
a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun
a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun is a groundbreaking play that has left a significant mark
on American theater and literature. Written by Lorraine Hansberry, this seminal work explores the
struggles, dreams, and resilience of an African American family living in Chicago during the 1950s.
The play addresses critical themes such as racial discrimination, identity, generational conflict, and
the pursuit of the American Dream. As one of the first plays on Broadway to depict the lives of black
Americans authentically, it has earned its place as a classic in both theatrical and cultural history. This
article will delve into the background of the play, its plot and characters, thematic elements, and its
lasting impact on society and literature.
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Background and Historical Context of a Lorraine
Hansberry s a Raisin in the Sun
The play a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun was first performed in 1959, written by Lorraine
Hansberry, who was a young African American playwright and activist. Hansberry’s work emerged
during a pivotal period of American history marked by the civil rights movement and growing
awareness of racial inequality. The title of the play is derived from a line in Langston Hughes’ poem
“Harlem,” which questions what happens to a deferred dream. Hansberry was inspired to write the
play based on her own family’s experiences with racial segregation and housing discrimination in
Chicago.

The 1950s context is crucial to understanding the play, as it reflects the systemic racism and
economic challenges faced by black families. The Great Migration had brought many African
Americans from the South to northern cities in search of better opportunities, but they were often
confined to impoverished neighborhoods through redlining and restrictive covenants. Hansberry’s
work challenged these social injustices and gave voice to the aspirations and frustrations of her
community.

Plot Overview and Main Characters
a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun centers on the Younger family, who live in a cramped
apartment on the South Side of Chicago. The story unfolds after the death of the family patriarch,



whose life insurance policy provides a $10,000 payout that becomes the focal point of the family’s
hopes and conflicts.

Main Characters

Walter Lee Younger – The son of the late patriarch, Walter is a chauffeur who dreams of
investing in a liquor store to improve his family’s financial situation.

Lena Younger (Mama) – The matriarch of the family, Mama is a strong-willed woman who
values family unity and dreams of buying a house to provide stability.

Ruth Younger – Walter’s wife, who struggles with the pressures of poverty and family
expectations.

Beneatha Younger – Walter’s sister, an ambitious college student who aspires to become a
doctor and explores her African heritage.

Travis Younger – Walter and Ruth’s young son, representing the future generation.

Joseph Asagai and George Murchison – Beneatha’s suitors, representing different cultural
and social perspectives.

The plot highlights the family’s debates over how to use the insurance money, revealing deep-seated
dreams, conflicts, and the harsh realities of racial discrimination. The Youngers ultimately decide to
purchase a home in a predominantly white neighborhood, which sets up the climax involving racial
tensions and the family’s resilience.

Key Themes and Symbolism
The richness of a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun lies in its exploration of multiple themes that
resonate universally but are framed within the African American experience.

The Pursuit of the American Dream
The play critiques the traditional notion of the American Dream by portraying the obstacles that
marginalized communities face in achieving it. Each family member’s dream reflects different
aspirations, from economic success to personal fulfillment and cultural identity.

Racial Discrimination and Segregation
Hansberry exposes the systemic racism embedded in housing policies and social attitudes. The
resistance the Youngers face when moving into a white neighborhood underscores the broader
societal barriers faced by black Americans.



Generational Conflict and Identity
The differing perspectives between Mama, Walter, and Beneatha illustrate tensions between tradition
and modernity, as well as varying approaches to racial pride and assimilation.

Symbolism in the Play

The Plant: Mama’s small, struggling plant symbolizes the family’s hope and resilience despite
difficult circumstances.

The House: Represents the dream of a better life and upward mobility, as well as the
challenges of integration.

The Insurance Money: Acts as a catalyst for conflict but also as a means of transformation.

Critical Reception and Cultural Impact
Upon its debut, a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun received critical acclaim for its honest
portrayal of black life and its nuanced characters. It was the first play written by a black woman to be
produced on Broadway, marking a historic milestone. Critics praised Hansberry’s ability to blend
social commentary with compelling drama.

The play’s impact extends beyond theater, influencing civil rights discourse and inspiring generations
of artists and activists. Its portrayal of a black family’s dignity and struggles challenged prevailing
stereotypes and opened doors for more diverse stories in American culture.

Legacy and Adaptations
The legacy of a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun endures through numerous revivals,
adaptations, and scholarly analyses. It continues to be studied in academic settings for its literary and
sociopolitical significance. The play has been adapted into films, television productions, and radio
dramas, each bringing renewed attention to Hansberry’s work.

Notable adaptations include the 1961 film starring Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee, and a 2008 television
movie featuring Sean Combs and Phylicia Rashad. These adaptations helped introduce the story to
wider audiences and reaffirm its relevance in contemporary discussions about race and equality.

In summary, a lorraine hansberry s a raisin in the sun stands as a powerful exploration of family,
hope, and the complexities of racial identity in America. Its enduring themes and rich characterization
continue to resonate, making it a cornerstone of American theater and cultural history.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Lorraine Hansberry's 'A Raisin in
the Sun'?
The central theme of 'A Raisin in the Sun' is the struggle for identity and the pursuit of the American
Dream amid racial discrimination and economic hardship.

How does the title 'A Raisin in the Sun' relate to the play's
message?
The title, taken from Langston Hughes' poem 'Harlem,' symbolizes deferred dreams, illustrating how
the characters' aspirations risk shriveling under societal pressures and racial inequalities.

Who are the main characters in 'A Raisin in the Sun' and what
are their aspirations?
The main characters include Walter Lee Younger, who dreams of financial success; Beneatha Younger,
who aspires to become a doctor; and Mama (Lena Younger), who wants to provide a better home for
her family.

How does Lorraine Hansberry address racial discrimination in
the play?
Hansberry confronts racial discrimination through the Younger family's experiences with housing
segregation, societal prejudice, and their fight to move into a predominantly white neighborhood.

What role does the life insurance money play in 'A Raisin in
the Sun'?
The life insurance money represents hope and opportunity, sparking conflict as each family member
has different visions for its use to improve their lives.

How is gender explored in 'A Raisin in the Sun'?
The play explores gender roles through characters like Walter, who struggles with traditional
masculinity and provider expectations, and Beneatha, who challenges gender norms by pursuing a
medical career.

Why is 'A Raisin in the Sun' considered a groundbreaking
work in American theater?
It is groundbreaking for being one of the first plays to portray the realistic experiences of a Black
family in America, addressing issues of race, identity, and social justice on a mainstream stage.



What impact did 'A Raisin in the Sun' have on future
generations and theater?
The play paved the way for more diverse stories in theater, inspiring future playwrights to explore
racial and social themes, and remains a powerful commentary on equality and aspiration.

Additional Resources
1. “The Color Purple” by Alice Walker
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel explores the life of Celie, an African American woman in the early
20th century American South. Like *A Raisin in the Sun*, it addresses themes of racial discrimination,
family struggles, and the quest for personal identity and empowerment. The story highlights the
resilience of Black women against oppression and the power of sisterhood and self-love.

2. “Native Son” by Richard Wright
Set in 1930s Chicago, this novel follows Bigger Thomas, a young Black man grappling with systemic
racism and poverty. The book delves deeply into the social and economic forces that shape his tragic
choices, echoing similar themes of racial injustice and limited opportunities found in *A Raisin in the
Sun*. Wright’s work is a powerful critique of American race relations.

3. “Their Eyes Were Watching God” by Zora Neale Hurston
This novel centers on Janie Crawford’s journey toward self-discovery and independence in the early
20th-century South. Like Hansberry’s play, it explores the complexities of Black identity and the
desire for autonomy within family and societal expectations. The lyrical narrative celebrates Black
womanhood and resilience.

4. “Passing” by Nella Larsen
This novella examines racial identity and the phenomenon of “passing” in 1920s Harlem. It portrays
the tensions and dangers of crossing racial boundaries, a theme that complements the racial and
social dynamics depicted in *A Raisin in the Sun*. Larsen’s work provides insight into the nuances of
colorism and societal acceptance.

5. “Go Tell It on the Mountain” by James Baldwin
Baldwin’s semi-autobiographical novel explores the spiritual and personal conflicts of a young Black
boy growing up in Harlem. The story addresses themes of family, religion, and racial oppression,
resonating with the struggles faced by the Younger family in Hansberry’s play. Baldwin’s prose is both
intimate and politically charged.

6. “The Bluest Eye” by Toni Morrison
This novel tells the haunting story of a young Black girl, Pecola Breedlove, who yearns for blue eyes
and societal acceptance. Morrison explores the destructive impact of internalized racism and beauty
standards, themes that parallel the aspirations and challenges of the characters in *A Raisin in the
Sun*. The book is a profound exploration of identity and self-worth.

7. “Fences” by August Wilson
Part of Wilson’s Pittsburgh Cycle, this play focuses on Troy Maxson, a former baseball player facing
racial and personal struggles in 1950s America. Like Hansberry’s work, it examines family dynamics,
dreams deferred, and the impact of systemic racism on Black lives. *Fences* is a powerful portrayal of
generational conflict and resilience.



8. “I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings” by Maya Angelou
This autobiography recounts Angelou’s early life, highlighting her experiences with racism, trauma,
and self-empowerment. Its themes of overcoming adversity and finding one’s voice mirror those in *A
Raisin in the Sun*. Angelou’s lyrical storytelling inspires hope and courage in the face of hardship.

9. “Invisible Man” by Ralph Ellison
This novel follows an unnamed Black protagonist’s journey through a racially divided America,
grappling with invisibility and identity. The exploration of social invisibility and racial injustice
complements the themes in Hansberry’s play. Ellison’s work is a seminal piece on the complexities of
African American identity and societal marginalization.
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