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August Wilson’s Jitney serves as a foundational pillar in the American theatrical canon, representing the 1970s 

chapter of his monumental ten-play American Century Cycle (also known as the Pittsburgh Cycle). Written 

originally in 1979 and revised extensively throughout Wilson’s career, the play provides a microscopic view of a 

specific socio-economic ecosystem: the unlicensed taxi station. For the technical writer or literary scholar, Jitneyis

not merely a drama; it is a masterclass in character-driven narrative architecture, rhythmic dialogue engineering,

and the preservation of cultural history through performative text.

The Historical and Socio-Political Framework of 1970s Pittsburgh

To understand the mechanics of Jitney, one must first analyze the environment of the Hill District in Pittsburgh 

during the late 1970s. This period was characterized by a confluence of economic stagnation and the looming 

threat of Urban Renewal. The play’s setting—a run-down gypsy cab station—is a physical manifestation of a

community operating in the margins of a city that has functionally abandoned it.

The Jitney Ecosystem as an Informal Economy

A "jitney" refers to an unlicensed taxi service that operates in neighborhoods where licensed yellow cabs frequently 

refuse to go. In the technical sense, the jitney station functions as a peer-to-peer transit hubbefore the advent of

digital ride-sharing. It operates on a set of informal but rigid operational protocols:

•  The Dispatcher: The central node of communication (Becker), responsible for call routing and station 

maintenance.

•  The Independent Contractor: Drivers who provide their own vehicles (Youngblood, Turnbo, Fielding) and pay a 

"bench fee" to the station owner.

•  The Community Contract: An unwritten agreement where the service provides safety and accessibility to the 

elderly and low-income residents in exchange for community protection.

Technical Breakdown of Narrative Structure

Wilson’s structural approach in Jitney utilizes a multi-linear ensemble format. Unlike traditional protagonist-driven 

dramas, Jitney distributes narrative weight across several characters, each representing a specific facet of the 

1970s African American experience. However, the emotional and structural anchor remains the relationship 

between Jim Becker and his son, Booster.

Act-by-Act Functional Analysis

The play is divided into two acts, each serving a distinct structural purpose in the broader thematic arc:

1.  Act One (Establishment and Tension): This act functions as the systemic diagnostic. It establishes the daily 

routines of the drivers, the interpersonal friction (notably between Turnbo and Youngblood), and the existential 

threat: the city's plan to board up the station for urban renewal.

2.  Act Two (Crisis and Resolution): The return of Booster from a twenty-year prison sentence serves as the 

catalytic event. This shifts the focus from external threats (the city) to internal, generational trauma. The act 

culminates in the sudden, off-stage death of Becker, forcing a reorganization of the station’s leadership hierarchy.



Character Matrix and Conflict Resolution Models

The strength of Jitneylies in its character archetypes, which Wilson uses to explore themes of gossip, addiction,

youthful ambition, and the weight of the past. Below is a comparison matrix of the primary drivers and their

technical roles within the narrative structure.



Character Archetype Core Internal Conflict Narrative Function

Jim Becker The Patriarch / Leader Sense of duty vs. personal 
disappointment

Provides the moral 
framework and station 
stability.

Booster The Prodigal Son Seeking redemption vs. 
resentment

Acts as the catalyst for 
Becker’s emotional climax.

Turnbo The Antagonist / Gossip Insecurity masked by 
aggression

Triggers internal station 
friction and interpersonal 
subplots.

Youngblood The Progressive Youth Ambition vs. lack of 
resources

Represents the hope and 
future of the community.

Fielding The Tragic Figure Addiction (alcoholism) vs. 
professional skill

Illustrates the human cost 
of systemic neglect.

Doub The Stoic Observer Pragmatism vs. loyalty Serves as the audience's 
grounded perspective.

The Becker-Booster Dynamic: A Case Study in Generational Friction

The central dramatic engine of the play is the confrontation between Becker and Booster in Act One, Scene 

Four. Technically, this scene serves as a "rhetorical duel." Becker represents the Respectability Politics of a pre-

Civil Rights generation, while Booster represents the Revolutionary/Reactive Angerof the late 60s. The technical

execution of this scene requires a precise escalation of volume and tempo, leading to a breakdown in

communication that is only "resolved" by Becker’s death—a classic tragic trope where reconciliation is achieved

through loss rather than dialogue.

Linguistic Engineering: The Rhythm of the Hill District

August Wilson’s dialogue is often described as "Jazz-infused." From a technical writing perspective, this involves 

the use of repetition, call-and-response, and rhythmic syncopation. The characters do not just exchange

information; they perform their identities through "big talk."

Dialogue Patterns in Jitney

•  Repetitive Phrasing: Characters like Turnbo use repetitive loops to build a sense of obsession or agitation.

•  Monologue as Aria: Wilson allows characters to break the flow of naturalistic dialogue to deliver long, poetic 

monologues. These serve as narrative data dumps that provide backstories without the need for flashbacks.

•  Vernacular Precision: The use of African American Vernacular English (AAVE) is not merely for flavor but is a 

technical tool for establishing the specific geographic and temporal setting of 1977 Pittsburgh.

Socio-Economic Analysis: The Threat of Eminent Domain

A significant technical subplot in Jitney is the eminent domain notification. This represents a conflict between 

macro-economic policy (urban renewal) and micro-community survival. The drivers are faced with a "fail-state" 

scenario: the demolition of their place of business. This subplot forces a transition in the characters' mindsets from 

competition (fighting over fares) to cooperation (saving the station).



The Impact of Urban Renewal Policies

1.  Displacement: The removal of the station threatens the only reliable transport for the elderly.

2.  Loss of Agency: The city’s decision is made without the consultation of the Hill District residents, mirroring 

the historical "Top-Down" planning models of the 1970s.

3.  Economic Erasure: The destruction of the jitney station is not just the removal of a building; it is the 

liquidation of an informal banking and social support system.

Technical Staging and Production Requirements

For a production of Jitney to be successful, the scenographymust act as a character. The station must appear

"worn-down" but "lived-in." Key technical elements for the stage include:

•  The Payphone: A critical prop that acts as the umbilical cord between the station and the outside world. Its 

ringing dictates the pace of the scene.

•  The Checkerboard: Symbolizes the strategic maneuvers and the "game of life" the men are playing.

•  The Soundscape: Must incorporate the ambient sounds of 1970s urban Pittsburgh—sirens, traffic, and distant 

construction—reinforcing the encroaching modern world.

Troubleshooting Common Interpretive Errors

When analyzing or producing Jitney, scholars and directors often fall into specific traps. Below are common pitfalls

and their technical solutions.



Common Error Description Technical Solution

Over-Sentimentalization Treating the drivers as a "happy 
family" of workers.

Focus on the economic desperation 
and the visceral friction between 
Turnbo and the others.

Ignoring the Revision History Using the 1979 script without 
acknowledging the 1990s refinements.

Analyze how Wilson strengthened the 
Becker/Booster arc in later versions to 
provide more structural weight.

Flat Characterization of Fielding Playing Fielding as a simple comic 
relief drunk.

Highlight the technical skill he once 
possessed as a tailor, emphasizing 
the tragedy of his decline.

The Broader Implications of Jitney in Contemporary Literature

The legacy of Jitney extends beyond the theater. It serves as a sociological documentof a time and place that

has largely been erased by gentrification. By documenting the specificities of the jitney station, Wilson ensures that

the history of black urban entrepreneurship is preserved. The play challenges the listener to find dignity in the

"unlicensed" and value in the "worn-down."

Ultimately, Jitney is a study of legacy. As Booster takes his father's place at the phone in the final moments of the

play, the narrative cycle closes. The technical "hand-off" of the station symbolizes the endurance of the community

despite the pressures of urban renewal and systemic racism. The play remains a vital resource for understanding

the complexities of the American dream through the lens of those who were never meant to achieve it, yet built their

own version of it one five-cent fare at a time.

As we synthesize the themes of Jitney, it becomes clear that Wilson's work is an exercise in structural resilience. 

Each character is a gear in a machine that, while rusty and underfunded, continues to turn. The play's enduring 

relevance in the 21st century—marked by the rise of the modern "gig economy"—proves that the struggle for 

autonomy within a regulated state is a universal human constant. Jitneystands not just as a play, but as a technical

manual for survival in the face of inevitable change.
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