this is what it means to say phoenix arizona
analysis

This is what it means to say Phoenix, Arizona is a poignant and powerful short story by Sherman
Alexie that explores themes of identity, friendship, and the complex relationship between personal
history and geography. Set against the backdrop of the American West, this narrative delves into the
life of Victor, a young Native American man, who embarks on a journey to retrieve the ashes of his
deceased father. This article will analyze the key elements of the story, including its themes,
characters, and the underlying significance of the setting, particularly in relation to Phoenix,
Arizona.

Understanding the Setting: Phoenix, Arizona

Phoenix, Arizona, serves as more than just a geographical location in Alexie's narrative. It embodies
the intersection of Victor's past and present, representing both a physical journey and an emotional
pilgrimage.

The Significance of Place

- Cultural Context: Phoenix is situated in the heart of the Southwest, an area rich in Native American
history and culture. This historical background is crucial as it influences Victor's identity and
perception of his father, as well as the legacy of their tribe.

- Symbolism of Phoenix: The name "Phoenix" itself is laden with symbolism, representing rebirth and
renewal. For Victor, the journey to Phoenix signifies a confrontation with his father's memory and
the chance to reclaim his own identity.

- Contrast with the Reservation: The stark contrast between the urban environment of Phoenix and
the reservation where Victor lives is significant. It highlights the struggles faced by Native
Americans, including issues of poverty, addiction, and cultural dislocation.

Character Analysis

The characters in "This is what it means to say Phoenix, Arizona" are complex and multidimensional,
providing insight into the struggles of Native American identity and personal relationships.

Victor

Victor is the protagonist whose journey is central to the narrative. His character embodies:

- Struggle with Identity: Victor grapples with feelings of abandonment and loss, particularly in
relation to his father. The journey he undertakes is not just physical but also a means of



understanding who he is in the context of his heritage.

- Emotional Conflict: Throughout the story, Victor's emotions fluctuate between anger, sadness, and
a profound sense of longing. His relationship with his father is fraught with tension, marked by
unresolved issues from his childhood.

- Transformation: By the end of the story, Victor undergoes significant personal growth. The ashes of
his father serve as a catalyst for healing and reconciliation with his past.

Thomas Builds-the-Fire

Thomas is Victor's childhood friend who accompanies him on the journey to Phoenix. His character
serves several important functions:

- Storyteller Role: Thomas is portrayed as a traditional storyteller, embodying the oral history and
cultural narrative of their people. His stories often provide wisdom and insight, contrasting with
Victor's more pragmatic view of life.

- Symbol of Connection: Thomas represents the importance of community and connection in Native
American culture. His presence highlights the need for support and friendship in navigating
personal struggles.

- Contrast to Victor: While Victor is more focused on his immediate challenges, Thomas embodies a
deeper understanding of their shared history and cultural identity. This contrast enriches the
narrative and emphasizes the importance of remembering one's roots.

Thematic Exploration

Several key themes emerge in "This is what it means to say Phoenix, Arizona," reflecting broader
issues within Native American communities and the human experience.

Identity and Heritage

The search for identity is a central theme in the story. Victor's journey to Phoenix is symbolic of his
quest to understand his father's legacy and, by extension, his own place within their culture. Key
points include:

- Cultural Dislocation: The characters are caught between the modern world and their cultural
heritage, illustrating the challenges faced by Native Americans today.

- Personal Growth: Victor's transformation throughout the story signifies the potential for self-
discovery and healing when confronting painful memories.

Friendship and Community

The relationship between Victor and Thomas underscores the importance of friendship and
community in overcoming personal challenges. Key aspects include:



- Support Systems: The bond between the two characters emphasizes the need for connection,
especially in times of grief and loss.

- Shared History: Their shared experiences on the reservation serve as a reminder of the importance
of community in navigating the complexities of life.

Loss and Grief

The themes of loss and grief permeate the narrative, particularly in relation to Victor's father.
Important elements include:

- Dealing with Death: Victor's emotional journey reflects the struggle to cope with loss and the
desire for closure. The act of retrieving his father's ashes symbolizes a means of confronting his
grief.

- Legacy: The story raises questions about how we honor those who have passed and the impact of
their lives on our own.

Literary Techniques

Sherman Alexie employs various literary techniques to enhance the storytelling experience, creating
a rich and vivid narrative.

Symbolism

- Ashes: The ashes of Victor's father symbolize not only death but also the legacy that remains. They
represent the complexities of familial relationships and the need for resolution.

- Journey: The physical journey to Phoenix mirrors the emotional journey Victor undergoes,
highlighting the intertwined nature of place and personal history.

Imagery and Language

Alexie's use of imagery brings the setting and characters to life. His descriptions of the landscape
and cultural elements create a vivid backdrop for the story. Additionally, the dialogue captures the
nuances of Native American vernacular, adding authenticity to the characters' voices.

Conclusion

"This is what it means to say Phoenix, Arizona" is a profound exploration of identity, loss, and the
intricate ties between personal and cultural histories. Through the journey of Victor and Thomas,
Sherman Alexie sheds light on the struggles faced by Native Americans, while also celebrating the
resilience of the human spirit. The story serves as a reminder of the importance of understanding
one's roots and the healing power of friendship in overcoming life's challenges. Ultimately, it invites



readers to reflect on their own identities and the significance of their personal journeys, echoing the
timeless themes of love, loss, and renewal.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'This Is What It
Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona'?

The central themes include friendship, identity, loss, and the complexities of Native American life.
The story delves into the bond between the characters and their journey of self-discovery amidst
personal and cultural challenges.

How does the setting of Phoenix, Arizona contribute to the
story's narrative?

The setting of Phoenix serves as a backdrop that highlights the contrast between urban and rural
life, reflecting the characters' struggles with their cultural heritage and the realities of modern
society. It emphasizes themes of displacement and belonging.

What role does the character Victor play in the story?

Victor is a central character whose journey to reclaim his father's ashes symbolizes a search for
identity and closure. His interactions with Thomas build a narrative about friendship and the
importance of community in healing from loss.

How does Sherman Alexie use symbolism in 'This Is What It
Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona'?

Alexie employs symbolism through elements like fire and the journey to Phoenix, representing
transformation and rebirth. The ashes of Victor's father signify unresolved issues and the need for
reconciliation with the past.

What is the significance of the title 'This Is What It Means to
Say Phoenix, Arizona'?

The title signifies a deeper exploration of what it means to confront one's roots and heritage. It
suggests the idea of rising from the ashes of personal struggles, much like the mythological phoenix,
and emphasizes the importance of understanding one's identity.
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