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To be Young, Gifted and Black: Lorraine Hansberry

Lorraine Hansberry was a groundbreaking playwright, activist, and a voice of
the African American experience in the 20th century. Her work, particularly
the play "A Raisin in the Sun," brought to light the struggles and
aspirations of Black families in America. However, her legacy extends beyond
her seminal play, as she was also the author of the autobiographical essay
"To Be Young, Gifted and Black." This work encapsulates her journey as a
young Black woman navigating the complexities of race, identity, and societal
expectations during the Civil Rights Movement. Through her writings and
activism, Hansberry inspired future generations to embrace their identity and
strive for equality.

Early Life and Background

Lorraine Vivian Hansberry was born on May 19, 1930, in Chicago, Illinois,
into a progressive African American family. Her father, N. H. Hansberry, was
a successful real estate broker, and her mother, Carlyn, was a schoolteacher.
Growing up in a household that valued education and social justice, Lorraine
was exposed to the ideas of racial equality and activism from a young age.

- Influences on her upbringing:

- Her father’s battles against housing discrimination.

- The intellectual environment fostered by her family.

- Early exposure to literature and art, including the works of W.E.B. Du
Bois, Paul Laurence Dunbar, and Langston Hughes.

Lorraine’s experiences in the racially segregated neighborhoods of Chicago
fueled her desire to address social issues through her art. After graduating
from Englewood High School, she attended the University of Wisconsin-Madison,
where she studied drama and writing. Although she faced racial discrimination
on campus, her time in college solidified her commitment to the arts and
activism.

Literary Career and "A Raisin in the Sun"

In 1959, Hansberry’s groundbreaking play "A Raisin in the Sun" premiered on
Broadway, making her the first Black woman to have a play produced on the
Great White Way. The play tells the story of the Younger family, who struggle
with economic hardship and dreams of a better life amidst the racial tensions
of the 1950s.



Themes and Impact

"A Raisin in the Sun" addresses several critical themes that resonate with
the African American experience:

1. Dreams and Aspirations: The play explores the concept of the American
Dream and how it is often unattainable for Black families.

2. Racial Identity: The characters grapple with their identity in a society
that marginalizes them.

3. Gender Roles: The play examines the dynamics of gender within the Black
family, highlighting the struggles of women like Beneatha Younger, who yearn
for independence and self-discovery.

The impact of "A Raisin in the Sun" was profound, as it brought the struggles
of Black Americans to mainstream audiences. The play not only garnered
critical acclaim but also opened doors for future Black playwrights, paving
the way for more diverse voices in American theater.

To Be Young, Gifted and Black

Hansberry’s essay "To Be Young, Gifted and Black" was published posthumously
in 1969 and serves as a powerful testament to her thoughts on race, identity,
and the importance of embracing one's heritage. The title of the essay is
drawn from a line in one of Hansberry’s plays, emphasizing the pride and
potential of young Black individuals.

Key Messages

1. Embracing Identity: Hansberry encourages young Black people to take pride
in their heritage and to recognize the beauty and strength that comes from
being Black.

2. The Importance of Education: She underscores the value of education as a
tool for empowerment and social change.

3. Activism and Advocacy: Hansberry stresses the importance of fighting for
civil rights and social justice, urging young people to be active
participants in the movement for equality.

Through her essays and speeches, Hansberry sought to inspire young Black
individuals to understand their place in the world and to recognize their
potential for greatness. Her work continues to resonate today, as issues of
race, identity, and social justice remain relevant.



Legacy and Influence

Lorraine Hansberry passed away at the young age of 34 from pancreatic cancer,
but her legacy endures through her writings and the impact she made on
American theater and society.

Influence on Future Generations

- Hansberry’'s work has influenced countless artists, writers, and activists
who continue to draw inspiration from her life and writings.

- She is often cited as a precursor to later Black playwrights, such as
August Wilson and Suzan-Lori Parks, who expanded the narrative of the African
American experience on stage.

- Her themes of racial identity and social justice continue to resonate in
contemporary discussions around race and equality.

Recognition and Honors

In recognition of her contributions to literature and civil rights, several
honors have been bestowed upon Hansberry posthumously:

1. Lorraine Hansberry Theatre: Established in San Francisco, this theater
company aims to promote the works of Black playwrights and the African
American experience.

2. Awards and Scholarships: Various awards and scholarships have been named
in her honor, encouraging young artists to pursue their dreams.

3. Cultural References: Hansberry’s work continues to be studied in schools
and universities, ensuring that her voice remains a part of the conversation
around race and identity.

Conclusion

To be young, gifted, and Black is not just a phrase; it is a powerful
affirmation of identity, pride, and resilience, as exemplified by Lorraine
Hansberry. Through her groundbreaking work, she opened doors for future
generations and provided a voice for the struggles and aspirations of Black
Americans. Today, her legacy serves as a reminder of the importance of
representation in the arts and the ongoing fight for equality. As we reflect
on her life and contributions, we are called to honor her memory by
continuing the work she began—embracing our identities, advocating for
justice, and believing in the power of dreams.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Lorraine Hansberry's
'To Be Young, Gifted and Black'?

The central theme revolves around the struggles and aspirations of African
Americans, particularly focusing on the experiences of young black
individuals striving for identity, recognition, and empowerment in a society
rife with racism and inequality.

How does 'To Be Young, Gifted and Black' reflect
Lorraine Hansberry's own life experiences?

The play draws heavily from Hansberry's personal experiences, including her
upbringing in a racially segregated Chicago, her family’s activism against
housing discrimination, and her own journey as a black woman in the arts.

What literary forms does Hansberry use in 'To Be
Young, Gifted and Black'?

Hansberry utilizes a mix of autobiographical narrative, essays, and dramatic
monologues, blending personal reflection with broader social commentary.

Who are some of the prominent figures mentioned in
'To Be Young, Gifted and Black'?

The work references influential figures such as W.E.B. Du Bois, Paul Robeson,
and Richard Wright, highlighting their contributions to African American
culture and civil rights.

What impact did 'To Be Young, Gifted and Black' have
on the Civil Rights Movement?

The play served as a source of inspiration and empowerment for the Civil
Rights Movement, emphasizing the importance of education, self-expression,
and the pursuit of justice for black youth.

In what ways does 'To Be Young, Gifted and Black'
address the intersectionality of race and gender?

Hansberry explores how race and gender intersect to create unique challenges
for black women, emphasizing their roles as both activists and artists in a
predominantly male and racially biased society.



What significance does the title 'To Be Young,
Gifted and Black' hold?

The title encapsulates the idea of embracing one's identity and talents as a
young black individual, celebrating both the potential and the challenges
faced in a society that often marginalizes them.

How has 'To Be Young, Gifted and Black' influenced
contemporary black artists and writers?

The work has inspired generations of black artists and writers to explore
their own identities and experiences, encouraging them to express their
stories through various artistic mediums.

What role does education play in 'To Be Young,
Gifted and Black'?

Education is portrayed as a vital tool for empowerment and social change,
with Hansberry advocating for its importance in overcoming systemic barriers
faced by black youth.

Why is Lorraine Hansberry considered a pivotal
figure in American theater?

Hansberry is recognized for her groundbreaking contributions to American
theater, particularly for her ability to address complex social issues
through her work, paving the way for future generations of playwrights and
activists.
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