a raisin in the sun lorraine hansberry
play

A Raisin in the Sun is a groundbreaking play by Lorraine Hansberry, first
performed in 1959. It explores themes of race, identity, and the pursuit of
dreams through the narrative of the Younger family, an African-American
household in Chicago. This article delves into the play's characters, themes,
historical context, and its enduring impact on American theatre and culture.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate Lorraine Hansberry's work, it's essential to understand
the historical backdrop against which A Raisin in the Sun was written. The
1950s in America were marked by a significant civil rights movement, which
sought to dismantle the systemic racism and segregation prevalent in society.

e Post-World War II America: After World War II, many African Americans
moved to urban centers in search of better economic opportunities and
living conditions. This migration led to the growth of black communities
in cities like Chicago.

e Segregation and Discrimination: Despite the promise of opportunity,
African Americans faced discrimination in housing, education, and
employment. The fight for civil rights was just beginning, and the
struggle for equality was a central theme in Hansberry's work.

e Influence of the Harlem Renaissance: The artistic and cultural movements
of the Harlem Renaissance laid the groundwork for Hansberry's
exploration of African American identity and aspirations.

This context is crucial for understanding the struggles of the Younger family
as they navigate their dreams against the backdrop of societal constraints.

Plot Overview

A Raisin in the Sun centers around the Younger family, who live in a cramped
apartment on Chicago's South Side. The family is waiting for a $10,000
insurance check following the death of the patriarch, Big Walter. Each family
member has their vision of how to use the money, leading to conflict and
tension.



Main Characters

1. Lena Younger (Mama): The matriarch of the family, Lena dreams of buying a
house with a garden to fulfill her late husband's dream and provide a better
life for her family.

2. Walter Lee Younger: Lena's son, who struggles with feelings of inadequacy
and dreams of investing in a liquor store to secure financial stability for
his family.

3. Ruth Younger: Walter's wife, who is weary of their current living
situation and dreams of peace and stability for her son.

4. Beneatha Younger: Walter's sister, a college student exploring her
identity and aspirations, who desires to become a doctor and is also
grappling with issues of race and gender.

5. Travis Younger: Walter and Ruth's young son, who represents the next
generation and the hope for a better future.

As the play unfolds, the family grapples with their individual dreams,
societal expectations, and the harsh realities of their environment.

Themes

A Raisin in the Sun is rich with themes that resonate deeply with audiences,
both during its initial release and today.

The American Dream

At the heart of the play is the exploration of the American Dream,
particularly within the African American context. Each character embodies
different aspects of this dream:

- Lena Younger: Represents the traditional dream of homeownership and
stability.

- Walter Lee Younger: Seeks financial success and entrepreneurial
opportunity.

- Beneatha Younger: Represents the quest for personal fulfillment and self-
identity.

The tension between these dreams and the obstacles posed by racism and
socioeconomic challenges illustrates the complexities of the American Dream
for marginalized communities.



Race and Identity

Hansberry poignantly addresses the complexities of race and identity in
America. The Younger family's struggles highlight the systemic barriers that
African Americans face. Beneatha's exploration of her African heritage and
her rejection of assimilation reflect broader conversations about identity
among African Americans during the 1950s.

Gender Roles

The play also examines gender roles, particularly through the characters of
Ruth and Beneatha. Ruth embodies traditional gender expectations, focusing on
family and home, while Beneatha challenges these norms, seeking independence
and a career in medicine. Their contrasting views on gender reflect the
evolving roles of women in society.

Family and Unity

Family dynamics are central to the narrative. The Youngers' love and conflict
illustrate the complexities of familial relationships. Despite their
disagreements, they ultimately come together to confront their challenges,
highlighting the importance of unity and support within families.

Symbolism

Hansberry's use of symbolism enriches the narrative and deepens the
audience's understanding of the characters' struggles.

The House

The house that Lena dreams of purchasing symbolizes hope, stability, and the
fulfillment of dreams. It represents the family's aspiration for a better
life and the possibility of escaping the constraints of their current living
situation.

The Insurance Check

The $10,000 insurance check serves as a symbol of hope and potential. It
represents the family's dreams and aspirations but also becomes a source of
conflict as each member has differing ideas about how it should be spent.



Beneatha's Hair

Beneatha's changing hairstyles symbolize her struggle with identity and
cultural heritage. Her decision to wear her hair naturally reflects her
embrace of her African roots and her rejection of societal standards of
beauty.

Impact and Legacy

A Raisin in the Sun made history as the first play on Broadway written by an
African American woman. Its success opened doors for future African American
playwrights and paved the way for more diverse narratives in American
theatre.

Critical Acclaim

The play received critical acclaim for its honest portrayal of African
American life and its exploration of complex themes. It resonated with
audiences, prompting discussions about race, identity, and the American Dream
that are still relevant today.

Adaptations and Revivals

A Raisin in the Sun has been adapted into film and television, further
extending its reach and impact. The 1961 film adaptation, starring Sidney
Poitier and Ruby Dee, brought the story to a wider audience. Revivals
continue to be staged, reflecting the play's timeless themes and relevance in
contemporary society.

Conclusion

Lorraine Hansberry's A Raisin in the Sun remains a powerful and poignant
exploration of the African American experience, the complexities of dreams,
and the struggle for identity. Its multifaceted characters and rich themes
continue to resonate with audiences, making it a vital piece of American
theatre. As society grapples with ongoing issues of race, identity, and
equality, the play serves as a reminder of the enduring power of hope and the
importance of family unity in the face of adversity.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'A Raisin in the Sun'?

The central theme of 'A Raisin in the Sun' is the struggle for identity and
the pursuit of dreams within the context of racial discrimination and
socioeconomic challenges.

Who are the main characters in 'A Raisin in the
Sun'?

The main characters include Lena Younger (Mama), Walter Lee Younger, Ruth
Younger, Beneatha Younger, and Travis Younger.

What does the title 'A Raisin in the Sun' signify?

The title refers to a line from Langston Hughes' poem 'Harlem,' which
questions what happens to a dream deferred, symbolizing the characters'
unfulfilled aspirations.

How does Walter Lee Younger represent the struggle
for African American men?

Walter Lee Younger embodies the struggle for African American men by
representing the desire for economic advancement and the pressure of familial
responsibilities amidst societal limitations.

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

Mama's plant symbolizes her care for her family and her dreams for a better
life, representing both hope and the challenges of nurturing aspirations in a
harsh environment.

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

The play explores gender roles through the characters of Ruth and Beneatha,
highlighting their differing aspirations and the societal expectations placed
on women in the 1950s.

What is Beneatha's dream, and how does it conflict
with her family's expectations?

Beneatha dreams of becoming a doctor and seeks to assert her identity, which
often conflicts with her family's traditional views and expectations of
women .



What is the significance of the family's decision to
move to Clybourne Park?

The family's decision to move to Clybourne Park represents their pursuit of a
better life and the challenges of integration, highlighting the racial
tensions of the time.

How does the play depict the concept of the American
Dream?

The play critiques the American Dream by illustrating the obstacles faced by
the Younger family in their quest for homeownership and equality, revealing
the systemic barriers to achieving this dream.

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

"A Raisin in the Sun' had a profound impact on American theater by being one
of the first plays to portray the complexities of African American life,
paving the way for more diverse narratives in the arts.
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