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 In James Baldwin’s short story “Sonny’s Blues,” the narrator character and his brother 

Sonny find that they are at odds due to their inability to communicate with each other. This lack 

of communication is caused by a discrepancy in the modes of communication in which both of 

these characters place importance. While the narrator character places his faith in language to 

manufacture his own sense of truth or reality, his brother Sonny often finds that words constitute 

an unreliable mode of communication, preferring music to written or verbal language. However, 

several instances throughout the story suggest that there is the potential for Sonny and the 

narrator to reconcile their communicative differences. While the text does not explicitly 

designate any one form of communication as more reliable or substantive over another, it does 

demonstrate the potential that certain communicative modes may have to polarize and isolate 

individuals from one another. 

 The narrator character places his faith in language to manufacture his own sense of truth, 

or reality. In this sense, words, whether written or verbal, become the primary mode of 

communication by which the narrator comes to understand the world around him. This tendency 

toward words becomes immediately apparent in the first paragraph of the story, in which the 

narrator learns of his brother Sonny’s arrest the previous night: “I read about it in the paper, in 

the subway, on my way to work. I read it, and I couldn’t believe it, and I read it again. Then 

perhaps I just stared at it, at the newsprint spelling out his name, spelling out the story… He 

became real to me again” (Baldwin 103). Here the narrator states explicitly that the words in the 

newspaper, for him, actually rewrite his brother into existence—as if the words are more real or 

more substantial than Sonny himself.  
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 Throughout the story the narrator continues to privilege language as a mode of 

communication and truth-seeking. Recalling his and Sonny’s childhood, he remarks, “I had been 

there when [Sonny] was born; and I had heard the first words he had ever spoken,” as though 

Sonny had not truly been brought into being until his first words had been uttered (Baldwin 111). 

Interestingly, the text suggests early on that Sonny is aware of his own brother’s preoccupation 

with words and their hold on reality, as he writes in a letter to him, “[Y]ou know I have never 

been very strong in the head (smile)” (Baldwin 109). It is unclear whether, by writing “(smile),” 

Sonny is referring to the fact that he intended this statement as a joke and is smiling, or is 

offering a command to his brother to smile. In either case, however, it demonstrates Sonny’s 

awareness of the fact that, by writing “(smile),” he has also made that smile a reality for his 

brother. 

 Unlike his brother, Sonny finds words to be an unreliable mode of communication or 

truth-seeking, often expressing a desire to tell his brother something but not knowing how to do 

so. For example, when trying to explain to his brother how he found himself arrested, he says, “I 

can’t tell you much about how I got here. I mean I don’t know how to tell you” (Baldwin 109). 

Instead, Sonny places his faith in music as a mode of communication, as well as to understand 

the world around him. The narrator recalls that when Sonny was still in high school, “[h]e’d play 

one record over and over again, all day sometimes, and he’d improvise along with it on the 

piano… it was like living with sound. And the sound didn’t make sense to [Isabel], didn’t make 

sense to any of them” (Baldwin 124). Here the narrator dramatizes a disconnect which he feels 

exists between Sonny and the rest of the family—one caused by Sonny’s preference for musical 

expression over written or verbal.  
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 Sonny’s return to Harlem causes the narrator to question his faith in language as the most 

effective and reliable mode of communication, as the two struggle to understand one another. 

“Sonny has never been talkative,” the narrator remarks, “So I don’t know why I was sure he’d be 

dying to talk to me when supper was over… And thank God [Isabel] was there, for… 

[e]verything I said sounded freighted with hidden meaning” (Baldwin 113). In this moment the 

narrator finds that his proficiency in verbally expressing himself falls short when addressing 

Sonny, and his words seem to take on meanings other than their intended. Thus, Sonny’s arrival 

in his brother’s home disrupts the narrator’s usual way of communicating, of articulating truth. 

Instead, his words become deceitful, and the narrator finds himself at a loss when trying to 

understand and express himself to his brother. 

 There are at least two crucial moments throughout the story, however, which demonstrate 

the potential for Sonny and the narrator to reconcile their communicative differences. The first 

occurs approximately two weeks after Sonny’s arrival in his brother’s house, as the narrator 

observes a revival meeting taking place across the street. The narrator makes note of the 

instruments that the three sisters and the brother use to deliver their testimony: “All they had 

were their voices and their Bibles and a tambourine”—three different tools of communication; 

one verbal, one written, and one musical (Baldwin 128). The narrator observes importantly that 

“the music seemed to soothe a poison out of [the listening faces]” just before spotting Sonny in 

the crowd (Baldwin 129). At this point the narrator’s perception of Sonny seems to change; he 

discerns a new “slow, loping walk” in Sonny that he “had never really noticed” before, as though 

Sonny had undergone a transformation in the real world as a result of the narrator’s internal 

revelation (Baldwin 130). And, when the two stop to discuss Sonny’s passion for music, the 
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narrator realizes abruptly “that I should curb my tongue, that Sonny was doing his best to talk, 

that I should listen” (Baldwin 131). Here it is suggested that the revival meeting provokes the 

beginning of a change in the narrator—one which provides some kind of means for him to better 

communicate with his brother. 

 The possibility that the narrator and Sonny might find some means for overcoming their 

communicative differences is located in the final scene of the story, in which the narrator attends 

Sonny’s jazz performance. Up until this point in the text, the narrator’s reality has been almost 

entirely determined by written or verbal forms of communication, such as newspapers, letters, or 

song lyrics. However, as Sonny and his band step onstage and headman Creole first strikes his 

fiddle, the narrator remarks, “And there they were” (Baldwin 137). Recall that in the first 

paragraph of the story, the act of reading about Sonny’s arrest in the newspaper establishes 

Sonny’s existence in reality. Here, in the same way, the act of listening to music, for the narrator, 

brings the band members into being. This marks the narrator’s most decisive shift away from 

complete reliance on words and toward alternative modes of communication. However, he 

continues to use the terminology of conversation when narrating the performance: “Creole 

answered, and the drums talked back. Then the horn insisted, sweet and high… and Creole 

listened, commenting now and then” (Baldwin 139). Although in the story the narrator never 

fully relinquishes his dependence on words, it seems by the end that his mind has opened to the 

possibility of other communicative modes, including his brother’s music.  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