A Raisin In The Sun Hansberry

A Raisin in the Sun is a groundbreaking play written by Lorraine Hansberry
that premiered on Broadway in 1959. This remarkable work is not only a
powerful narrative about an African American family's dreams and struggles
but also serves as a poignant critique of the social issues of its time.
Hansberry's play is a striking exploration of race, identity, and the pursuit
of the American Dream, and it remains relevant in today's socio-political
climate. In this article, we will delve into the themes, characters,
historical context, and lasting impact of A Raisin in the Sun.

Historical Context

A Raisin in the Sun emerged during a pivotal period in American history. The
1950s were marked by significant social upheaval, particularly concerning
civil rights for African Americans. The following factors played a crucial
role in shaping Hansberry’s work:

e The Civil Rights Movement: The late 1950s saw the rise of the Civil
Rights Movement, which aimed to end racial segregation and
discrimination. Events such as the Montgomery Bus Boycott (1955-1956)
and the Little Rock Nine crisis (1957) highlighted the urgent need for
social change.

e Segregation and Housing Discrimination: Many African American families
faced systemic barriers in housing, which Hansberry addresses in her



play. The practice of redlining and racially restrictive covenants
limited where Black families could live, often confining them to
impoverished neighborhoods.

e The Great Migration: The movement of African Americans from the rural
South to urban areas in the North and West significantly shaped the
demographic landscape. This migration was driven by the search for
better economic opportunities and living conditions.

Understanding this context is essential for comprehending the themes and
struggles depicted in A Raisin in the Sun.

Plot Summary

The play centers on the Younger family, who live in a cramped apartment on
Chicago's South Side. The family is awaiting a $10,000 insurance check
following the death of the father, Big Walter. This money symbolizes hope and
the possibility of a better future, but it also serves as a catalyst for
conflict among the family members. The main characters include:

Characters

1. Lena Younger (Mama): The matriarch of the family, Mama dreams of
purchasing a house to fulfill Big Walter's wish for a better life.

2. Walter Lee Younger: Mama's son, he is frustrated with his job as a
chauffeur and seeks to invest the insurance money in a liquor store to
achieve financial independence.

3. Ruth Younger: Walter's weary wife, she struggles to maintain the family's
peace amidst the tensions created by financial stress and differing dreams.

4. Beneatha Younger: Walter's sister, she is a college student with
aspirations of becoming a doctor, challenging traditional gender roles and
racial stereotypes.

5. Karl Lindner: A representative of the Clybourne Park Improvement
Association, he attempts to persuade the Youngers not to move into his all-
white neighborhood.

The plot unfolds as the family grapples with their dreams and aspirations,
leading to profound discussions about identity, pride, and the meaning of
home.



Themes

A Raisin in the Sun explores several critical themes that resonate deeply
with audiences:

The American Dream

The pursuit of the American Dream is central to the Youngers' aspirations.
Each character has a different vision of what that dream entails, reflecting
the complexity of achieving it:

- Walter Lee: Sees financial success as the key to dignity and respect.
- Mama: Values homeownership and stability for her family.

- Beneatha: Embodies a quest for personal identity and professional
fulfillment.

The play ultimately questions whether the American Dream is accessible to
everyone, particularly marginalized communities.

Race and Identity

Hansberry poignantly addresses the challenges faced by African Americans in a
racially divided society. The characters encounter systemic racism and
discrimination, particularly in their desire to move into a predominantly
white neighborhood. The struggle for identity is also pronounced, especially
for Beneatha, who grapples with her cultural heritage and aspirations.

Gender Roles

The play also examines traditional gender roles, particularly through the
characters of Ruth and Beneatha. While Ruth embodies the expectations of a
devoted wife and mother, Beneatha challenges these norms by pursuing her
education and career. This conflict highlights the changing roles of women
during the 1950s and the push for gender equality.

Symbolism

Hansberry employs various symbols throughout the play, enriching its themes:

- The Plant: Mama’s care for her plant symbolizes her nurturing nature and
her dreams for the family. The struggle of the plant to thrive in a small
apartment mirrors the Youngers' struggles for growth and opportunity.



- The Insurance Check: Represents hope, dreams, and the potential for change.
It becomes a source of conflict, illustrating how financial pressures can
strain family relationships.

- The New House: The aspiration to buy a house in Clybourne Park symbolizes
the pursuit of the American Dream and the desire for a better life.

Impact and Legacy

A Raisin in the Sun made history as the first play on Broadway written by an
African American woman. Its premiere marked a significant moment in
theatrical history and opened doors for future Black playwrights. The play
has had a lasting impact on American theater and culture, inspiring numerous
adaptations, including:

- A film adaptation in 1961 starring Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee.
- A 2008 revival on Broadway featuring Denzel Washington and Phylicia Rashad.
- Various community theater productions and educational adaptations.

The play continues to resonate with contemporary audiences, as its themes of
race, identity, and the pursuit of dreams remain relevant today.

Conclusion

A Raisin in the Sun is a profound exploration of the African American
experience, encapsulating the dreams, struggles, and resilience of a family
confronting the harsh realities of life. Lorraine Hansberry's masterful
storytelling, rich character development, and poignant themes make this play
a timeless classic that continues to inspire and provoke thought. As society
grapples with issues of race, identity, and social justice, A Raisin in the
Sun serves as a powerful reminder of the ongoing quest for equality and the
enduring power of hope.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main themes include dreams and aspirations, racial discrimination, family
dynamics, and the struggle for identity and dignity.

How does Lorraine Hansberry portray the impact of



racism in 'A Raisin in the Sun'?

Hansberry illustrates racism through the characters' experiences with
segregation, economic hardship, and societal limitations, highlighting how
these factors affect their dreams and opportunities.

What is the significance of the title 'A Raisin in
the Sun'?

The title is derived from Langston Hughes' poem 'Harlem', which questions
what happens to a dream deferred. It symbolizes the dreams of the Younger
family that are at risk of drying up due to external pressures.

How do the characters in 'A Raisin in the Sun'
represent the struggle for the American Dream?

Each character embodies different aspects of the American Dream: Walter Lee
Younger seeks financial success, Beneatha Younger aims for personal identity,
and Lena Younger (Mama) desires a stable home for her family.

What role does the setting play in 'A Raisin in the
Sun'?
The setting, primarily in a cramped Chicago apartment, reflects the family's

economic struggles and serves as a backdrop for their dreams and conflicts,
emphasizing the limitations imposed by their environment.

How does 'A Raisin in the Sun' address gender roles?

The play challenges traditional gender roles through its female characters,
particularly Beneatha, who seeks independence and education, and Lena, who
embodies strength and nurturing, showcasing diverse expressions of
femininity.

What is the significance of Beneatha's character in
the play?

Beneatha represents the quest for identity and self-discovery, as she
explores her African heritage and challenges societal expectations,
ultimately embodying the aspirations of a new generation.
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