
A Raisin in the Sun – Introduction and Guide for Notes 
 
Author: Lorraine Hansberry 
I. Background  

a. Born in Chicago in1930   
b. Parents were strong believers in the civil rights movement 
c. Age 8 - parents moved the family to an all-white neighborhood where they were harassed 

and discriminated against 
d. Age 20 – Hansberry moved to New York where she worked alongside many leading civil 

rights activists, including Langston Hughes and W.E.B. Dubois 
e. A Raisin in the Sun – 1st play by an African-American woman to be produced on 

Broadway; debuted in 1959 when Hansberry was only 29. 
f. Died of cancer at the age of 34 

 
II. 1950s  

a. Cost of living – 

 Then Now 

Income $3,000 $44,000 

House $14,000 $150,000 

Car $1,300-$2,200 $11,000+ (for a new car) 

Gas $.20/gal $2.60/gal – $4.00/gal (summer 
2008!) 

College $650/year Varies.  CC = $4,000/year  
(private school can be as much as 
$45,000/year!) 

Other Costs $10,000 $78,000 

Other Costs $.50 $4 

 
b. College Education in the 1950s  

i. Mostly men attended – rarely women 
ii. Not as popular as it is now – considered a luxury many could not afford 
iii. Women often went to trade schools to focus on careers in nursing, teaching or 

secretarial work 
 

c. Segregation  
i. Still a huge problem, especially in schools 
 

d. Chicago in the 1950s  
i. Considered to be the “capitol of Black America”   
ii. Laws passed to decrease discrimination in hiring and to allow African-Americans 

to hold lower-level management positions (which encouraged African-Americans 
to move to Chicago) 

iii. Huge social scene for African-Americans because it was also home to many 
famous African-American R&B and jazz musicians (ex., Louis Armstrong) 

iv. Still a good deal of discrimination in the area, though 



1. Police did not prioritize African-American neighborhoods, so crime was a 
big problem  

2. Limited housing and over-crowding were a problem 
3. Chicago Housing Authority decided to build high-rise apartment buildings 

to handle the extra people, called their “housing project” (later shortened to 
“the projects”). 

 
III. General Topics 

a. Nigeria & the Yoruba Tribe 
i. Nigeria is located in Africa; the Yoruba tribe makes up 30% of the population 

there 
ii. Group of people who share an ethnic background and language (not a traditional 

“tribe”) 
b. Development of ghettos  

i. Ghetto: a section of a city occupied by a minority group who live there because of 
social, economic or legal pressure 

ii. The term, “ghetto,” originates from the 1600s, when Jews were forced to live in a 
certain area of Venice, Italy, because they weren’t allowed to own land. 

iii. Ghettos were also formed in Europe when Jews were forced to live in certain areas 
during WWII 

c. Prometheus  
i. Greek god of being smart, clever or tricky 
ii. Angered Zeus, king of the gods, and was sentenced to be punished 
iii. He was chained up, and an eagle pecked out his liver.  From then on, his liver was 

renewed each morning, only to be pecked out all over again 


