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A Raisin In The Sun Lorraine Hansberry Play

Unpacking the American Dream: A Comprehensive Guide to A
Raisin in the Sun Sparknotes

Lorraine Hansberry’s groundbreaking 1959 play, A Raisin in the Sun, remains one of the most studied and performed
works in American theater. Its exploration of race, class, family, and the deferred dreams of a Black family in mid-
century Chicago resonates as powerfully today as it did over sixty years ago. For students, educators, and theater
lovers, a deep dive into the text is essential. While there is no substitute for reading the original play, using a resource
like a raisin in the sun sparknotes can illuminate complex themes, clarify character motivations, and help you grasp
the play’s historical and literary significance. This article provides a thorough, standalone analysis that goes beyond a
simple summary, offering context, critical insights, and a structured breakdown of the play’s core elements.

Why “A Raisin in the Sun” Remains Essential Reading

Before delving into a raisin in the sun sparknotes-style breakdown, it is important to understand why this play
continues to be a staple of high school and college curricula. Hansberry’s title is borrowed from Langston Hughes’s
poem “Harlem,” which asks, “What happens to a dream deferred? Does it dry up like a raisin in the sun?” This central
question drives every character’s action. The Younger family lives in a cramped Chicago apartment, and each member
harbors a personal dream that conflicts with the others and with the harsh realities of systemic racism.

Studying the play through a structured lens—similar to what you might find in comprehensive a raisin in the sun
sparknotes—allows you to appreciate Hansberry’s layered commentary on economic inequality, generational conflict,
and the meaning of dignity. The play is not merely a period piece; it is a timeless meditation on what it means to strive
for a better life in a society that often stacks the odds against you.

Plot Overview: A Bird’s-Eye View

To understand the character arcs and themes, a concise plot summary is the first step. This section serves as a quick
reference, much like the summary portion of typical a raisin in the sun sparknotes.

The play is set in the South Side of Chicago, sometime after World War II. The Younger family lives in a small, run-
down apartment. The head of the household, Lena Younger (Mama), is waiting for a $10,000 life insurance check
following the death of her husband. Each family member has a vision for how the money should be used:

Walter Lee Younger: Lena’s son, wants to invest in a liquor store, believing it is his ticket to financial
independence and respect.
Beneatha Younger: Walter’s sister, dreams of becoming a doctor—a nearly impossible goal for a Black
woman in the 1950s.
Mama: Wants to buy a house for the family, fulfilling a lifelong dream of owning a home with a garden.
Ruth Younger: Walter’s wife, desires a stable and loving home for her son, Travis, and supports the idea of a
new house.

The conflict intensifies when Mama uses a portion of the money as a down payment on a house in the all-white
neighborhood of Clybourne Park. Walter loses the remaining money in a disastrous business scheme with a supposed
partner who, in reality, was a con man. Faced with a devastating loss, Walter must decide whether to accept a buyout
from the Clybourne Park Improvement Association (which offers to pay the family not to move in) or to retain his
dignity and move forward despite the financial setback. In the play’s powerful climax, Walter rejects the offer, and the
family moves into their new home, stepping into an uncertain but hopeful future.

Character Analysis: The Pillars of the Play

A standard a raisin in the sun sparknotes resource always includes detailed character profiles. Understanding each
character’s motivations and flaws is key to appreciating the play’s dramatic tension.

Mama (Lena Younger)

Mama is the moral and emotional center of the play. A deeply religious woman, she values family unity and spiritual
strength over material wealth. Her decision to buy the house is an act of love, but it also reflects her conservative
values. She is not opposed to Walter’s ambitions, but she fears the risks involved in a liquor store. Mama’s journey is
one of letting go: she must learn that she cannot control her children’s dreams, and that sometimes, she must trust them
to make their own mistakes. Her iconic plant, which she nurtures in the dark apartment, symbolizes her persistent hope
for a better life—a life where her family can grow in the sun.

Walter Lee Younger

Walter is arguably the most dynamic character in the play. He is frustrated, emasculated by his low-paying job as a
chauffeur, and desperate to provide a better life for his son. His dream of owning a liquor store is not just about
money; it is about respect and identity. Walter’s journey is a powerful arc from immature resentment to a hard-won
sense of manhood and pride. When he loses the money, he hits rock bottom, but his final decision to reject the bribe
from the Clybourne Park association marks his ultimate growth. He finally understands that dignity cannot be bought.

Beneatha Younger

Beneatha represents the new Black woman of the 1950s and 60s: educated, ambitious, and searching for her cultural
identity. She experiments with different hairstyles and explores her African heritage through her relationship with
Joseph Asagai. Her dream of becoming a doctor clashes with the financial limitations of her family and the sexism of
the era. Beneatha’s idealism is tempered by the play’s end when she realizes that dreams can be deferred or even
destroyed. However, she retains her spirit and her determination to find her own path.

Ruth Younger

Ruth is the weary but resilient wife of Walter. She is the practical backbone of the family, often mediating between
Walter and Mama. In the early scenes, Ruth appears exhausted and depressed, even contemplating an abortion when
she discovers she is pregnant. Her desire for a new house is not a grand dream but a desperate need for space, light,
and hope. Ruth’s quiet strength is essential; she remains loyal and steady even when her husband’s dreams collapse.

Thematic Analysis: Dreams, Race, and Dignity

No a raisin in the sun sparknotes is complete without a deep exploration of the play’s major themes. Hansberry
weaves complex social commentary into every scene.

The Deferred Dream

This is the most obvious and central theme. Each character’s dream is deferred by economic hardship, racism, and
even by the competing dreams of family members. The play asks: what happens when a person is forced to wait
indefinitely for their aspirations? Walter becomes bitter and angry; Beneatha becomes cynical; Ruth becomes numb.
Mama, however, forces a concrete action—buying the house—which forces all the deferred dreams to either be
realized or to collapse. The climax suggests that dreams can be deferred, but they must not be abandoned.
Racial Discrimination and Housing Segregation

Hansberry drew from her own childhood experience when her family moved into a white neighborhood and faced
legal battles. The play tackles housing segregation head-on. The committee from Clybourne Park offers the Youngers
money not to move in, revealing the deep-seated racism that attempted to keep Black families in ghettos. Walter’s final
refusal to take the money is a powerful statement of pride and a rejection of the idea that Black lives must be bought
out of their rightful place in the American Dream.

Gender Roles and Feminism

The play was written on the cusp of the feminist movement. Both Mama and Beneatha defy traditional roles in
different ways. Mama is the matriarch who holds the family together and makes the biggest decision. Beneatha rejects
the conventional path of marriage and motherhood, aiming for a career in medicine. Ruth’s consideration of abortion
is a stark representation of a woman’s struggle for autonomy. These female characters provide a nuanced look at the
different ways women fought for agency within the confines of a patriarchal and racist society.

The Meaning of Manhood

Walter’s character arc is defined by his quest to be a “man” in a world that denies Black men economic power. He
equates manhood with financial success and the ability to provide. However, the play suggests a deeper definition: true
manhood lies in integrity, caring for one’s family, and standing up for one’s principles. Walter gains his manhood not
by making money but by making a morally courageous decision.

Important Symbols and Motifs

A strong understanding of symbolism is crucial for any essay or analysis. This section acts like the symbolism
breakdown in high-quality a raisin in the sun sparknotes.

Mama’s Plant: This is the most prominent symbol. It represents Mama’s dream of a garden and her nurturing
spirit. It also symbolizes the family itself, struggling to survive in a cramped, sunless environment. The fact that
she takes the plant with her to the new house indicates that hope is moving with them.
The New House in Clybourne Park: The house represents the potential for a better life but also the dangers
of integration and racial hostility. It is a symbol of the American Dream that has been historically denied to
Black families.
The Money: The $10,000 insurance check is a symbol of deferred dreams and the power of capital. It exposes
the characters’ values and flaws. When the money is lost, the family is forced to rely on non-material values:
love, unity, and dignity.
Beneatha’s Hair and Nigerian Clothing: Her exploration of natural hairstyles and African attire symbolizes
her search for cultural identity and a connection to her African roots, a theme that was becoming increasingly
important in the Black community at the time.

Historical and Social Context

To fully understand the play, one must consider the era in which it was written. A comprehensive a raisin in the sun
sparknotes always includes context. The 1950s in America were a time of post-war prosperity for whites but
continued segregation and economic inequality for Black Americans. The Civil Rights Movement was gaining
momentum, with the Montgomery Bus Boycott (1955) and the sit-ins at lunch counters. The Supreme Court had
declared school segregation unconstitutional in Brown v. Board of Education (1954), but housing discrimination
remained widespread and legal in many areas.

Hansberry wrote the play as a direct response to the lack of realistic portrayals of Black life on stage and screen. She
wanted to show the internal struggles of a Black family, their humanity, and their ordinary yet profound lives. The
play’s success on Broadway was historic, making Lorraine Hansberry the first Black woman to have a play performed
on Broadway.

Key Quotes and Their Significance

Memorable quotes often anchor essays and exam answers. Here are a few essential lines that any a raisin in the sun
sparknotes would highlight:

“What happens to a dream deferred?” (Epigraph from Langston Hughes) – This sets the central question of
the entire play.
“Child, when do you think is the time to love somebody the most? When they done good and made
things easy for everybody? Well then, you ain’t through learning.” (Mama to Beneatha) – A lesson about
unconditional love and forgiveness, particularly after Walter loses the money.
“He finally come into his manhood today, didn’t he? Kind of like a rainbow after the rain.” (Mama
speaking about Walter’s final decision) – This acknowledges Walter’s moral victory.
“I want so many things that they are driving me kind of crazy… I want to fly!” (Beneatha) – Expresses the
intensity of her deferred dreams and her youthful ambition.
“You ain’t never had no education. What business you got talking about how a man’s supposed to be?”
(Walter to his mother) – Shows the tension between traditional wisdom and new ambitions.

Tips for Using Study Resources Effectively

When you consult any study guide, whether it’s a raisin in the sun sparknotes from a popular website or a custom
guide like this one, the key is to use it as a supplement, not a replacement. Here are practical ways to maximize your
learning:


