
A Raisin In The Sun By Lorraine Hansberry

A Raisin in the Sun is a groundbreaking play by Lorraine Hansberry that first
premiered on Broadway in 1959. This seminal work, which was the first play
written by an African American woman to be produced on Broadway, explores the
complexities of race, identity, and the pursuit of dreams within the context
of a struggling African American family. Set in Chicago’s South Side, the
narrative revolves around the Younger family and their aspirations,
challenges, and the societal obstacles they face in their quest for a better
life.

Overview of the Play

A Raisin in the Sun centers around the Younger family, who live in a cramped
apartment in Chicago. The family consists of Lena Younger (often referred to
as Mama), her son Walter Lee Younger, her daughter Beneatha Younger, and her
daughter-in-law Ruth Younger. The family is awaiting a $10,000 insurance
check following the death of the father, which serves as a symbol of hope and
opportunity.

Characters

1. Lena Younger (Mama): The matriarch of the family, Mama is a strong,
nurturing figure who dreams of using the insurance money to buy a house and
fulfill her late husband’s dream of owning a home.



2. Walter Lee Younger: Mama’s son, Walter is a chauffeur who feels trapped in
his job and yearns for a better life. His dreams revolve around investing in
a liquor store to secure financial independence.

3. Ruth Younger: Walter’s weary wife, Ruth is practical and often caught
between her husband’s aspirations and the realities of their life. She
struggles to keep the family together amidst financial strain.

4. Beneatha Younger: Walter’s sister, Beneatha is a college student with
aspirations of becoming a doctor. She represents the younger generation's
desire to break free from traditional roles and societal expectations.

5. Travis Younger: The young son of Walter and Ruth, Travis symbolizes the
future and the family’s hope for a better life.

6. Bobo and Willy Harris: Walter’s friends and business associates who play a
role in his dreams of starting a liquor store.

7. Mr. Karl Lindner: A representative of the Clybourne Park Improvement
Association, Lindner attempts to persuade the Younger family not to move into
a predominantly white neighborhood, highlighting the racial tensions of the
time.

Plot Summary

The play unfolds as the Younger family grapples with the impending arrival of
the insurance check, which represents a chance to escape their current living
situation. Each family member has different dreams for the money:

- Mama wants to buy a house with a garden, nurturing the family’s roots and
ensuring stability.
- Walter envisions investing in a liquor store to achieve financial freedom
and respect.
- Beneatha aims to fund her medical schooling, challenging gender and racial
barriers in her pursuit of a career.

As tensions rise and conflicts emerge, the family faces both internal
struggles and external pressures related to race, class, and identity.
Walter’s desperation leads him to make a drastic decision regarding the
money, which ultimately affects the entire family.

Thematic Exploration

A Raisin in the Sun delves into several profound themes that resonate with
audiences both then and now.



The American Dream

The concept of the American Dream is central to the play. Each character
embodies different interpretations of what this dream means:

- Mama seeks a home that represents stability and belonging.
- Walter desires wealth and success, reflecting societal pressures on African
American men to achieve financial independence.
- Beneatha represents a more modern interpretation, aspiring for intellectual
and professional success outside traditional gender roles.

The play critiques the notion that the American Dream is accessible to
everyone, particularly for black families facing systemic racism and economic
hardship.

Race and Identity

Hansberry addresses the impact of racism on the Younger family’s aspirations.
The character of Mr. Lindner embodies the societal prejudices that threaten
to undermine their dreams. His offer to buy them out of moving into a white
neighborhood highlights the realities of segregation and discrimination. The
family’s response to this pressure culminates in a powerful assertion of
their right to pursue their dreams, regardless of societal barriers.

Gender Roles

The play also explores gender dynamics, particularly through the characters
of Ruth and Beneatha. Ruth represents traditional roles as a wife and mother,
burdened by the weight of familial responsibilities. In contrast, Beneatha
challenges these norms, seeking her identity and independence. Their
differing views on life and aspirations reflect the evolving roles of women
in society during the 1950s.

Impact and Legacy

A Raisin in the Sun has left an indelible mark on American theater and
culture. Its debut on Broadway was revolutionary, breaking barriers for
African American playwrights and actors. The play’s themes of hope,
resilience, and the struggle against adversity continue to resonate with
audiences today.



Critical Reception

Upon its release, the play received critical acclaim for its authentic
portrayal of African American life and its exploration of complex social
issues. Critics praised Hansberry’s ability to create multifaceted characters
who grapple with their dreams while confronting harsh realities. The play's
emotional depth and social commentary have cemented its status as a classic
in American literature.

Adaptations

The play has been adapted into various formats, including a 1961 film
starring Sidney Poitier and Ruby Dee, which further popularized its
narrative. Its themes have been revisited in numerous productions and
reinterpretations, emphasizing its relevance across generations.

Conclusion

In conclusion, A Raisin in the Sun by Lorraine Hansberry remains a powerful
exploration of dreams, identity, and the struggles faced by African American
families in the mid-20th century. Through the lens of the Younger family,
Hansberry invites audiences to reflect on their aspirations while confronting
the societal barriers that can obstruct them. The play’s enduring legacy
serves as a reminder of the importance of resilience, hope, and the
relentless pursuit of dreams, making it a timeless work that continues to
inspire and challenge audiences today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'A Raisin in
the Sun'?
The main themes include the pursuit of dreams, racial identity, family
dynamics, and socioeconomic struggles.

Who are the central characters in 'A Raisin in the
Sun'?
The central characters include Lena Younger (Mama), Walter Lee Younger, Ruth
Younger, Beneatha Younger, and Travis Younger.



How does the setting influence the story in 'A
Raisin in the Sun'?
The setting in Chicago's South Side during the 1950s reflects the racial
segregation and economic challenges faced by African American families,
shaping the characters' aspirations and conflicts.

What is Walter Lee Younger's dream and how does it
drive the plot?
Walter's dream is to invest in a liquor store to secure financial stability
for his family. His pursuit of this dream creates tension and conflict among
family members, highlighting their differing aspirations.

How does Beneatha's character challenge traditional
gender roles?
Beneatha challenges traditional gender roles by aspiring to become a doctor,
exploring her African heritage, and questioning societal norms, which
reflects the changing attitudes of women in the 1950s.

What symbolic significance does the plant held by
Mama represent?
Mama's plant symbolizes her care for her family and her dreams for their
future, as well as the struggle for growth and nurturing in a challenging
environment.

What role does money play in the conflicts among the
Younger family?
Money serves as a source of conflict, as the insurance check represents hope
for a better life but also creates tension over differing visions for its use
among family members.

How does 'A Raisin in the Sun' address the issue of
racial discrimination?
The play addresses racial discrimination through the Younger family's
experiences with housing segregation, as they face opposition when they
attempt to move into a predominantly white neighborhood.
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