
a raisin in the sun by hansberry

A Raisin in the Sun is a groundbreaking play written by Lorraine Hansberry that premiered on Broadway
in 1959. It is a poignant exploration of the aspirations and struggles of a working-class African American
family living in Chicago’s South Side, capturing the complexities of race, identity, and the pursuit of the
American Dream. This play is not only significant for its representation of African American experiences
but also for its powerful examination of family dynamics, gender roles, and socioeconomic challenges that
resonate universally.

Historical Context

The Civil Rights Movement

"A Raisin in the Sun" emerged during a pivotal period in American history when the Civil Rights
Movement was gaining momentum. The 1950s and 1960s were marked by significant social upheaval as
African Americans began to demand equal rights and challenge systemic racism. Lorraine Hansberry's
work is a reflection of this transformative era, as it highlights the struggles of black families against the
backdrop of segregation, discrimination, and limited opportunities.

Personal Influences

Hansberry's own experiences heavily influenced her writing. Born in Chicago in 1930 to a prominent
African American family, she experienced firsthand the challenges of racial segregation. Her father fought
against restrictive housing covenants, and this personal history informed the central conflict of "A Raisin in
the Sun," which revolves around the Younger family’s desire to move into a predominantly white
neighborhood.

Plot Summary

The play is set in a cramped, dilapidated apartment inhabited by the Younger family: Lena (Mama), her
son Walter Lee, her daughter Beneatha, and her deceased husband’s life insurance policy worth $10,000.
Each character has dreams and aspirations that are shaped by their individual circumstances.



Main Characters

- Lena Younger (Mama): The matriarch of the family, representing strength, tradition, and the struggle for
a better life.
- Walter Lee Younger: Lena’s ambitious son who dreams of investing in a liquor store to secure financial
stability for his family.
- Beneatha Younger: Walter’s sister, a college student exploring her identity and aspirations of becoming a
doctor while grappling with her African heritage.
- Ruth Younger: Walter’s weary wife, struggling to maintain her family amidst economic hardship.
- Travis Younger: Walter and Ruth's young son, representing hope for the future.

Major Themes

1. The American Dream: The pursuit of the American Dream is a central theme, with each character
embodying different aspects of this aspiration. Walter Lee's desire for wealth contrasts with Mama's dream
of owning a house, representing a deeper search for dignity and respect.

2. Identity and Heritage: Beneatha's struggle with her identity and her exploration of African culture
reflect the broader search for identity among African Americans during the 1960s. Her interactions with
Asagai, a Nigerian student, highlight the importance of connecting with one's roots.

3. Gender Roles: The play delves into traditional gender roles, particularly through the dynamics between
Walter and Ruth. Walter's struggle for authority and recognition is challenged by Ruth’s practical approach
to their economic struggles.

4. Racial Discrimination: The family's desire to move into a white neighborhood brings to the forefront the
racial tensions of the time. The character of Mr. Lindner, a representative of the neighborhood association,
embodies the institutional racism that the family must confront.

Character Analysis

Lena Younger (Mama)

Mama is the moral center of the play. Her dreams are rooted in her past and her family's well-being. She
represents a strong, nurturing figure who values family above all else. Her dream of buying a house
symbolizes stability and a better life for her children.



Walter Lee Younger

Walter is a complex character driven by ambition and frustration. His desire for financial success leads him
to make questionable decisions, including considering investing in a liquor store. His character arc illustrates
the struggle between dreams and reality, ultimately leading to a moment of self-realization as he learns the
importance of pride and family.

Beneatha Younger

Beneatha's character is a progressive representation of women in the 1960s. Her aspirations to become a
doctor challenge societal norms and expectations. Throughout the play, she grapples with her identity,
shifting from a desire for assimilation to embracing her African heritage.

Ruth Younger

Ruth embodies the struggles of many women of her time, caught between personal aspirations and familial
responsibilities. Her weariness reflects the emotional toll of poverty and the challenges of maintaining a
family. Ruth’s character highlights the sacrifices women often make for their families.

Symbolism

"A Raisin in the Sun" is rich with symbolism that enhances its themes and character dynamics.

The Plant

Mama’s plant represents her dreams and her care for her family. It symbolizes hope and resilience as she
nurtures it despite difficult conditions. The plant’s eventual flourishing parallels the family's journey
toward achieving their dreams.

The Insurance Check

The $10,000 insurance check serves as a symbol of both hope and conflict. It represents the opportunity for
a better life but also becomes a point of contention among family members as they struggle to decide how
to use it.



The House

The house that Mama dreams of buying symbolizes stability, security, and the fulfillment of the American
Dream. It represents the family's aspirations and the desire to break free from the constraints of their
current living situation.

Impact and Legacy

"A Raisin in the Sun" was revolutionary for its time, being one of the first plays on Broadway to portray
African American life authentically. Its success paved the way for future works by black playwrights,
allowing for greater representation in American theater. The play's themes remain relevant today,
resonating with contemporary issues of race, identity, and the pursuit of dreams.

Adaptations

The play has been adapted into several films, the most notable being the 1961 adaptation starring Sidney
Poitier and Ruby Dee. These adaptations have helped to broaden the play's audience and explore its themes
in different contexts.

Continued Relevance

The issues addressed in "A Raisin in the Sun" continue to resonate in modern society, particularly in
discussions around racial inequality, economic disparity, and the struggles of marginalized communities.
The play serves as a powerful reminder of the ongoing fight for equality and the importance of dreams in
overcoming adversity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Lorraine Hansberry's "A Raisin in the Sun" is a monumental work that transcends its time,
offering a profound exploration of family, identity, and the unyielding pursuit of dreams. Through its rich
character development, poignant themes, and symbolic elements, the play remains a critical piece of
American literature that speaks to the complexities of the human experience. Its legacy continues to inspire
and provoke thought, ensuring its place in the canon of American theater for generations to come.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'A Raisin in the Sun'?
The main themes include the struggle for identity, the pursuit of dreams, racial discrimination, and the
importance of family and unity.

How does Lorraine Hansberry portray the concept of the American
Dream in the play?
Hansberry portrays the American Dream as a complex and often unattainable ideal, highlighting the
barriers that African American families face in achieving their aspirations due to systemic racism and socio-
economic challenges.

What role does Mama's plant symbolize in the play?
Mama's plant symbolizes her care for her family and her dreams for a better future. It represents hope,
resilience, and the nurturing of dreams despite adversity.

How do the characters' dreams differ in 'A Raisin in the Sun'?
Each character has distinct dreams: Mama dreams of a house and stability for her family, Walter Lee desires
financial success and independence, Beneatha seeks education and self-identity, reflecting their individual
struggles and aspirations.

What impact does the setting of Chicago's South Side have on the story?
The South Side setting highlights the socio-economic struggles faced by African Americans in the 1950s,
influencing the characters' experiences and contributing to the play's exploration of racism and poverty.

How does the character of Walter Lee Younger evolve throughout the
play?
Walter Lee undergoes significant growth, initially consumed by materialism and frustration but eventually
realizing the importance of family and dignity, culminating in his decision to reject Mr. Lindner's offer and
embrace his family's legacy.
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