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The Double-Edged Sword of Generational Trauma and Jazz: The struggle for Black Identity in

Sonny's Blues

In the context of mid-20th century Harlem, Sonny’s Blues effectively provides an outlet
to creatively express oneself through jazz, and in giving deep commentary through imagery
regarding how the Black community was perceived during this time. However, through John M
Reilly’s scholarly article ““Sonny’s Blues’: James Baldwin’s Image of Black Community”,
there’s a connection in how Baldwin’s portrayal of Harlem is molded by centuries of racial
oppression. Additionally, the scholarly article also questions the act of defiance in Sonny’s
creative expression through jazz being representative of a “safe” route of conformity, or if it
could claim one entirely free from the influences of a racially structured society. In relation,
Steven C Tracy’s scholarly article “Sonny in the Dark: Jazzing the Blues Spirit and the Gospel
Truth in James Baldwin’s ‘Sonny’s Blues.’” displays the expression of jazz as a double-edged
sword in correlation to oppression. The article both argues that Sonny’ music is a declaration of
identity, against forces of institutionalized racism, but that this expression cannot escape the
influences of one's internalized limits through false consciousness. In a dual theoretical lens,
institutionalized racism pairs with the Marxist concept of false consciousness, in that this
presumed “normal” society is masking itself to hide the issues of institutionalized racism that

Sonny faces. Moreover, the narrator tries to live a steady, “normal” life that's expected by
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society, contrasting with Sonny using jazz as a form of escape and in combating against the
society that’s trying to mold them both into the “safe” path. While Sonny tasks himself upon
rebelling against this mold through his love for music/jazz, both Sonny and the narrator are
influenced and changed by a racist system that limits what black people believe is possible for

themselves, with jazz being a vehicle for both freedom and remaining confined.

Sonny’s care towards jazz is a vehicle of freedom, especially when “In its hip style of
dress, its repudiation of middle-brow norms, and its celebration of esoteric manner the bebop
sub-culture made overtly evident its under-lying significance as an assertion of Black identity”
(Reilly 57). This quote proves Sonny’s embrace of jazz as an assertion of black identity and its
resistance against conformity set by institutionalized racism. The phrase “hip style of dress” is a
refusal in itself to conform with the rest of society, situated more broadly by these standards set
by dominant institutions that have attempted to repress Black identity. Through a false
consciousness lens, the emphasis on “celebration of esoteric manner”, the “bebop sub-culture” is
a critique towards the limitations imposed on Black people through many decades of systemic
oppression. In embracing such a style that’s both esoteric and not confrontative, Bebop and Jazz
reject such an internalized narrative in the dominant group attempting to embed their values onto
the Black community. Sonny’s instinctual connection to jazz, despite the expectations society
pressures on him can be seen through

“But I thought I’d never hear the end of that piano. At first, Isabel would write me, saying
how nice it was that Sonny was so serious about his music and how, as soon as he came in from
school, or wherever he had been when he was supposed to be at school, he went straight to that
piano and stayed there until suppertime” (Baldwin 34). There’s an immediate recognizable

deviation from the safe/normal path, when Sonny immediately retreats to the piano after school.
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Instead of conforming with the rest of society and doing schoolwork or just living the
typical life, Sonny converts to the piano in expressing his individuality and creativity, marking as
an act of defiance against the dominant institutions who don’t promote immediately going to
music. As a result, these institutions perpetuate a path other than going to music for comfort.
While Isabel commends Sonny for how serious he is towards music, she also applauds him for
doing something culturally different from everyone else. When Sonny is so absorbed by the
piano and in creative music, this reveals an internal struggle against such an internalized
narrative shaped by decades of systemic oppression. Specifically, Sonny reclaims his identity by
denying a false consciousness molded by years of oppression through such a racially structured
society. As a result, he rebels against the very system that’s also attempting to limit his black
identity. It can also be argued that black identity is a generational struggle and cycle in itself
that’s embedded in family life, reflecting bigger issues imposed through institutions and
internalized senses of false consciousness. For example, “I always see her wearing pale blue.
She’d be sitting on the sofa. And my father would be sitting in the easy chair, not far from her.
And the living room would be full of church folks and relatives” (Baldwin 26). There is a
familial scene illustrated with Sonny’s mother and father sitting close to each other with folks

they’re familiar with.

More importantly, the color “pale blue” isn’t just for visuals, but acts as a metaphor for
the blues spirit in symbolizing past struggles/oppressions and the resilience of one’s to confront
it. This important point is in conversation by Tracy through “The mother, significantly, is
wearing a ‘pale blue’ dress, a reflection of her blues sorrows and powers of endurance consistent
with the blues’ philosophy of perseverance in the face of overwhelming odds” (Tracy 168). By

connecting “pale blue” to the blues philosophy, it also means that wearing this color is a means
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of survival and struggle in itself. To persist past the issues set by institutionalized racism that
sought to repress Black identity, this also tuned the imposed narratives of this generational cycle
of suffering and limits of one's identity being internalized into a cycle generation after
generation. “Pale blue” itself represents a double-edged sword in confining Black identity
through these imposed narratives while also helping to promote a resilience against the same
systems trying to overcome them. This burden that’s carried generationally also weaves hope in
fighting both institutionalized racism and false consciousness through “The silence, the darkness
coming, and the darkness in the faces frightens the child obscurely. He hopes that the hand which
strokes his forehead will never stop— will never die” (Baldwin 27). In this, the child is caught

between the silence of comfort and the approach of darkness coming to end this comfort.

In hoping the hand never stops stroking his forehead, reflects a wish to continue being
comforted and becomes symbolic in the way that institutions will inevitably disrupt this comfort
and the child’s identity. Tracy reinforces a similar idea through “There is a particular dread in the
communal silence of things unspeakable in the presence of the young ones in the room that
nonetheless evokes the consciousness of mortality in the children, a dread that someone
artificially tries to dispel by switching on the lights” (Tracy 168). Through this dread, memories
are presented both as suppressed yet present, even when darkness creeps up of mortality among
the young ones, the action of switching on the lights eliminates these fears. This correlates with
how jazz functions in the text, as the same light attempting to dispel the fears and struggles by
oppression caused by institutions, and in challenging these internalized limits that false
consciousness imposes. There’s also a similar sentiment through “The darkness frightens a child
and he hopes ‘that the hand which strokes his forehead will never stop.” The child knows,

however, that it will end” (Reilly 57). Not only does the child have a conflicting understanding
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of the world around them in clinging to the comforting presence of the hand, but in recognizing

that this is only temporary.

Thus, darkness clinging back to the child is inevitable and serves as a symbol for the
inescapable, generational cycle of repression. While the light shining upon darkness symbolizes
a generational cycle ending, this juxtaposes with how this also indicates that Black families are
inevitably trapped by trauma. Reinforced by generations voices being silenced and repressed
through the darkness that the “old folks™ are aware about. This can be seen in “The darkness
outside is what the old folks have been talking about. It’s what they’ve come from. It’s what they
endure.” (Baldwin 27). The interplay between darkness and light is twofold. While light carries
the burning resilience each generation needs, it also risks reinscribing institutionalized racism
into one's own cultural identity, where even the possibility of change is undermined by its own
historical weight. In reinforcing the darkness inevitably creeping upon the child, is also a
reinforcement of legitimizing a form of false consciousness in normalizing suffering as an
inherent part of being Black. The interplay between darkness and light can be uncovered more
thoroughly in “But houses exactly like the houses of our past yet dominated the landscape, boys
exactly like the boys we once had been found themselves smothering in these houses, came
down into the streets for light and air and found themselves encircled by disaster” (Baldwin 24).
In the imagery of houses serving “exactly like the houses of our past”, exemplifies that those

houses are a product of racially discriminatory policies in how structured racism is.

As aresult, these literally and symbolically confine Black families. These houses don’t
just represent shelter, but an environment intentionally set by institutions to further suppress
Black progress. In the latter, referring to boys who are “smothering in these houses” that

eventually “came down into the streets for light and air and found themselves encircled by
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disaster”, pushes the idea that the Black community are trapped in a cycle. More specifically,
boys (practically the future of their community’s identity) are trapped in a cycle where this
internalized acceptance of these physical limitations reinforces the narrative that failure is
inevitable. That, there isn’t anything to do even when seeking “light” and ““air”, as they’re
surrounding by a disaster anyways. Both descriptors serve as metaphors for the inescapable,
inevitable and inherited limitations of a system that has normalized suffering for the Black
community. Through accepting these challenges internally, perpetuates this cycle of oppression,
and doesn’t attempt to stop. Through these theoretical lenses, not only is Black identity
constrained by these perpetuated cycles but also challenges the attempt of freeing oneself

through these cycles.

Simply, departing from these cycles also challenges freedom in how deeply-rooted an
oppressive physical environment can be that comes from generational cycles. Any struggle for a
new environment and identity to not be oppressed must consider the discriminatory policies (the
houses) and the internal narrative of inevitability. As a result, the generational battle for Black
identity is not only one against oppressive institutions, but ones that fight against internalized
narratives; a fight to dismantle such a cycle of inherited trauma and to imagine a way that breaks
black communities free from both external constraints. In challenging the theoretical text,
Sonny’s Blues asserts that false consciousness is static and fixed, in that Black people are locked
into a mindset that accepts oppression. However, is this mindset completely set in stone? If
Sonny’s creative expressions is going “straight to that piano” (Baldwin 25) and in using music as
an outlet for his identity, does that break through this imposed way of thinking? In the story
setting up Black identity only being defined through pain and oppression, isn’t there more

richness and nuance towards that?
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In Baldwin framing Black identity as just about struggles, what about the factors of
gender and economic status that the story doesn’t touch upon? The text also frames historical
trauma as something that can’t ever be changed, but could this be used as a fuel towards
transformation and in making sure this doesn’t perpetuate a cycle? Although the past is hurtful
and full of hardships, this could serve as a way to build even a stronger and newer identity that
could break through these cycles. Black identity isn’t just defined by suffering, one thing linked
through

“Baldwin sees the presence of the gospel truth in the musical soundtrack of Sonny’s life,
jazz, and allows Sonny to deliver both himself and his brother through his own creation and
performance, reuniting the family in a way that nothing else could” (Tracy 168-169). Jazz serves
as an embodiment of both struggle and hope, showing that Sonny’s music is both a powerful
force in rejecting oppressive narratives, but also brings the forthcoming of healing and unity in
his family. However, this is twofold, with the latter that jazz has a history with inherited trauma.
While music is an escape from such struggles in offering hope, music also cannot fully escape its
roots that’s been shaped by such systematic exclusion historically. Jazz both challenges the
reinforces the same cycles it seeks to disrupt, and Sonny’s music doesn’t simply free him from
false consciousness, because it also carries the weight of such a generational cycle that cannot be

separated from the history of oppression.
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