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remember by joy harjo analysis delves into the profound thematic and stylistic elements of one of the

most acclaimed Native American poets' works. This article explores the intricate layers of meaning

within Joy Harjo's poem "Remember," offering an in-depth examination of its symbolism, structure, and

cultural significance. Through this analysis, readers gain insight into the ways Harjo intertwines

memory, identity, and spirituality, which are central to her poetic voice. The discussion highlights how

the poem reflects indigenous worldviews while addressing universal themes of connection and

heritage. Furthermore, this exploration considers Harjo's use of imagery and language to evoke a

sense of collective history and personal reflection. The following sections provide a comprehensive

breakdown of the poem’s key aspects, supporting a nuanced understanding of its artistic and cultural

impact.

Thematic Exploration of "Remember"

Symbolism and Imagery in the Poem

Structural and Stylistic Features

Cultural and Historical Context

Language and Tone Analysis

Impact and Legacy of the Poem



Thematic Exploration of "Remember"

The poem "Remember" by Joy Harjo centers on themes of memory, identity, and the

interconnectedness of all living things. At its core, the poem invites readers to embrace the act of

remembering as a sacred practice that sustains cultural heritage and personal identity. Harjo’s work

often underscores the importance of roots—both familial and spiritual—and "Remember" is a poignant

example of this motif. The poem navigates the relationship between individual experience and

collective history, emphasizing the role of memory in preserving indigenous traditions and wisdom. It

also highlights the cyclical nature of life and the continuity of existence, suggesting that remembering

is an act of honoring those who came before and those yet to come.

Memory as a Sacred Act

In "Remember," memory transcends mere recollection, becoming a spiritual and ethical imperative.

Harjo positions remembrance as a means to maintain balance within oneself and the community. This

theme resonates through the poem’s repeated calls to remember specific elements of the natural world

and human experience, reinforcing the idea that memory is foundational to survival and identity.

Interconnectedness and Identity

The poem underscores the interconnectedness of humans, nature, and ancestors. Harjo’s emphasis

on this web of relationships reflects indigenous philosophies that view identity as intertwined with

environment and history. By recalling natural elements and familial ties, "Remember" communicates a

holistic understanding of self that is deeply rooted in place and lineage.

Symbolism and Imagery in the Poem

Joy Harjo employs rich symbolism and vivid imagery to convey the poem’s profound messages. The

natural world features prominently as both a literal and metaphorical landscape, symbolizing life cycles,



renewal, and connection. Elements such as water, animals, plants, and the earth serve as powerful

symbols that evoke the spiritual and physical bonds between humans and their environment.

Natural Elements as Symbols

Water, for instance, represents flow, cleansing, and continuity, while animals symbolize guidance and

ancestral presence. Plants and trees often signify growth, rootedness, and resilience. These symbols

collectively deepen the poem’s meditation on time, memory, and existence.

Imagery That Evokes Sensory Experience

Harjo’s use of sensory imagery—touch, sight, sound—immerses readers in the poem’s world, allowing

them to experience the act of remembering in a tangible way. This technique strengthens the

emotional resonance of the poem and facilitates a connection between the reader and the cultural

memory Harjo preserves.

Structural and Stylistic Features

The structure of "Remember" is integral to its meaning, with Joy Harjo’s stylistic choices reinforcing the

poem’s themes. The poem’s free verse form allows for a fluid and organic progression of ideas,

mirroring the natural flow of memory and life. The absence of rigid meter or rhyme schemes reflects

the poem’s emphasis on freedom and connection rather than constraint.

Use of Repetition

Repetition plays a crucial role in the poem, serving both as a mnemonic device and a ritualistic

invocation. The repeated phrase "Remember" acts as a refrain that anchors the poem and encourages

an ongoing engagement with its themes. This stylistic feature enhances the poem’s meditative quality.



Conversational and Direct Tone

Harjo’s tone in "Remember" is both intimate and authoritative, creating a sense of personal guidance

and communal invitation. The direct address to the reader fosters an inclusive atmosphere, positioning

the poem as a shared act of remembrance rather than a solitary reflection.

Cultural and Historical Context

Understanding the cultural and historical background of Joy Harjo’s poetry enriches the analysis of

"Remember." As the first Native American U.S. Poet Laureate, Harjo’s work is deeply embedded in

indigenous history and contemporary issues. "Remember" reflects the resilience of Native American

cultures in the face of colonization, displacement, and cultural erasure.

Indigenous Worldview and Philosophy

The poem embodies indigenous philosophies that emphasize harmony with nature, respect for

ancestors, and the cyclical nature of time. Harjo’s poetry often serves as a vessel for transmitting

these values, connecting past and present generations through language.

Resistance and Resilience

"Remember" can also be read as an act of cultural resistance, asserting the importance of indigenous

identity and memory against forces of assimilation. The poem’s celebration of heritage and connection

serves as a testament to the endurance and vitality of Native American cultures.

Language and Tone Analysis

Joy Harjo’s language in "Remember" is deliberate and evocative, chosen to resonate with both

indigenous and broader audiences. The poem’s diction balances simplicity with profound depth,



making its themes accessible while inviting deeper reflection.

Use of Figurative Language

Metaphors and similes enrich the poem’s texture, allowing abstract concepts such as memory and

identity to be expressed in concrete, relatable terms. This figurative language enhances the emotional

and intellectual impact of the poem.

Tone of Reverence and Urgency

The tone conveys reverence for the past and nature, alongside an urgent call to action. This dual tone

motivates readers to actively engage in remembering and preserving cultural legacies, highlighting the

poem’s role as both a celebration and a warning.

Impact and Legacy of the Poem

"Remember" stands as one of Joy Harjo’s most influential works, widely studied and celebrated for its

artistic and cultural significance. The poem’s themes continue to resonate in contemporary discussions

of identity, memory, and indigenous rights.

Educational and Literary Influence

The poem is frequently included in academic curricula focused on Native American literature, poetry

analysis, and multicultural studies. Its accessibility and depth make it a valuable resource for exploring

complex cultural themes.



Inspiration for Contemporary Indigenous Voices

"Remember" has inspired a generation of indigenous writers and artists who draw on Harjo’s example

to assert their own identities and histories. The poem’s enduring relevance underscores the power of

poetry as a tool for cultural preservation and social change.

Key Elements of "Remember" by Joy Harjo

Emphasis on memory as a sacred and communal act

Use of natural imagery to symbolize life and connection

Free verse structure with strategic repetition

Reflection of indigenous philosophies and resistance

Accessible yet profound language and tone

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Joy Harjo's poem 'Remember'?

The central theme of Joy Harjo's poem 'Remember' is the importance of memory and connection to

one's heritage, nature, and ancestors. It emphasizes the need to remember where we come from to

understand our identity and place in the world.



How does Joy Harjo use imagery in 'Remember' to convey its

message?

Joy Harjo uses vivid natural imagery such as trees, rivers, earth, and animals to symbolize the

interconnectedness of life and the continuity between past and present. These images evoke a deep

sense of belonging and spiritual connection.

What role does cultural heritage play in the analysis of 'Remember' by

Joy Harjo?

Cultural heritage is central to the poem's message, as Harjo, a Native American poet, encourages

readers to honor their ancestry and traditions. The poem reflects Indigenous values of respect for

nature and communal memory as a source of strength and identity.

How does 'Remember' by Joy Harjo address the concept of time?

In 'Remember,' time is portrayed as cyclical rather than linear, emphasizing the ongoing relationship

between past, present, and future. Remembering ancestors and natural cycles helps maintain a

continuous sense of self and community.

What literary devices are prominent in Joy Harjo's 'Remember' and

how do they enhance the poem?

Prominent literary devices in 'Remember' include repetition, metaphor, and symbolism. Repetition

reinforces the imperative to remember, metaphors connect human experience with natural elements,

and symbolism deepens the spiritual and cultural significance, enhancing the poem's emotional impact.

Additional Resources

1. “The Poetry of Joy Harjo: An Analytical Companion”

This book offers a comprehensive analysis of Joy Harjo’s poetry, focusing on themes such as memory,



identity, and spirituality. It explores her unique narrative voice and how her Native American heritage

shapes her work. Readers gain insight into the cultural and historical contexts that influence her

poems, including those in “Remember.”

2. “Remembering the Self: Memory and Identity in Contemporary Native American Literature”

This study delves into the role of memory in Native American literature, with Joy Harjo’s poetry as a

central focus. It examines how memory acts as a tool for reclaiming identity and preserving cultural

heritage. The book situates Harjo’s “Remember” within a broader literary tradition of remembering and

storytelling.

3. “Joy Harjo and the Poetics of Healing”

Focusing on themes of trauma and healing, this book analyzes how Harjo uses poetry to process

personal and collective histories. It offers a detailed look at “Remember” as a poem that invites

readers to reconnect with nature, ancestors, and the self. The analysis highlights the therapeutic power

of Harjo’s language and imagery.

4. “Native American Poetic Traditions and Contemporary Voices”

This anthology and critical study includes essays on Joy Harjo’s work, emphasizing the continuity

between traditional Native American oral storytelling and modern poetry. It discusses “Remember” in

relation to indigenous concepts of memory and time. The book provides context for Harjo’s poetic

techniques and thematic concerns.

5. “Ecopoetics and Indigenous Perspectives: Reading Joy Harjo”

This work explores the intersection of ecology, indigenous worldview, and poetry in Harjo’s writings. It

analyzes “Remember” as a call to recognize humanity’s interconnectedness with the earth. The book

offers an eco-critical perspective on Harjo’s use of natural imagery and spiritual symbolism.

6. “The Language of Survival: Joy Harjo’s Poetic Resistance”

Examining poetry as a form of cultural survival and resistance, this book highlights how Harjo’s

“Remember” challenges colonial narratives. It discusses the poem’s role in affirming indigenous

identity and resilience through memory. The study places Harjo’s work within the context of political



and cultural activism.

7. “Memory, Myth, and Metaphor in Joy Harjo’s Poetry”

This analysis focuses on Harjo’s use of myth and metaphor to weave personal and collective

memories. It provides an in-depth reading of “Remember,” showing how the poem blends storytelling

with spiritual insight. The book unpacks the layers of symbolism that enrich Harjo’s poetic vision.

8. “Joy Harjo’s Remember: A Reader’s Guide”

Designed as an accessible companion for students and readers, this guide breaks down the themes,

imagery, and cultural significance of “Remember.” It offers discussion questions and critical

perspectives to deepen understanding. The guide situates the poem within Harjo’s broader body of

work and Native American literature.

9. “The Spirit of Place in Joy Harjo’s Poetry”

This book explores the centrality of place and landscape in Harjo’s poetry, with particular attention to

“Remember.” It analyzes how the poem evokes a sense of belonging and spiritual connection to land.

The study emphasizes the importance of place in shaping identity and memory in Harjo’s work.
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