
Portrayal of race in A Raisin in the Sun (1961)
According to the publisherʼs note on the book cover, Lorraine Hansberryʻs A Raisin in 
the Sun (1959) was considered “a radically  new representation of black life”. Moreo-
ver, “Hollywood did not produce black family films written by African American writers 
until the late 1950s” (Reid, 81), and several “legal decisions, industrial changes and 
socio-economic realities” (Reid, 83) were necessary to enable black writers and ac-
tors to present black life from their own point of view. I therefore want to illuminate the 
representation of race in the film adaptation A Raisin in the Sun, produced in 1961.

A Raisin in the Sun is mainly  set in the Youngersʼ apartment, showing the distressing 
housing situation Afro-Americans had to endure: five people share two bedrooms, 
with the son sleeping on the couch. The bathroom is used together with other resi-
dents of the house, and the fact that Beneatha sprays insecticide gives a clear im-
pression of how inhuman their living conditions are.
# Beneatha represents the most eradicative character in A Raisin in the Sun. 
Her way of life, her ambitions and dreams are not only revolutionary for a young 
black woman but would also be considered radical if she was the member of a white 
middle-class family. Moreover, she depicts a general 
struggle among Afro-Americans: should they be 
proud of their differences and openly express and 
highlight these or should they assimilate to the pre-
dominantly white American world? Beneatha is look-
ing for her identity, and is therefore seeing Asagai, 
who was born in Nigeria, to investigate her African 
ancestry. Although Beneatha rejects being an “assimilationist”, she has no knowledge 
about African culture and customs either. 

George, on the other hand, thinks that adaption is the only  way  to have success in 
white America. When Walter welcomes him with 
“Black brother” he responds “Black brother, hell!” 
and is shocked to see Beneatha in her Nigerian 
outfit. He takes no stock in Beneathaʼs interest in 
her African roots, standing almost threatening be-
hind her when he expresses his disapproval. 



Moreover, George even seems to feel uncomfortable among the members of the 
Younger family. When George addresses the bitterness that is so widespread among 
blacks, Walter almost loses control of his temper. 
These scenes show that Afro-Americans do not 
only struggle with the white supremacy, but that 
there are also interracial tensions and that 
ʻBlacksʼ are not a uniform body but do have dif-
ferent opinions and values and are therefore just 
as diverse as ʻWhitesʼ are.

# The most important scenes in A Raisin in the Sun referring to race and the ra-
cism blacks often encountered take place during the visits of Mr Lindner of the Cly-
bourne Park Improvement Association. When Mr Lindner hesitantly  explains the pur-
pose of this organisation, the camera focuses on Beneatha for a few seconds, re-
vealing her ominous face and her hostile bear-
ing. She already knows what Mr Lindner is 
about to tell them, which also shows the audi-
ence in how far racism was part of Afro-
Americansʼ everyday life. When she interrupts 
Mr Lindnerʼs remarks, asking “Yes! And what do 
they do?” or ”Yes, and what are some of those 
[problems]?”, Beneatha is pushing Mr Lindner to make his point, but simultaneously 
she is tired of all the obstacles put in Afro-Americansʼ lives. She is extremely upset 
and sad about the helplessness Blacks are confronted with in the white American 
world. 
# Walter, however, appears unwilling to give in, and when Mr Lindner is submit-
ting his ʻgenerousʼ offer, Walter gets up  from his chair, which brings him into the cen-

tre of the scene, angrily looking down to Mr Lindner. 
Moreover, Walter will not let Mr Lindner room for any 
more ʻexplanationsʼ but throws him out of his apart-
ment, the scene focusing on the resolute Walter, 
whereas Mr Lindnerʼs back is turned to camera. Both 
Walterʼs central position as well as his determined 
face and gesture contribute to convince the audience 

of his willpower to fight against the communityʼs oppression.



# Later in the film, the Youngers call 
Mr Lindner again, because Walter has lost 
a great deal of the money his mother had 
given him and the family  sees itself forced 
to accept Mr Lindnerʼs offer. When Walter 
explains his familyʼs situation, his wife Ruth 
an his mother look away, being embar-
rassed, and also Walterʼs voice and facial expression convey  that he is ashamed of 
giving in to the oppression of white Americans. There position in the scene, however, 
communicates their dignity, with Walter standing in the middle right in front of Mr 
Lindner. The audience therefore feels that not the Youngers but Mr Lindner should be 
the one to be ashamed. And it is Walterʼs pride that makes him eventually  change his 
mind.

The two most important aspects of black life addressed in A Raisin in the Sun are 
hence interracial diversity  and “segregation struggles in Chicago [which serve] as a 
penultimate symbol of black oppression and resistance” (Gordon, 121). Hansberryʼs 
play and the film adaptation are out “to generate public testimony about urban black 
life [...] and to provide a prophetic framework for anti-racist, anti colonialist move-
ments gaining force in the US and the world” (Gordon,121). The depiction of both 
tensions among Afro-Americans and the fact that the Youngers do not subject to the 
white oppression is in my opinion only due to the large number of Blacks involved in 
the production of the film - and I would say they  took their chance to convey their 
point of view.
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