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ABSTRACT

This article critically analyzes the Black predicament in Lorraine Hansberry’s A Raisin in the Sun and The
Sign in Sidney Burstein’s Window, exploring how Hansberry navigates themes of race, gender, class, and
identity in mid-twentieth-century America. In 4 Raisin in the Sun, the Younger family’s quest for dignity and
autonomy is set against persistent segregation and generational tension, with characters like Walter, Ruth,
and Beneatha confronting deferred dreams through personal ambition, resistance to patriarchal norms, and
cultural pride. Hansberry underscores resilience in the face of institutional racism, affirming hope and

agency.

The Sign in Sidney Burstein’s Window broadens this exploration to the bohemian milieu of Greenwich Village,
interrogating political activism, interracial relationships, and the limits of liberal ideals. Through characters
such as Alton Scales and Gloria, Hansberry exposes enduring prejudice and stigma, while highlighting
women’s struggles for self-definition amid societal and patriarchal pressures. By comparing both plays, the
article demonstrates Hansberry’s evolution from social realism to a more complex, intersectional portrayal of
the African American experience. Ultimately, her works offer insightful representations of suffering and hope,
emphasizing the continuing necessity for collective action and agency in overcoming racism and societal

constraints.

Introduction

Lorraine Hansberry stands as a prominent voice among African-American playwrights, known for her incisive
depictions of Black life in America, her engagement with issues of race and identity, and her articulation of
feminist concerns far ahead of her time. This article examines the multifaceted Black predicament in

Hansberry’s celebrated play A Raisin in the Sun (1959) and her later, more experimental work The Sign in
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Sidney Burstein’s Window (1964), focusing on how Hansberry navigates the intersections of race, gender,
class, and identity in these texts.

Historical and Cultural Background

Hansberry’s writing is grounded in the realities of mid-twentieth-century America—a period marked by the
civil rights movement, shifting attitudes toward gender, and changing family dynamics in the Black
community. Born in 1930, Hansberry drew upon her own experiences as the daughter of activists and as a
participant in Chicago’s Black intellectual circles. Her work reflects not only the external constraints imposed
by white America but also the internal struggles within Black families to redefine themselves in the face of
generational and ideological change.

The Predicament of Black Identity

A Raisin in the Sun: The Quest for Dignity and Autonomy

In A Raisin in the Sun, Hansberry presents the Younger family—a microcosm of Black experience in urban
America-struggling against poverty, racial prejudice, and intergenerational conflict. The family’s pursuit of a
better life centers around the prospect of moving into a white neighborhood, a decision that brings hope but
also exposes them to the harsh realities of segregation. The play’s title, taken from Langston Hughes’ poem
“Harlem,” encapsulates the theme of deferred dreams as the Youngers grapple with the question: “What

happens to a dream deferred?”’.

Key to the Black predicament in this play is the family’s struggle for agency. Walter Lee Younger embodies
the drive for economic advancement but is thwarted by racism and economic marginalization. His anger and
frustration reflect the psychic toll of discrimination, and his journey toward self-assertion becomes the play’s

emotional core.

Gender and Intersectionality

Hansberry’s exploration of identity extends to the experiences of Black women, who are doubly marginalized
by both racism and sexism. Characters like Ruth and Beneatha Younger challenge the expectations placed on
them as wives, mothers, and daughters, asserting their rights to individual fulfillment and autonomy. Beneatha,
in particular, represents a radical rejection of patriarchal norms, aspiring to become a doctor and embracing

her African heritage as an assertion of identity against assimilationist pressures.

The predicaments faced by Ruth and Beneatha illustrate Hansberry’s proto-feminist outlook: Black women
must navigate not only the burdens of race and class but also a patriarchal social order that seeks to silence
their voices. Ruth’s decision to consider abortion reflects her struggle for control over her body and her future;

Beneatha’s commitment to education and self-expression signals her resistance to invisibility and dependence.
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The Generational Divide and Cultural Conflict

In A Raisin in the Sun, Hansberry critiques both the older generation’s inclination toward acquiescence and the
younger generation’s idealism, exploring the tensions within the Black community over how best to achieve
dignity and progress. Mama (Lena Younger) represents the steady, nurturing wisdom of tradition, valuing
family cohesion and the symbolic meaning of home ownership. Walter and Beneatha, by contrast, embody the

restless energies of modernity, seeking self-realization in new forms.

Assimilation versus cultural pride emerges as a central theme, particularly in Beneatha’s relationships with her
two suitors. George Murchison, the wealthy, assimilated Black man, serves as a foil to Joseph Asagai, the
Nigerian intellectual who encourages Beneatha to embrace her African roots. The interplay between these
characters illuminates broader debates about identity—whether to conform to mainstream expectations or to

claim a distinctive cultural heritage.

Deferred Dreams and Resilience

Hansberry’s drama ultimately affirms the capacity for resilience in the face of disappointment. The Youngers’
refusal to sell their new house to the white neighborhood association symbolizes an act of resistance, a
rejection of the invisible boundaries imposed by racism. This moment of defiance becomes an assertion of
Black dignity and hope for future generations.

The Sign in Sidney Burstein’s Window: The Politics of Identity and Intersectionality

Hansberry’s second major play, The Sign in Sidney Burstein’s Window, shifts focus geographically and
thematically, depicting the bohemian world of Greenwich Village and exploring political commitment,
intersectionality, and existential crisis. While race remains central, Hansberry broadens her lens to include

Jewish identity, women’s liberation, political corruption, and struggles with sexuality and mental health.

Sidney Brustein, the disenchanted protagonist, wrestles with his place in a world beset by moral ambiguity.
The play’s famous sign—“Vote Reform”—becomes a metaphor for both civic engagement and personal
ideals, its meaning shifting as Sidney confronts the limitations of reformist politics and the complexity of

human relationships.

Black Experience and Interracial Relationships

The character of Alton Scales, a Black activist, and his romantic involvement with Gloria, a white woman
stigmatized by her past, foreground racial tensions, social stigma, and the precariousness of interracial love.
Alton’s idealism is shattered by the revelation of Gloria’s profession, leading to tragedy and further

commentary on the impact of societal judgment.

Hansberry uses these characters to critiqgue both the insularity of progressive Greenwich Village and the

enduring prejudices that shape interpersonal dynamics. The play’s confrontation with race is less direct than
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in A Raisin in theSun but no less poignant; Alton’s presence challenges the assumed liberalism of the

bohemian set, exposing lingering racism and resistance to true equality.

Gender, Feminism, and Mental Health

Women’s struggle for autonomy is once again fore grounded in Hansberry’s work, particularly in Gloria’s
tragic arc and Iris Burstein’s efforts to establish herself as an actress. Gloria’s suicide, precipitated by shame
and Alton’s rejection, illustrates the corrosive impact of societal taboos and the vulnerability of women caught
between conflicting identities. Iris, too, confronts patriarchal constraints, her ambition and desire for self-

expression repeatedly undermined by Sidney’s cynicism and self-absorption.

Hansberry’s handling of mental health, sexuality, and gender roles presages later developments in feminist and
queer theory, situating her play as an important precursor to intersectional analysis. The interplay of personal
and political dilemmas in The Sign in Sidney Burstein’s Window reveals Hansberry’s growing commitment to
articulating the complexity of oppression and the necessity of self-critique.

Existential Crisis and Political Commitment

Sidney’s debates with David Ragin, the absurdist playwright, serve as meta-theatrical commentary on the
nature of meaning, purpose, and activism in a world that seems increasingly fragmented. Hansberry criticizes
the limitations of both absurdist and dogmatic idealism, arguing instead for a politics of lived experience-one

that acknowledges imperfection but strives for growth, awareness, and authentic connection.

The play’s conclusion, marked by personal loss and a fragile reconciliation, invites reflection on the ongoing
nature of struggle and the importance of refusing complacency-even when confronted with tragedy.

Comparative Analysis: Black Predicament across the Two Plays

While A Raisin in the Sun focuses explicitly on the Black experience within a framework of family, home, and
intergenerational aspiration, The Sign in Sidney Burstein’s Window presents a more eclectic, intersectional set
of dilemmas, weaving together concerns about race, gender, sexual orientation, and political engagement.
Hansberry’s evolution as a dramatist is evident in her willingness to blur boundaries, disrupt expectations, and

confront the audience with uncomfortable truths about privilege, identity, and complicity.

Both plays ultimately argue for the necessity of self-assertion, agency, and solidarity-whether through resisting
an unjust housing system or through challenging hypocrisy within supposedly progressive communities.
Hansberry’s commitment to depicting the true complexity of the Black predicament remains unwavering: she
demands empathy, understanding, and action, refusing to allow her characters-or her audience-to retreat into

resignation or denial.
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Conclusion
Lorraine Hansberry’s legacy, forged through A Raisin in the Sun and The Sign in Sidney Brustein’s Window,
comprises an unparalleled interrogation of the Black predicament in twentieth-century America. Her work
continues to resonate in its portrayal of the intersectional burdens faced by African Americans, particularly
Black women, caught between the aspirations for dignity and the constraints imposed by race, gender, and
class oppression. Hansberry’s plays are not merely spectacles of suffering; they are declarations of hope,
resilience, and the transformative power of resistance.
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