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"I GIVE YOU BACK": MEMORY, LANGUAGE

AND TRANSFORMATION IN JOY HARJO'S POETRY

by
Janice May Gould

B.A., Linguistics, University of California, 1983
M.A., English, University of california, 1987
Ph.D., English, University of New Mexico, 2000

ABSTRACT

The poetry of Native American poet Joy Harjo, one of
our living and pre-eminent poets in the United States, is a
rich blend of oral and contemporary written traditions.
This dissertation examines three themes in her work:
memory, language, and transformation. Each of these
elements is present in Native oral ceremonial traditions
where memory functions to return individuals and communities
to a sense of wholeness and happiness; where language serves
as a powerful tool to enact healing; and where spiritual
(and sometimes physical) transformation of self and
community is made possible through the juncture of all three
elements. Harjo's poetry replicates these aspects of oral
tradition while at the same time incorporating contemporary
traditions that view poetry's role as one of witness and

resistance to acts of social and political injustice.
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