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Listening and Understanding:
“Sonny’s Blues” by James Baldwin Plot Summary 
	The short story “Sonny’s Blues” by James Baldwin is a story regarding an algebra teacher who has a hard time accepting his brother’s way of coping with life. However, one day he listens to his brother play piano at a jazz club and finally understands his brother’s way of dealing with pain and suffering.
	In the exposition, the narrator is riding the subway to work when he finds out his brother, Sonny, had been arrested for selling heroin. He goes on with his normal day, comparing his students to when Sonny was a young boy. The narrator runs into one of Sonny’s old friends on the way home. The friend seems to believe that when Sonny gets out of jail, he will just return to his old habits. They both walk home together. He tells the friend that he will write Sonny soon, and they both go their separate ways.
	Flashing forward, the narrator writes Sonny when his daughter dies. They both exchange letters before the narrator agrees to pick up Sonny. On the cab ride home, Sonny’s brother gets the feeling that he is taking Sonny to the exact place he was trying to get away from all this time. Isabel, the narrator’s wife, greets them both with smiles when they arrive.
	The narrator flashes back to when his mother told him that he once had an uncle. She tells the story of how his uncle was run over deliberately by a bunch of drunk white men when his father was just a young boy. She insisted that he must watch after Sonny because of this very reason. The narrator promises his mother this, then marries and goes off to war. He forgets all about his promise until he comes home for his mother’s funeral. 
	In the mother’s empty house, Sonny tells his brother that he wants to be a jazz musician, and his brother makes fun of him for it. They get in a small argument about Sonny wanting to join the military and Sonny needing to finish school. They both come to an agreement that Sonny will stay at Isabel’s, where Sonny can finish school and practice his music on her piano.
	Sonny’s music becomes unpleasurable in the house. One day Isabel’s mother finds out that Sonny had been ditching school to play his music. She tells him that he does not appreciate all that they do for him. One morning Isabel discovers that Sonny had taken his things and left for the military. After the war the brothers meet up, but fight. They have one final fight at Sonny’s apartment. They don’t talk until the narrator’s daughter dies.
	Flashing forward to the present, the narrator is contemplating searching Sonny’s room when he sees a street performance on the corner. He then spots Sonny. Sonny comes in the house and explains to his brother how the street performer’s voice reminded him of how heroin use to make him feel. The narrator doesn’t like this and asks if Sonny must use drugs to play music. Sonny responds with a passive no and tells his brother why he had to do all the things he had done in the past. The narrator understands to some degree. Sonny then takes his brother to watch him play in a club that night.
	The climax occurs when the brothers are at the club; the narrator sees how Sonny interacts with people and how much everyone respects Sonny. He watches Sonny play the piano almost as if he was watching him play through life. He had never seen Sonny like this before. He listens to the music as it tells the tales of life. Finally the narrator listens and can relate to the music. He begins seeing his mom, his dad and his uncle, his daughter Grace, and Isabel. Sonny stops playing and his brother sends him over a drink. He acknowledges his brother for his beverage and begins playing once more.
	The central idea of the short story “Sonny’s Blues” by James Baldwin is when an older sibling and a younger sibling have differences, it may be best to put those differences aside and listen in order to fully understand one another and resolve the conflict at hand.
	The protagonist of “Sonny’s Blues”, the narrator, is a round dynamic character based on his multiple contradicting traits (loving, but judging Sonny) and the fact that he changes as a person throughout the story. The narrator tries to come to terms with what has happened to his brother at the beginning of the story. After he hears that his brother had been arrested for selling heroin, the narrator says, “I couldn’t believe it: but what I really meant by that is I couldn’t find any room for it anywhere inside me” (175). The story revolves around the narrator’s attempts to make sense of Sonny, which finally happens at the night club while he watches Sonny play. Although the narrator wishes to understand Sonny, he still is extremely judgmental and has lots of criticism about Sonny wanting to become a musician. This is contradicting because the narrator shows that he cares deeply for Sonny and wishes to understand his suffering throughout the whole story, yet, Sonny can not fully be heard by his brother until he sees Sonny and his friends in the jazz club. This is because of the narrators judgmental traits and close mindedness prevented the narrator from fully understanding Sonny. At the night club the narrator is finally able to put his judgmental traits aside, and listen to Sonny. Further implying that the narrator is a dynamic and round character.
	In “Sonny’s Blues” the narrator’s and Sonny’s differences allow for the central idea to emerge. Because Sonny and his brother are so different, tension naturally surfaces. In order to reach a resolution both characters must put their differences aside to fully understand. If Sonny and the narrator had no differences, there would be no chance to put their differences aside and resolve the conflict at hand. The brothers had to be at conflict for it to be possible for them to reunite and for the narrator to come to a realization at the night club, putting his indifferences aside, and finally understanding Sonny.
	The conflict of “Sonny’s Blues” is an internal conflict regarding the narrator’s love for Sonny, their indifferences, and the fact that the narrator can not listen or understand how Sonny chooses to cope with suffering. Throughout the entire story, the narrator has a hard time understanding Sonny’s suffering. When they both come back from their mother’s funeral, Sonny tells his brother that he wants to be a jazz musician. The narrator has a hard time hearing and accepting Sonny’s choice to the point he assumes Sonny wants to be a drummer, he says,”I somehow had the feeling that being a drummer might be all right for other people but not for my brother Sonny. (187)” This upsets Sonny. He tells his brother that he never listens to a single thing he says. If the narrator would have accepted Sonny as a jazz musician from the beginning, maybe Sonny wouldn’t have wanted to hide it so much and thus get sucked into the wrong crowd and try heroin. It took all this to take place for the narrator to come to a realization at the night club, where he can finally understand Sonny’s suffering. This whole conflict was internal and had to to with the narrator’s high standards and his blurred image of what musicians really were. 
	The narrator’s internal conflict, mostly brought up by how different he is from Sonny and the fact he can not understand how Sonny chooses to handle suffering, allows the central idea to emerge when the narrator puts his differences aside at the club and finally understands Sonny for who he really is. The narrator gets a blast of clarity, which would have never happened if he wasn’t at conflict with himself in the first place. His diluted perspective, influenced by his father, Harlem, and the knowledge of his uncle, was preventing him from fully understanding Sonny’s suffering. Once he finally listens to Sonny play and puts his differences aside, he see the Sonny he had been missing out on this whole time. The narrator says,”I had never seen Sonny like this before (202)”.
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