a raisin in the sun discussion questions

Lorraine Hansberry's "A Raisin in the Sun" is a seminal work of American drama, resonating deeply
with audiences for its exploration of dreams, family, and the enduring struggle for dignity in the face
of systemic oppression. This powerful play offers a rich tapestry of characters and themes, making it
an ideal subject for in-depth discussion. Whether you're a student grappling with its complexities, a
book club seeking thoughtful prompts, or an educator preparing to guide a class, having a robust set
of "A Raisin in the Sun" discussion questions can unlock a deeper understanding of its enduring
significance. This article provides a comprehensive guide to engaging with the play, covering key
character motivations, thematic explorations, and the historical context that shapes the Younger
family's journey.

e Introduction to "A Raisin in the Sun" and its enduring legacy
¢ Key Themes for Discussion

e Character Analysis and Motivations

Exploring the Setting and its Impact

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Historical and Social Context

Deeper Dive: Specific Discussion Questions

e Conclusion: Continuing the Conversation

Understanding "A Raisin in the Sun": Essential
Discussion Questions for Deeper Engagement

"A Raisin in the Sun" by Lorraine Hansberry is more than just a story; it's a profound exploration of
the African American experience in mid-20th century America. The play delves into the aspirations,
frustrations, and resilience of the Younger family as they navigate life in a segregated Chicago. To
truly appreciate its depth, engaging in thoughtful discussion is crucial. This guide offers a
comprehensive set of "A Raisin in the Sun" discussion questions designed to illuminate the play's
characters, themes, and historical context, fostering a richer understanding for all who engage with
this masterpiece.



Key Themes in "A Raisin in the Sun" for Your
Discussion

The enduring power of "A Raisin in the Sun" lies in its masterful handling of universal themes that
still resonate today. When discussing the play, focusing on these core ideas can lead to illuminating
conversations. Each theme offers a unique lens through which to view the Younger family's struggles
and triumphs.

The American Dream and its Accessibility

The concept of the American Dream is central to "A Raisin in the Sun." For the Younger family, this
dream is intrinsically tied to economic stability and a better life, often symbolized by the house in
Clybourne Park. Discussing whether this dream is truly attainable for all, especially for African
Americans during this period, is essential. Consider how each character's pursuit of this dream
differs and what obstacles they face that are unique to their circumstances.

Identity and Self-Worth

The play powerfully explores the characters' sense of self and their struggle for dignity. Walter Lee's
yearning for respect and recognition, Beneatha's search for her African heritage, and Mama's
unwavering moral compass all contribute to this theme. How do the characters define themselves,
and how do their experiences shape their self-worth? Discuss the ways in which external societal
pressures impact their internal sense of identity.

Family Dynamics and Support Systems

The Younger family, despite its internal conflicts, is a strong unit. The play highlights the importance
of familial bonds and the sacrifices made for one another. Examine the different relationships within
the family - between spouses, siblings, and grandmother and grandchildren. How do these
relationships evolve throughout the play, and what do they reveal about the nature of family
support?

Racial Prejudice and Systemic Oppression

Hansberry unflinchingly portrays the realities of racial discrimination and segregation that
permeated American society. The move to Clybourne Park is a direct confrontation with this
prejudice. Discuss the various forms of racism depicted in the play, from the overt hostility of the
Clybourne Park residents to the more subtle systemic barriers. How do these oppressive forces
shape the characters' choices and aspirations?



Hope and Resilience

Even in the face of immense adversity, the Younger family demonstrates remarkable hope and
resilience. Mama's unwavering faith and Beneatha's determined spirit are testaments to this. How
do the characters maintain hope when their dreams are repeatedly challenged? Discuss the sources
of their resilience and how they find strength to persevere.

"A Raisin in the Sun" Character Analysis and
Motivations

The complexity of the characters in "A Raisin in the Sun" is a significant reason for its lasting
impact. Each member of the Younger family is richly drawn, with unique desires, fears, and
motivations. Engaging with these characters on a deeper level is crucial for understanding the play's
broader messages.

Mama Lena Younger (Big Mama)

Mama is the matriarch, the moral backbone of the family. Her dream is for her family to have a
better life, symbolized by the house. What does the house represent to Mama beyond just a physical
dwelling? How does her faith and her past experiences inform her decisions and her parenting style?
Discuss her role as the keeper of the family's values.

Walter Lee Younger

Walter Lee's struggle is perhaps the most outwardly visible. He yearns for financial independence,
respect, and a way to escape his menial job. What are the root causes of Walter's frustration and his
sometimes reckless behavior? How does his desire for manhood and recognition drive his actions?
Analyze his relationship with Beneatha and his wife, Ruth.

Ruth Younger

Ruth is the hardworking, often weary, wife and mother. She carries the daily burdens of supporting
the family and longs for a stable, peaceful home. What are Ruth's dreams, and how do they differ
from Walter's? How does she cope with the pressures of her life, and what are the limits of her
patience? Discuss her pivotal decision regarding her pregnancy.

Beneatha Younger

Beneatha is the educated, independent daughter, seeking her own identity and a sense of purpose.
Her journey involves exploring her African heritage and questioning societal norms. What does
Beneatha's embrace of African culture signify for her? How does she navigate the expectations
placed upon her as a young Black woman? Analyze her relationships with George Murchison and
Joseph Asagai.



Travis Younger

Travis, the young son, represents the future and the innocence the family is striving to protect.
Though young, his presence and his observations are significant. What does Travis symbolize for the
family? How does his experience of their struggles differ from the adults', and what lessons is he
learning?

Joseph Asagai

Asagai is Beneatha's suitor, an intellectual and proud Nigerian student. He represents a connection
to Africa and a different perspective on life. What philosophical ideas does Asagai introduce to
Beneatha and the audience? How does his presence challenge the Younger family's assimilationist
tendencies?

George Murchison

George is another of Beneatha's suitors, a wealthy, assimilated Black man. He embodies a different
approach to overcoming racial barriers, favoring assimilation and intellectualism. What does George
represent in contrast to Asagai? How does Beneatha's interaction with him highlight her own
internal conflicts?

Exploring the Setting and its Impact on "A Raisin in the
Sun”

The physical setting of "A Raisin in the Sun" plays a crucial role in shaping the characters' lives and
the unfolding narrative. The cramped apartment in Chicago's South Side is more than just a
backdrop; it's a character in itself, reflecting the family's economic limitations and social constraints.

The Chicago Apartment

Describe the Younger family's apartment. How does its condition and size contribute to the sense of
confinement and aspiration within the family? What does the shared living space reveal about their
economic status and their relationships?

Clybourne Park

The prospect of moving to Clybourne Park, an all-white suburb, represents a significant turning
point for the Younger family. What does this new neighborhood symbolize for them? Discuss the
resistance they face from the Clybourne Park Improvement Association and what it reveals about the
entrenched racism of the time.



Symbolism and Literary Devices in "A Raisin in the
Sun”

Lorraine Hansberry masterfully employs symbolism and literary devices to imbue "A Raisin in the
Sun" with deeper meaning. Identifying and discussing these elements can significantly enhance a
reader's appreciation of the play's artistry.

The Dream

Beyond the tangible dream of a house, what other dreams are represented in the play? How do the
characters' dreams evolve, and what happens when those dreams are deferred or realized? Consider
the title itself and its connection to Langston Hughes' poem.

Mama's Plant

Mama's small, struggling plant is a powerful symbol. What does it represent? How does its condition
mirror the family's own circumstances and their hopes for growth and flourishing? Discuss the
significance of Mama's care for the plant.

Beneatha's Hair and Identity

Beneatha's changing hairstyles, particularly her decision to wear her natural hair, are significant.
What does her hair represent in terms of her evolving identity and her connection to her heritage?
How does this reflect broader cultural conversations about Black identity?

The Money

The $10,000 life insurance check is the catalyst for much of the play's action. What does this money
symbolize for each character? Discuss the different ways they want to use it and what that reveals
about their values and aspirations.

Historical and Social Context of "A Raisin in the Sun"

To fully grasp the nuances of "A Raisin in the Sun," understanding its historical and social context is
paramount. The play was written and set during a time of significant social upheaval and racial
inequality in the United States.

The Post-World War Il Era

Discuss the societal conditions for African Americans in the 1950s. What were the prevalent issues



of segregation, discrimination, and limited opportunities? How did these factors influence the
Younger family's situation and their aspirations?

The Civil Rights Movement

While "A Raisin in the Sun" predates the most prominent years of the Civil Rights Movement, it was
written during its nascent stages. How does the play reflect the growing consciousness and demands
for equality among African Americans? Are there elements that foreshadow the coming struggles
and triumphs of the movement?

Housing Discrimination and Redlining

The struggle to find housing in a welcoming neighborhood was a significant issue for Black families.
Discuss the concept of redlining and restrictive covenants, which often prevented Black families
from moving into certain areas, like Clybourne Park. How does this historical reality inform the
obstacles the Youngers face?

Deeper Dive: Specific "A Raisin in the Sun" Discussion
Questions

Moving beyond thematic overviews, these specific questions encourage detailed analysis of the
play's plot, character interactions, and crucial moments, providing excellent "A Raisin in the Sun"
discussion points.

The Opening Scene

What does the opening scene establish about the Younger family's living conditions and their
relationships? How does the cramped apartment immediately convey the family's struggles?

Walter's Plan

Analyze Walter's "dream" of opening a liquor store. Is it a realistic plan, or is it a manifestation of his
frustration and desperation? What are the ethical implications of his proposed business venture?

Ruth's Pregnancy

Discuss Ruth's contemplation of an abortion. What pressures is she under that lead her to consider
such a drastic measure? How does this decision reflect the family's dire circumstances?



Beneatha's Exploration of Identity

How does Beneatha's fascination with Africa and her evolving style contribute to her search for
identity? What does she mean when she says she wants to "find her own self"?

The Clybourne Park Incident

When Mr. Lindner visits the Younger family, what is his true motive? How does his proposition
highlight the systemic racism they are up against? How does the family's reaction to him reveal their
collective strength and pride?

The Loss of the Money

Discuss the impact of Willy Harris absconding with the insurance money. How does this event
shatter the family's immediate dreams and force them to confront new realities?

Walter's Temptation

When Walter meets with Mr. Lindner alone, what is he considering? What does his eventual
rejection of Lindner's offer signify about his growth and his connection to his family's values?

The Ending

What does the Younger family's decision to move to Clybourne Park, despite the potential for
conflict, reveal about their character and their pursuit of a better future? Is this a hopeful ending?
Why or why not?

Comparisons Between Asagai and George

How do Joseph Asagai and George Murchison represent different paths for Beneatha and for African
Americans seeking success in America? What does Beneatha learn from each of them?

The Role of Mama's Faith

How does Mama's faith influence her decisions and her perspective on life? Does her faith provide
comfort, or does it also create conflict with her children's more secular desires?

Conclusion: Continuing the "A Raisin in the Sun"
Discussion



Engaging with "A Raisin in the Sun" through thoughtful discussion questions allows for a profound
appreciation of Lorraine Hansberry's enduring masterpiece. The play’s exploration of dreams,
identity, family, and the relentless pursuit of dignity in the face of societal injustice remains as
relevant today as it was when first performed. By delving into the characters' motivations, the play's
rich symbolism, and its historical context, we gain a deeper understanding of the human spirit's
capacity for hope and resilience. Continue these conversations to explore the timeless relevance of
the Younger family's journey and the powerful messages they impart.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the 'dream deferred' metaphor in 'A Raisin in the
Sun' represent for the Younger family, and how do different
characters interpret it?

The 'dream deferred' represents the aspirations and hopes for a better life that are consistently put
on hold due to systemic racism, poverty, and lack of opportunity. Walter Lee sees it as a pathway to
financial freedom and self-respect, Lena (Mama) as the possibility of homeownership and stability
for her family, and Beneatha as intellectual and personal fulfillment, escaping the limitations of their
circumstances.

How does the theme of assimilation versus cultural identity
play out in the play, particularly through Beneatha's
character?

Beneatha grapples with her identity as a young Black woman in America. She experiments with
different interests, from art and literature to African heritage, often clashing with her family's more
traditional views. Her journey highlights the tension between conforming to societal norms and
embracing her African roots, influenced by her relationships with George Murchison and Joseph
Asagai.

Analyze the significance of the plant in Lena Younger's
apartment. What does it symbolize throughout the play?

Lena's plant symbolizes her enduring hope, her nurturing nature, and her persistent belief in growth
and life, even in the harsh environment of their cramped Chicago apartment. Despite its wilting and
neglect, she continues to tend to it, mirroring her dedication to cultivating a better future for her
family, a future that even Walter's misguided actions cannot entirely crush.

How does the play critique the American Dream, and what
does it suggest about the possibility of achieving it for
marginalized communities?

The play critiques the American Dream by exposing how racial prejudice and economic inequality
create insurmountable barriers for Black families. While the Youngers strive for the markers of the



American Dream - homeownership, financial security, and upward mobility - they are constantly
thwarted by external forces. It suggests that for those facing systemic oppression, the 'dream' is
often unattainable or comes at a significant cost.

What is the impact of Walter Lee's desire for financial success
on his relationships with his family, particularly his wife Ruth
and his son Travis?

Walter's obsession with his liquor store investment, driven by a desire for respect and escape from
his current station, puts immense strain on his relationships. He neglects Ruth's emotional needs
and becomes increasingly reckless with the family's money, alienating her and worrying Travis. His
pursuit of wealth, however well-intentioned, threatens to unravel the very family he claims to want
to uplift.

Discuss the role of Lena (Mama) as the moral center of the
Younger family. How does she guide their decisions and
uphold their values?

Lena is the unwavering moral compass of the Younger family. Her faith, her commitment to family
unity, and her deep-seated values guide their decisions. She prioritizes dignity and integrity over
wealth, often acting as a voice of reason and caution for her children, particularly Walter, when their
desires threaten to compromise their principles.

Explore the concept of 'home' in 'A Raisin in the Sun.' Is it
purely a physical space, or does it encompass something more
for the Younger family?

For the Younger family, 'home' is much more than just their physical dwelling. It represents a
sanctuary, a place of belonging, and the culmination of their shared hopes and dreams. Lena's desire
for a house with a garden signifies a longing for space, stability, and a healthier environment for her
family to thrive, a true 'home' that transcends mere shelter.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to discussion questions for A Raisin in the Sun:

1. Lorraine Hansberry: The Life and Times of an American Writer by Margaret B. Wilkerson. This
biography offers deep insights into Hansberry's personal history, her political activism, and the
cultural context surrounding the writing of A Raisin in the Sun. Understanding her life provides a
richer lens through which to interpret the play's themes of dreams, identity, and social injustice. It
illuminates the struggles and inspirations that fueled her creation of this iconic American drama.

2. The Autobiography of Malcolm X as told to Alex Haley. While not directly about A Raisin in the
Sun, this autobiography explores the African American experience in the mid-20th century, touching
on themes of racial inequality, economic struggle, and the search for identity. Malcolm X's journey
mirrors some of the aspirations and frustrations faced by the Younger family, making it a powerful



companion read for discussing systemic issues. It provides a broader historical and social context for
the play's setting.

3. Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison. This novel delves into the complexities of race, identity, and social

alienation for an African American man navigating a prejudiced society. The protagonist's search for

self-understanding and recognition resonates with the Youngers' own quest for dignity and a place in
the world. Ellison's exploration of invisibility and societal expectations offers a literary parallel to the
systemic barriers the Younger family confronts.

4. Black Power: The Politics of Liberation by Kwame Ture and Charles V. Hamilton. This seminal
work discusses the Black Power movement and its calls for Black self-determination, economic
independence, and racial pride. Examining these ideas can deepen discussions on Walter's evolving
perspectives, Beneatha's intellectual growth, and the Youngers' desire for agency and control over
their lives. It provides a theoretical framework for understanding the socio-political landscape of the
time.

5. The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America's Great Migration by Isabel Wilkerson. This
meticulously researched book chronicles the mass exodus of African Americans from the Jim Crow
South to the North and West. It contextualizes the Younger family's aspirations for a better life in
Chicago, highlighting the hopes and hardships associated with migration. Understanding the
broader migration narrative enriches discussions about the characters' dreams and their pursuit of
opportunity.

6. American Slavery, American Freedom: The Ordeal of Colonial Virginia by Edmund S. Morgan.
This historical examination traces the intertwined development of slavery and freedom in America,
revealing the foundational injustices that shaped racial relations. Considering the historical roots of
systemic oppression, as explored in Morgan's work, adds depth to discussions about the legacy of
slavery and its enduring impact on African American families like the Youngers. It provides a crucial
understanding of the historical disadvantages the characters are trying to overcome.

7. The Souls of Black Folk by W.E.B. Du Bois. Du Bois' collection of essays explores the concept of
"double consciousness" - the experience of being Black in America and seeing oneself through the
eyes of a racist society. This idea directly informs discussions about the characters' self-perception
and their struggle for dignity in a world that often devalues them. His profound analysis of racial
identity and the African American psyche is central to understanding the play's core concerns.

8. Harlem Shuffle by Colson Whitehead. Set in 1960s Harlem, this novel explores themes of crime,
ambition, and social mobility within the Black community. While a fictional crime story, it captures
the vibrant yet challenging atmosphere of a Black urban neighborhood during a period of significant
social change. The aspirations and compromises made by its characters can offer a compelling
comparison to the Younger family's own struggles for financial security and advancement.

9. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness by Michelle Alexander.
Alexander argues that the current U.S. criminal justice system functions as a new form of racial
caste, disproportionately affecting Black communities. While A Raisin in the Sun predates the era
Alexander describes, her analysis of systemic discrimination and its impact on families can
illuminate the ongoing challenges faced by marginalized communities. It provides a contemporary
lens through which to consider the persistent barriers to true equality.
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