, and idiosyncrasies. That strength is nurtured and sustained by her hatred 

of BoyBoy, the unfaithful father of her three children. BoyBoy leaves Eva with 

‘$1.65, five eggs, three beets and no idea of what of how to feel.’ When he 

returns for a visit years later and never gets around to asking about their 

children, Eva knows that she ‘would hate him long.’ In hating BoyBoy, she 

knows that she could order her life, for her hatred of him would give her 

‘safety, the thrill, the consistency she needs to define, strengthen, or protect her 

from ‘routine vulnerabilities’” (142). 
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  Eva is the first in the Peace Family who introduces the reader to this long, 

seemingly unbreakable chain of denial and delusion, which leads to severe family 

dysfunction, and the inability to foster and maintain trusted relationships. If hatred 

does provide safety then dysfunction is sure to be its byproduct. It is therefore 

likely Eva’s mother, if portrayed by Morrison, would be a character much like 

her great granddaughter, Sula Peace.

V. Conclusion

  Familial dysfunction is widespread in these three major works. Troy Maxson is 

afraid of his own kids turning out to be more than garbagemen; Adam Trask 

goes from a reluctant Indian killer to an urbane city man with two boys and a 

Chinese scholar domestic helper who believes the truth of Scripture is “choice”, 

yet he cannot readily tell his own sons the true identity of their mother; and 

Sula Peace – I will do whatever I please; I am Sula Peace, a brash woman who 

fails to see the harm sleeping with her best friend’s husband causes.

  Do these characters all fail? Who faces up to their deceit? Who breaks the 

family mold and changes the cycle of dysfunctionality? Is there real healing with 

those individuals affected by the repudiation of these three protagonists? Is there 

any reconciliation? 

  Troy Maxson does not find peace with his son Cory. However, Cory does 

agree to go to Troy’s funeral with some persuasion from his mother. He first 

told Rose that he wanted to be able to say “no” just once to his father. 

Although in the end, Rose teaches him a valuable lesson about identity: “When I 

first met your daddy I thought –.” Cory interrupts: “I don’t want to be Troy 

Maxson. I want to be me…I’m not going to papa’s funeral.” Rose chides Cory: 

“Boy, shut your mouth. That’s your daddy we’re talking about…You can’t be 

nobody but who you are, Cory. That shadow wasn’t nothing but you growing 
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into yourself” (96). Cory agrees that he can be more than his father, and in turn, 

he agrees to attend his funeral. In the end, Cory does not hate his father for 

making him quit the football team, or kicking him out of the house. In going to 

the funeral, Cory shows he has absolved Troy. That is maturity; that is progress. 

This is a small indication where Wilson reveals remnants of restoration and filial 

forgiveness in Fences.

  Adam Trask seems to give his son a sign of love before he dies. He is never 

healed from the world dismantling that Cathy generates, but with Lee’s 

encouragement, at book’s end, he lifts a finger tacitly conveying to Cal: telling 

your brother Aron that your mother is a whore was a bad idea, but I 

understand why you did it. You thought I didn’t love you. Just like Charles – he 

knew father loved me better. I can’t blame you. And I do have the choice to 

forgive you, so I do. Adam’s last whispered word hangs in the air, which 

confirms his forgiveness: “Timshel!” (778). This word means “thou mayest”, or in 

translation from the Hebrew in modern terms, you have free will. You have the 

choice and opportunity to change. This implies Cal may overcome his evil nature 

because of the "mark" put upon him by God. There is no guarantee, but the 

door is open. We have free will, or we think we do, which is just as important.

  “This scene is not of destruction, but of victory. In Adam´s will and 

attentiveness to speak through his paralysis, in Lee´s faithful support…there is 

hidden the vision of Steinbeck. Love and goodness are inseparably intertwined 

and they endure” (Kralova 56). I’m not sure Steinbeck has a rosy allegorical 

vision, but it seems plausible to imagine such a nuanced vision of love and 

goodness.

  This once nonchanging family has finally deviated from its sorry path. Adam 

is not like Cyrus. He has the chance, and he makes the choice to forgive Cal 

for telling Aron the truth about their mother. As a result, Cal is healed for life – 

spared from his father’s judgment and his own personal regret. In truth, Adam 

realized Cal did what had to be done. He sensed the inevitability of sorts. This 
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is generosity; it is goodness.

  In Morrison’s Sula, there is no sense of healing or reconciliation between Sula 

and Nel Wright. Sula dies without repentance for her actions. In fact, she feels 

no pain at all in her last moments: 

Then she realized, or rather she sensed, that there was not going to be any pain. She 

was not breathing because she didn’t have to. Her body did not need oxygen. She was 

dead.

Sula felt her face smiling. “Well, I’ll be damned,” she thought, “it didn’t even hurt. 

Wait’ll I tell Nel” (149). 

There is a somber paradox in Sula’s callousness, even in death. The only 

hint of healing comes from the relief the citizens of Medallion get 

from knowing Sula Peace is dead. Now the community has a chance 

to restore and cleanse itself from the ugly stains of Sula’s immoral 

actions. Nel herself still misses Sula, but not the adult Sula, not the 

Sula who ruined her marriage, but her childhood friend who stuck with 

her through thick and thin. 

  Still baffled by Sula’s motivations at novel’s end, Nel cries out: “We was girls 

together…O Lord, Sula…girl, girl, girlgirlgirl” (174). In other words, Nel 

wonders, how could you do this to me, Sula? Why did you not change? Nel 

agonizes. Why did you not have the conscience to want to change, to see right 

from wrong? All I wanted was a tinge of remorse, Nel cries. Couldn’t you say 

sorry - just once?

  Note, this review is not a study of race, seeing both Wilson and Morrison, and 

all their characters named herein, are African-American; it is a simple reminder 

that chronic lying and the abject denial of reality – events that empirically 

happened, will eventually lead to personal, and ultimately, familial  breakdown. 

  These three American writers point out what is generally obvious: do your best 

to tell the truth, or else face a road of constant adversity, and not because of 
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God’s wrath from verdict, but because humanity has survived and evolved due to 

individuals doing the right thing, i.e., being decent, having integrity, and 

acknowledging that what you see and hear has an evenhanded truth to it.  

  The unifying thread of these stories suggests there is no perfect world. 

Sometimes people are strong enough to forgive; other times they are either too 

arrogant, or deeply delusional to identify their faults, let alone atone for their 

transgressions. 

  None of these writers is particularly concerned with morality lessons. What 

they all share is a wonderful and compelling gift to build complex characters and 

riveting, page-turning stories of human imagination, by way of tragedy.

  That said, the ethical mind often learns most from its misdeeds rather than its 

successes.
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