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In Sherman Alexie’s short story, “What You Pawn I Will Redeem,” the central theme is survival and making the most out of the situation. Through this theme, the author intends to show that humans are driven by a need and strong desire to feel whole. The author also demonstrates that most of the battles that people fight are with their inner demons. In other words, the struggle is within. This idea is exemplified through the character of Jackson who in addition to battling mental illness and alcoholism, is also struggling and fighting hard to survive in a postmodern culture that threatens to annihilate his own. The best way to survive alienation and hold on to his cultural heritage is by trying to recapture a piece of his family history. The first person account of homeless life in Seattle depicted in Alexie’s “What You Pawn I will redeem” shows the reader new ways of building relationships and making every day count, despite the circumstances. 
Apparently, Alexie draws the reader’s attention towards the experiences of contemporary Native Americans. On this note, Grassian (2005) points out that Alexie attempts to help the audience understand the lives of contemporary Native Americans. According to Hossain and Sarker, Alexie employs a social realism approach to highlight the plight of minorities. This means that he “portrays life at it is… omitting nothing that is ugly or painful an idealizing nothing (p.384). Notably, the author employs and ironic yet critical self-reflection when he says “homeless Indians are everywhere in Seattle. We are boring and common, and you walk right on by us, with maybe a look of anger or disgust or even sadness at the terrible fate of the noble savage. But we [too] have dreams and families” (Alexie, 2003, p.169). This is a clear indication of the author’s attempts to fight the negative stereotypes associated with Native Americans.


The author tries to show that despite the negative perceptions, Native Americans, whether homeless or not, are just as good as the contemporary Americans – they too have dreams and families. The negative stereotypes that the short story highlights are those based on the notions that that Native Americans are lazy, useless, have no culture, and are not ready to assimilate into the American society. According to Grassian (2005), Native Americans suffered from cultural colonialism from the time when Europeans settled in their land.
 It is extremely challenging for the tribes to preserve their cultural identity, and they are often torn between the life at the reservation settlement and the “outside” world, consisting of mainly American culture. This is why characters such as Jackson are portrayed as individuals who are fighting to survive in a situation where their culture is on the verge of diminishing. Memory and remembrance are presented as important ways of fostering cultural survival for minorities. The problem comes in when these individuals accept and internalize the negative things said about them – this eventually leads to self-destruction, and in addition to losing their culture, they lose themselves too.
Sherman Alexie does an excellent job in “What You Pawn I Will Redeem” by shedding light on an issue that the Contemporary American rarely takes the time to think about. More often than not, the modern society ignores and plays blind to the plight of minority groups in America such as the Native Americans. Due to the existing stereotypes against these people, it becomes hard for them to be seen as ordinary citizens and more so, their cultural identity is ignored, and they are expected to relinquish their heritage and embrace the American culture. They are therefore torn between their heritage and the American culture, and surviving under such situations becomes a major problem.
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