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Understanding "A Raisin in the Sun" by Lorraine Hansberry

A Raisin in the Sun is a groundbreaking play written by Lorraine Hansberry that premiered on
Broadway in 1959. This powerful work focuses on the struggle of a working-class African American
family, the Youngers, living in Chicago's South Side during the mid-20th century. Through its rich
themes and complex characters, Hansberry explores issues of race, identity, and the quest for a better
life. This article delves into the play's background, characters, themes, and its lasting impact on

American theater and society.

Background of Lorraine Hansberry and the Play

Lorraine Hansberry was born on May 19, 1930, in Chicago, lllinois. She was the youngest of four
children in a family that was deeply involved in the civil rights movement. Her father, Carl Hansberry,
was a successful real estate broker who fought against housing discrimination, an experience that

would later inform her writing.

1. Inspiration for the Play:

- The title of the play comes from a line in Langston Hughes' poem "Harlem," which poses the
question: "What happens to a dream deferred? Does it dry up like a raisin in the sun?" This metaphor
encapsulates the central theme of the play, which revolves around unfulfilled dreams and aspirations.
- Hansberry drew from her own experiences growing up in a segregated neighborhood, along with the

broader African American struggle for civil rights during the 1950s.

2. Premiere and Reception:

- "A Raisin in the Sun" premiered at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre on March 11, 1959. It was the first



play written by an African American woman to be produced on Broadway.
- The play received critical acclaim and was nominated for several awards, including the Tony Award
for Best Play. It resonated with audiences for its authentic portrayal of African American life and the

socio-economic challenges faced by families.

Plot Summary

The narrative of "A Raisin in the Sun" unfolds over the course of a few weeks and centers on the
Younger family, who are awaiting a $10,000 life insurance check following the death of the family
patriarch, Walter Lee Younger, Sr. Each family member has different dreams for the money, leading to

tension and conflict.

Main Characters

1. Lena Younger (Mama):
- The matriarch of the family who dreams of buying a house with a yard for her children and

grandchildren. She embodies strength, nurturing, and a deep sense of family.

2. Walter Lee Younger:
- Mama's son who aspires to invest in a liquor store to improve their financial situation. He feels

trapped in his role as a chauffeur and is desperate for a chance to prove himself.

3. Ruth Younger:
- Walter's weary wife who struggles to maintain the household and keep the family together. She

represents the challenges faced by women, especially those in marginalized communities.

4. Beneatha Younger:
- Walter's sister, a college student who dreams of becoming a doctor. Her character challenges

traditional gender roles and explores themes of identity and cultural heritage.



5. Travis Younger:
- The young son of Walter and Ruth, who symbolizes hope for the future. His innocence contrasts with

the complexities and hardships faced by the adults in the family.

Themes in "A Raisin in the Sun"

"A Raisin in the Sun" tackles several significant themes that resonate with audiences, both during its

time and today:

1. The American Dream

The pursuit of the American Dream is central to the play, with each character embodying different
aspects of this quest. Walter's ambition to invest in a business reflects his desire for financial success
and social mobility, while Mama's dream of owning a home symbolizes stability and a sense of

belonging.

2. Racial Identity and Discrimination

The play confronts the harsh realities of racism and segregation. The Youngers' desire to move into a
predominantly white neighborhood brings forth issues of racial discrimination, as they face opposition

from their future neighbors and systemic barriers that limit their opportunities.

3. Gender Roles and Feminism

Beneatha's aspirations to become a doctor challenge traditional gender norms and highlight the

struggle for women's rights. The characters of Ruth and Mama also grapple with their roles within the



family and society, showcasing the complexities of female identity in a patriarchal context.

4. Family and Generational Conflict

The dynamics within the Younger family illustrate the tension between different generations and their
values. As Mama clings to traditional ideals, Walter and Beneatha seek to carve out their unique

paths, leading to conflicts that ultimately shape their relationships.

Impact and Legacy

"A Raisin in the Sun" has left an indelible mark on American theater and culture. Its powerful narrative

and poignant themes have continued to resonate with audiences for decades.

1. Cultural Significance:
- The play opened doors for African American playwrights and performers, paving the way for future
works that explore race and identity in America. It challenged the stereotypical portrayals of African

Americans in theater and provided a platform for authentic voices.

2. Adaptations:
- "A Raisin in the Sun" has been adapted into several films and television productions, most notably a
1961 film starring Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee. These adaptations have introduced the story to new

generations, ensuring its relevance in contemporary discussions about race, family, and aspiration.

3. Educational Importance:
- The play is frequently studied in high school and college curricula, where it serves as a vital tool for

discussions about social justice, race relations, and the complexities of the human experience.



Conclusion

Lorraine Hansberry's "A Raisin in the Sun" remains a seminal work in American literature and theater.
Through its exploration of dreams, identity, and the struggles faced by the African American
community, the play continues to inspire and provoke thought. Its characters and themes resonate
deeply with audiences, reminding us of the ongoing quest for equality and the importance of family and
resilience in the face of adversity. As we reflect on the legacy of this remarkable play, it is clear that "A
Raisin in the Sun" is not just a story of one family's struggles, but a universal narrative that speaks to

the aspirations and challenges faced by people from all walks of life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'A Raisin in the Sun'?

The central themes include racial discrimination, the struggle for identity, the pursuit of dreams, and

the importance of family and community.

How does Lorraine Hansberry portray the aspirations of the Younger
family?

Hansberry portrays the aspirations of the Younger family through their dreams of home ownership,
education, and better opportunities, highlighting the challenges they face due to systemic racism and

economic hardship.

What role does Mama's plant symbolize in the play?

Mama's plant symbolizes her nurturing spirit and the family's hope for growth and a better future,

despite the harsh realities they face.



How does the character of Walter Lee Younger evolve throughout the

play?

Walter Lee Younger evolves from a frustrated and disillusioned man seeking wealth to a more mature

individual who recognizes the importance of family and dignity over financial success.

What impact did 'A Raisin in the Sun' have on American theater?

A Raisin in the Sun broke new ground as one of the first plays on Broadway written by an African
American woman, providing a powerful voice for the Black experience and influencing future

generations of playwrights.
In what ways does the setting of the play influence the characters'

experiences?

The setting of a cramped Chicago apartment reflects the limited socio-economic conditions faced by

the Younger family, shaping their interactions, conflicts, and aspirations throughout the narrative.
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