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Joy Harjo's poem "Call It Fear" invites readers into a profound exploration of emotions,
identity, and the complexities of human experience. As the first Native American Poet
Laureate of the United States, Harjo's work often reflects themes of nature, spirituality,
and the struggles of Indigenous peoples. In this article, we will delve into a detailed
analysis of "Call It Fear," examining its themes, literary devices, and the emotional
resonance it carries.

Understanding the Poem's Context

To appreciate "Call It Fear," it is essential to understand the context in which Harjo
writes. Her poetry often draws from her own experiences as a Native American woman,
intertwining personal narrative with broader cultural and social commentary. This poem,
like much of her work, serves as a bridge between the personal and the universal, inviting
readers to confront their own fears and joys.

Historical and Cultural Background

- Native American Heritage: Joy Harjo is a member of the Muscogee (Creek) Nation, and
her heritage heavily influences her writing.
- Cultural Struggles: The history of colonization and its impact on Indigenous cultures is a
recurring theme in her poetry.
- Women’s Voices: Harjo often amplifies women's voices, emphasizing their strength and
resilience in the face of adversity.



Thematic Exploration

In "Call It Fear," several key themes emerge that warrant closer examination.

Fear and Courage

The poem's title itself, "Call It Fear," suggests a duality between fear and the courage to
confront it. Harjo articulates the struggle of acknowledging fear while simultaneously
embracing the potential for growth and transformation.

- Fear as a Catalyst: Rather than merely presenting fear as a negative force, Harjo
positions it as a catalyst for change.
- Emotional Vulnerability: The poem encourages readers to explore their own
vulnerabilities and recognize that fear can lead to deeper self-awareness.

Connection to Nature

Nature plays a significant role in Harjo's poetry, serving as both a backdrop and a
character in itself. In "Call It Fear," the natural world reflects the emotional landscape of
the speaker.

- Imagery of Nature: The use of vivid imagery connects the speaker's internal experiences
with the external environment.
- Spiritual Connections: Nature is often depicted as a source of strength and wisdom,
reminding readers of the interconnectedness of all beings.

Identity and Belonging

Harjo's exploration of identity is a central theme in "Call It Fear." The poem grapples with
questions of belonging, both to one's cultural roots and to the broader human experience.

- Cultural Identity: The speaker's journey reflects the complexities of navigating cultural
identity in a contemporary world.
- Universal Themes: While grounded in personal experience, the themes of fear and
belonging resonate universally, allowing readers from various backgrounds to connect
with the poem.

Literary Devices and Techniques

Joy Harjo employs various literary devices in "Call It Fear" to enhance its emotional impact
and thematic depth.



Imagery

Imagery is a powerful tool in Harjo's poetry, bringing to life the emotions and experiences
she seeks to convey.

- Visual Imagery: Harjo uses descriptive language that invokes powerful visual elements,
allowing readers to vividly imagine the scenes she describes.
- Symbolism: Objects and natural elements often symbolize larger concepts, such as fear,
hope, and resilience.

Personification

By personifying elements of nature and emotions, Harjo creates a dynamic interplay
between the speaker and the world around them.

- Emotions as Characters: Fear and joy are not just feelings; they take on life and
presence, engaging in a dialogue that reflects the speaker's internal struggle.

Repetition and Rhythm

The poem's rhythm and structure contribute significantly to its overall effect.

- Repetition: The use of repetition emphasizes key themes and emotions, reinforcing the
poem's message.
- Musicality: Harjo's background as a musician is evident in her use of rhythm, creating a
lyrical quality that enhances the reading experience.

Emotional Resonance and Impact

"Call It Fear" resonates on multiple emotional levels, inviting readers to engage with their
own fears and joys.

Personal Reflection

- Introspection: The poem serves as a mirror, prompting readers to reflect on their
emotions and experiences.
- Empathy: By sharing her own vulnerabilities, Harjo fosters a sense of empathy and
connection among readers.



Universal Appeal

While rooted in personal and cultural experience, the themes of "Call It Fear" extend
beyond specific identities, allowing for a broader audience to find meaning in the poem.

- Shared Human Experience: The emotions of fear and joy are universal, making Harjo's
work accessible to all.

Conclusion

In "Call It Fear," Joy Harjo masterfully navigates the complexities of fear, identity, and
emotional vulnerability. Through her rich imagery, poignant themes, and masterful use of
literary devices, Harjo invites readers to explore their own journeys of self-discovery. The
poem serves not only as a personal reflection but also as a universal exploration of the
human condition. As we delve into our own fears and joys, we are reminded of the power
of poetry to connect, heal, and inspire.

In summary, Joy Harjo's "Call It Fear" is a profound and thought-provoking work that
challenges us to face our emotions head-on. By analyzing its themes and literary devices,
we gain a deeper understanding of Harjo's message and the emotional landscape she
navigates. Through this exploration, we can appreciate the beauty and complexity of her
poetry while reflecting on our own experiences of fear and joy.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Joy Harjo's poem
'Call It Fear'?
The main themes include the interplay of fear and courage, the complexity of human
emotions, and the connection to nature and spirituality.

How does Joy Harjo use imagery in 'Call It Fear'?
Harjo employs vivid imagery to evoke emotions and create a visceral experience, often
drawing on natural elements to symbolize inner feelings.

What role does personal experience play in 'Call It
Fear'?
Personal experience is central to the poem, as Harjo reflects on her own fears and
triumphs, making the poem relatable and intimate.

What stylistic devices are prominent in 'Call It Fear'?
Prominent stylistic devices include metaphor, simile, and repetition, which enhance the



poem's emotional depth and rhythm.

How does 'Call It Fear' reflect Joy Harjo's cultural
background?
The poem reflects Harjo's Native American heritage through its themes of connection to
land and community, as well as its spiritual undertones.

What is the significance of the title 'Call It Fear'?
The title suggests an acknowledgment of fear as a natural part of life, prompting readers
to confront their own fears with honesty and resilience.

In what ways does Harjo address the concept of
resilience in 'Call It Fear'?
Harjo addresses resilience by illustrating the journey through fear toward empowerment,
emphasizing growth and strength that emerge from facing challenges.

How does the poem's structure influence its overall
impact?
The structure, often employing free verse, allows for fluid expression of thoughts and
emotions, creating a dynamic reading experience that mirrors the themes of
unpredictability in life.

What emotional response does 'Call It Fear' aim to
evoke in readers?
The poem aims to evoke a complex emotional response that encompasses fear, hope, and
ultimately, a sense of acceptance and empowerment in the face of life's uncertainties.
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