Lorraine Hansberry (May 19, 1930– January 12, 1965) was an African American playwright and author of political speeches, letters, and essays. Her best known work, A Raisin in the Sun, was inspired by her family's legal battle against racially segregated housing laws in the Washington Park Subdivision of the South Side of Chicago during her childhood. 

Early life:  Lorraine Hansberry was the fourth child born to Carl Augustus Hansberry (a prominent real estate broker) and Nannie Louise Perry, and niece of the Africanist Professor William Leo Hansberry, after whom the Hansberry Institute of African Studies in the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, Nigeria, was named.  She grew up on the south side of Chicago in the Woodlawn neighborhood. The family moved into an all-white neighborhood, where they faced racial discrimination. Hansberry attended a mostly white public school while her parents fought against segregation. Hansberry's father engaged in a legal battle against a racially restrictive covenant that attempted to prohibit African-American families from buying homes in the area. The legal struggle over their move led to the landmark Supreme Court case Hansberry v. Lee, 311 U.S. 32 (1940). Though victorious in the Supreme Court, Hansberry's family was subjected to what Hansberry would later ironically describe as a "warm and cuddly white neighborhood". This experience later inspired her to write her most famous work, A Raisin in the Sun.. Her family home at 6140 S. Rhodes Ave. has since been designated a City of Chicago landmark. 

Career: Hansberry attended the University of Wisconsin–Madison, but found college to be uninspiring and left in 1950 to pursue her career as a writer in New York City, where she attended The New School. She worked on the staff of the Black newspaper Freedom under the auspices of Paul Robeson, and also worked with W. E. B. DuBois, whose office was in the same building. A Raisin in the Sun was written at this time, and was a huge success. It was the first play written by an African-American woman to be produced on Broadway. At 29 years, she became the youngest American playwright and only the 5th woman to receive the New York Drama Critics Circle Award for Best Play. While many of her other writings were published in her lifetime - essays, articles, and the text for the SNCC book The Movement, the only other play given a contemporary production was The Sign in Sidney Brustein's Window. 

Death: After a long battle with cancer, she died on January 12, 1965 at the age of 34. According to James Baldwin, Hansberry was prescient about many of the increasingly troubling conditions in the world, and worked to remedy them with literature. Baldwin believed "it is not at all farfetched to suspect that what she saw contributed to the strain which killed her, for the effort to which Lorraine was dedicated is more than enough to kill a man." 

Legacy: Hansberry contributed to the understanding of abortion, discrimination, and Africa. She joined the Daughters of Bilitis and contributed letters to their magazine, The Ladder, in 1957 that addressed feminism and homophobia.  Both A Raisin in the Sun and A Sign in Sidney Brustein's Window are staples of high school English classrooms. A Raisin in the Sun famously opens with Langston Hughes' poem "Harlem".
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	“Harlem” (A Dream Deferred) 


	

	 

What happens to a dream deferred?
Does it dry up
Like a raisin in the sun?
Or fester like a sore--
And then run?
Does it stink like rotten meat?
Or crust and sugar over--
like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load.
Or does it explode? 

                 - Langston Hughes

	


SHORT ANSWER STUDY GUIDE QUESTIONS - A Raisin in the Sun

Act I Scene One

1. Why did Walter ask Ruth what was wrong with her?

2. Why was Ruth upset when Walter gave Travis the money?

3. Who are Willy and Bobo?

4. Walter said, "Damn my eggs . . . damn all the eggs that ever was!" Why?

5. Who is Beneatha?

6. Why was Mama getting a check for $10,000?

7. Why did Beneatha say she wouldn't marry George?

8. What was Beneatha's attitude towards God?

9. What happened to Ruth at the end of Act I Scene One?

Act I Scene Two

1. Who is Joseph Asagai?

2. What did Ruth find out at the doctor's office?

3. Why is Asagai's present to Beneatha appropriate?

4. Why is Asagai's nickname appropriate?

5. What does Mama say is "dangerous"?

6. Where did Ruth actually go instead of the doctor's office?

7. Why did Mama call Walter a disgrace to his father's memory?

Act II Scene One

1. What was Beneatha's family doing when George came in?

2. What are "assimilationist Negroes"?

3. What did Mama do with her money?

4. What was Walter's reaction to Mama's purchase? Ruth's reaction?

Act II Scene Two

1. How did Ruth find out Walter hadn't been going to work?

2. Where had Walter been going instead of to work?

3. What did Mama do for Walter?

Act II Scene Three

1. Who was Karl Lindner, and why did he visit the Youngers' house?

2. What was Walter's reaction to Lindner?

3. What presents did Mama get?

4. What news did Bobo bring to Walter?

Act III

1. Why didn't Beneatha want to be a doctor anymore?

2. How did Asagai define "idealists" and "realists"?

3. What does Asagai ask Beneatha to do?

4. What fault does Mama find with herself?

5. What solution does Walter have?

6. Why didn't Walter take the money Lindner offered?

7. Did the Youngers stay or move? Why?
