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Abstract

Louise Erdrich’s Tracks is a masterful literary excavation of Indigenous endurance amidst the relentless
pressures of settler colonialism. Set in the early decades of the twentieth century, the novel chronicles the
lived experiences of the Anishinaabe people during a period marked by systemic land dispossession,
spiritual coercion, and cultural disintegration. By presenting the story through two contrasting voices—
Nanapush, the wise and humorous tribal elder rooted in communal traditions, and Pauline, a conflicted
woman navigating a tortuous path between Indigenous identity and Catholic orthodoxy—Erdrich constructs
a textured narrative that reflects the fragmentation and survival of Native communities. The alternating
viewpoints not only reflect personal dissonances but also underscore the collective schism wrought by
colonization.

Erdrich’s integration of magical realism and ancestral oral traditions serves not as mere stylistic flourishes
but as vehicles for preserving cultural memory and resisting erasure. Her characters embody the tension
between assimilation and resistance, complicity and rebellion, silence and voice. Fleur Pillager, for
instance, emerges as a figure of feminine power and mysticism, defying both patriarchal and colonial
paradigms through her embodied presence and spiritual connection to the land.

This paper seeks to unpack the nuanced portrayal of resistance in Tracks, examining how Erdrich captures
the subtle and overt forms of survival enacted by the marginalized. Through a critical analysis of narrative
form, character arcs, and thematic depth, the study situates Tracks within the broader framework of
Indigenous literature and postcolonial discourse, asserting its enduring relevance in the ongoing struggle
for cultural sovereignty and historical justice.
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Introduction

Louise Erdrich’s Tracks emerges as a deeply affecting literary work that navigates the turbulent contours
of cultural dispossession, spiritual disorientation, and the enduring strength of memory. Set between 1912
and 1924, a time when Indigenous communities in North America were being systematically uprooted by
settler-colonial forces, the novel paints a vivid and unsettling portrait of the Anishinaabe people's
confrontation with erosion—not only of land, but of belief, kinship, and identity. Through its intricate
structure, alternating between the voices of Nanapush and Pauline, the text does not merely recount
historical trauma—it inhabits it, giving it texture, rhythm, and breath.

The central thematic concern of Tracks—the loss of land—extends well beyond the realm of material
displacement. For the Anishinaabe, land signifies not just territory, but a sacred continuum of ancestry,
memory, and spiritual being. When forests are razed and territories surveyed by remote authorities, it is
not merely soil that is expropriated, but the cosmological fabric that binds community, language, and
ceremonial life. Nanapush, as both narrator and bearer of cultural memory, gives voice to the quiet
devastation caused by colonial encroachment. His tone, laced with irony and sorrow, communicates how
policies designed to appear administrative ultimately function as instruments of cultural extinction. In
Gross’s interpretation of Anishinaabe epistemology, land is conceived not as inert property but as a
sentient entity within a relational network—one that sustains both physical life and spiritual identity. The
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severing of that relationship is thus experienced not just as dispossession, but as the unraveling of a living
world.

In contrast to Nanapush’s grounded resilience, Pauline’s narrative reveals the psychological fragmentation
wrought by colonial and religious impositions. Her yearning to assimilate into Catholic orthodoxy is
motivated less by spiritual awakening than by a desire to reject her Indigenous roots. Through practices of
self-inflicted punishment, fasting, and religious obsession, she enacts a violent severance from her cultural
lineage. Pauline’s embrace of Catholicism is portrayed not as an act of grace but as one of self-denial and
internalized colonization. Her spiritual crisis becomes a metaphor for the pressures imposed on Indigenous
women to reject their own identities in order to align with a moral framework that devalues Native
cosmologies. Hughes argues that Pauline’s narrative reveals the tragic confluence of spiritual conversion
and cultural erasure, wherein faith becomes inseparable from self-alienation. Her transformation into
Sister Leopolda underscores the paradox of colonial religiosity—it promises salvation while enforcing
submission and psychological torment.

Fleur Pillager, by contrast, serves as a complex embodiment of resistance and mythic resonance. Though
she speaks sparingly, her presence animates the novel’s emotional and symbolic core. Seen by others
with reverence and fear, Fleur draws strength from her profound relationship with natural elements—the
bear, the storm, the lake—all of which are portrayed as extensions of her being. Her survival and defiance,
even in the face of systemic betrayal and physical violence, affirm her role as both an individual and a
symbol of collective memory. Nanapush'’s reflection on her identity as the last of the Pillagers suggests
that Fleur herself becomes a vessel through which ancestral power continues to resist colonization. Critics
such as Friedman see Fleur as a representation of hybrid identity, where the mythic and the real converge
to form a potent challenge to colonial narratives of Indigenous erasure. Her refusal to yield to institutional
coercion positions her as a forceful counterpoint to Pauline and a beacon of matriarchal resistance.

The novel’s dual narrative structure—alternating between Nanapush and Pauline—subtly critiques the
linear, singular perspective favored by Western historiography. Nanapush’s oral storytelling, steeped in
relational memory and communal accountability, reflects Indigenous narrative forms where knowledge is
fluid and meaning emerges through context. His remembrance, shaped by the desire to pass wisdom to
the next generation, turns storytelling into an act of cultural preservation. As Gross asserts, this method
enacts “world maintenance”—a narrative practice that ensures Indigenous worldviews are transmitted
despite ongoing threats.

Meanwhile, Pauline’s chapters, marked by chaos and distortion, mirror the psychic dislocation experienced
by colonized individuals. Her account, clouded by religious fervor and delusional visions, disrupts the
reader’s ability to locate a stable truth. Her contradictions and judgments, particularly concerning Fleur
and her child, reveal the unreliability of narratives shaped by internalized colonial logic. DePriest contends
that Pauline’s voice exemplifies the colonized subject’s attempt to overwrite her own heritage with
imported dogma, often to the point of moral collapse. Through this juxtaposition of voices, Erdrich
challenges the reader to confront the constructed nature of history and the contested ground upon which
memory is narrated.

Nature in Tracks transcends the role of setting and becomes an active participant in the narrative. The
forest, the lake, the snowstorm—all these elements respond to and shape the lives of the characters.
Erdrich’s depiction of the natural world draws from Indigenous ontologies where all beings possess spirit
and agency. The interconnectedness between humans and the environment is not metaphorical—it is
existential. Fleur’'s alignment with these forces does not mark her as supernatural in the Western sense,
but rather as attuned to a reality where kinship includes the non-human. This ecological worldview resists
Western hierarchies of dominance and instead embraces reciprocity and interdependence.

Despite the pervasive sense of loss, the novel refuses despair. Nanapush, with his humor and cunning,
offers a model of resilience that draws from the trickster tradition—a figure central to many Indigenous
storytelling traditions. His ability to outwit colonial institutions through narrative agility and relational
intelligence suggests that resistance can be enacted through wit as well as will. Gross notes that the
trickster embodies a mode of survival rooted in adaptation and subversion rather than confrontation alone.
Through Nanapush, Erdrich asserts that continuity is not only possible, but already underway—in every
story told, every memory honored, and every act of refusal to forget.

The story ends not with resolution but with a haunting awareness of what has been lost—and what might
still be preserved. It is through storytelling that the past continues to breathe. Erdrich’s novel becomes, in
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this sense, an archive of lived experience—a counter-history to settler narratives. Tracks does not claim to
speak for all Indigenous peoples, but it insists that their stories matter, that they persist, and that they
defy erasure through the act of being told.

Louise Erdrich’s Tracks is a powerful meditation on the ancestral bond between Indigenous people and
the land they inhabit. At its core, the novel lays bare the traumatic consequences of land dispossession,
which is not simply the loss of terrain but the systematic unraveling of cultural, spiritual, and communal
life. For the Anishinaabe people, land is not an inert backdrop to human activity but a living entity
embedded with memory, identity, and sacred significance. This profound relationship is gradually
undermined by the encroachment of settler-colonial institutions—particularly logging companies and
federal policies that reconfigure land as property and divide it through allotment schemes. Through the
narrative voice of Nanapush, a tribal elder and a survivor of epidemics, famine, and political manipulation,
Erdrich articulates a form of resistance rooted in memory, storytelling, and the refusal to cede spiritual
connection to commodified land.

Nanapush’s struggle to preserve communal land serves as a focal point of the novel’s resistance to
colonial violence. As he observes, “We had to fill out forms to hold on to what we had always owned. We
had to sign papers with our names, and sometimes we lost even so” (Tracks 33). Here, Erdrich captures
the tragic irony of a people forced to adopt alien legal frameworks to defend what has always been theirs.
These bureaucratic processes, foreign in their intent and execution, disrupt the traditional understanding
of land as kin, turning it into an object of transaction and taxation. The forced adoption of Western property
laws alienates the Anishinaabe not only from their territory but also from the cultural systems that organize
their worldview. As Nabeel Ahmed Minhas and Ghulam Murtaza note, “Erdrich uses stories and magical
realism as a tool to not only promote Native American culture but also preserve it,” particularly in her
invocation of landscapes as spiritual entities (Minhas and Murtaza 2).

Fleur Pillager, a central yet often silent character in the novel, embodies the sacred and immovable relation
to land. Her presence is inextricably tied to the forest, the lake, and the animals around her. She resists
attempts to remove her from her ancestral home, even when manipulated and deceived by external forces.
Fleur’s resistance is not vocal or legal; rather, it is spiritual and embodied. When the government officials
attempt to seize her property, her silence and persistence are as defiant as any political declaration.
Nanapush remarks, “She stood at the edge of the woods, watching, not saying a word” (Tracks 132). The
silence here is dense with meaning; it carries the weight of generations and reflects a refusal to translate
the sacred into colonial registers.

Erdrich situates the struggle over land within a broader narrative of cultural survival. Land loss is presented
not as an isolated act of injustice but as part of a calculated effort to dismantle Indigenous epistemologies.
The Pillager land, located in Matchimanito, is more than Fleur’s property—it is a repository of history, stories,
and spiritual power. The trees, the water, the wind, and the animals all function as sentient beings within
a larger cosmological order. When this land is threatened, what is at stake is not merely real estate but
the very soul of the Anishinaabe people. The logging companies, with their machinery and maps, represent
not only economic exploitation but ontological violence—the transformation of a living world into dead
capital.

The novel’s deployment of magical realism reinforces the idea that land is a sentient, responsive force.
Disruptions to Fleur’s territory are met with natural disturbances—storms, unusual animal behavior, and
unexplained disappearances—all of which reflect a worldview where the physical and spiritual are
inseparable. These events are not presented as supernatural oddities but as integral aspects of an
Indigenous epistemology that sees the world as animate and interconnected. Rather than drawing a line
between the real and the mythical, Erdrich integrates the two, challenging the Western tradition of
separating empirical fact from metaphysical belief. As Susan Stanford Friedman observes, the blending of
myth, dream, and nature-based mysticism directly questions colonial frameworks that privilege rationalism
over Indigenous ways of knowing.

Nanapush serves as the cultural anchor of the novel, with his storytelling emerging as a vital means of
preserving the community’s historical and spiritual relationship with the land. His narrative style—nonlinear,
emotionally intimate, and cyclical—mirrors the oral traditions of the Anishinaabe people. Rather than
merely recounting past events, his stories function as purposeful acts of survival, conveyed with intention
at moments of significance. By sharing narratives with the younger generation, especially at critical
junctures, he creates continuity between memory and identity, forming a protective layer against the forces
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of colonial erasure. As Lawrence W. Gross explains, oral tradition among Indigenous peoples serves as a
living repository of knowledge and law, preserving histories even in the absence of written records. Through
storytelling, Nanapush enacts resistance—not by engaging the legal system directly, but by ensuring that
cultural memory endures across generations.

Erdrich also portrays the emotional and psychological consequences of land loss, symbolized through
recurring images of iliness, disorientation, and communal decline. The influenza epidemic that devastates
Fleur's family is not an isolated tragedy but a symptom of external disruptions brought by settler
colonialism. The dying bodies, decaying homesteads, and environmental decline all point to a broader
assault on Indigenous life, one that operates not only through violence but through slow erosion. In
response, the community practices quiet acts of resistance: they mourn, they remember, and they perform
ceremonies that reaffirm their belonging.

This resistance is sharply contrasted by Pauline’s spiritual disintegration. Her alienation from the land, her
people, and herself manifests in her zealous adoption of Catholic ideology. Instead of engaging with her
ancestral roots, Pauline adopts a punitive form of faith that seeks to negate everything Indigenous within
her. Her retreat from the natural world—refusing to see it as sacred—mirrors her internal colonization. She
reinterprets the landscape through a framework of sin, purity, and divine judgment, in line with the colonial
project of transforming Indigenous geography into a site of moral conquest. As Maria DePriest notes,
Pauline’s religious mindset reconstructs the land as a realm of spiritual conflict, stripping it of its sacred
relational significance and replacing it with a Christian binary of salvation versus damnation.

Despite the suffering, Erdrich’s novel ultimately asserts the endurance of Indigenous presence. The
conclusion is not one of triumph, but of sustained survival. Fleur lives on, Nanapush continues to carry
and share memory, and the land, though scarred, retains its spirit. Erdrich does not frame resistance
through legislative victories or assimilation into dominant society, but through the enduring acts of
remembering, speaking, and connecting. The survival of language, story, and spiritual practice ensures
that the colonial attempt to erase the Anishinaabe people is incomplete. The land itself holds memory, and
so long as there are those who remember with it, cultural annihilation cannot be total.

Pauline Puyat, one of the two narrators in Louise Erdrich’s Tracks, represents a deeply conflicted and tragic
figure whose descent into religious extremism lays bare the psychological and spiritual wounds inflicted
by colonial ideologies on Indigenous identities. Unlike Nanapush, who preserves ancestral memory and
tradition through storytelling and humor, Pauline’s narrative unfolds as a relentless unraveling—a journey
not of enlightenment but of estrangement. Her abandonment of Anishinaabe beliefs in favor of Catholic
dogma is not portrayed as an act of sincere faith, but as a violent severing of self from community, memory,
and body. This transformation, steeped in confusion, contradiction, and self-punishment, functions as a
haunting commentary on the internalized trauma of cultural colonization.

From the outset, Pauline is alienated from her surroundings. She expresses shame over her heritage and
seeks proximity to whiteness, not for spiritual growth but for social legitimacy. Her early attempts to mimic
Euro-American behaviors reflect the internalization of colonial hierarchies. She states, “l didn’t look like a
full Indian... | was dark, but not dark enough” (Tracks 15). This crisis of identity propels her toward
Catholicism, which she does not adopt out of spiritual conviction but as a means to reject her ancestry.
Pauline’s attraction to suffering, sin, and bodily mortification suggests a deep-rooted belief that her
Indigenous self must be cleansed or destroyed. As Sheila Hassell Hughes observes, Pauline’s devotion is
marked by “an obsessive need for purification and a pathological rejection of the body, language, and
relationality associated with her heritage” (Hughes 91).

Her religious practices become increasingly masochistic and delusional. Pauline fasts obsessively, denies
herself basic needs, and performs acts of physical violence in the name of divine submission. These rituals
are not redemptive—they are destructive, enacting upon her body the same violence that colonization
enacted upon her psyche. When she becomes Sister Leopolda, she transforms into an agent of that
violence, perpetuating the very ideology that has fractured her. Her attack on Mary Pepewas with a poker—
believing it a holy act—reveals how completely Pauline has internalized the colonial-Christian worldview
that equates Indigenous power with evil. In this act, Erdrich presents a chilling portrayal of how colonized
subjects can become enforcers of the very structures that oppress them.

Pauline’s role as narrator introduces a significant layer of complexity to the novel, primarily due to the
instability of her voice. Her perspective is riddled with contradictions and abrupt shifts, reflecting the
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psychological consequences of internalized colonial ideologies. At one moment, she speaks with
conviction about divine missions and religious visions, while at another, she displays behaviors motivated
by envy, insecurity, and manipulation. This inconsistency is not merely stylistic; it reflects the fragmentation
of identity that occurs when a person is forced to reject their cultural foundations in favor of an imposed
belief system. As Maria DePriest explains, Pauline’s disjointed storytelling stems from her inability to
reconcile her Indigenous origins with the identity she adopts through colonial religion, illustrating the
psychic dissonance caused by cultural displacement.

Unlike Nanapush or Fleur, who draw strength from their connections to land, ancestry, and oral tradition,
Pauline is unmoored. Her detachment from communal memory and sacred geography renders her path
one of internal disintegration rather than survival. The ghostly and obsessive nature of her voice serves as
a warning—a narrative manifestation of what occurs when colonization succeeds not just through land
dispossession or forced assimilation, but by undermining Indigenous identity from within. In this contrast
between Pauline’s collapse and Nanapush’s rooted wisdom, Erdrich does more than juxtapose traditional
and modern worldviews; she highlights the devastating cost of forsaking communal belonging for
ideological conformity.

Pauline thus becomes one of the most unsettling portrayals of colonial violence in Indigenous literature.
Her descent into religious fanaticism does not function as mere character development; it symbolizes the
broader cultural trauma of forced conversion, which often targeted Native women with particular intensity.
Through Pauline’s unraveling, Erdrich demonstrates that colonialism’s most enduring damage is often
psychological, enacted through the slow reshaping of individual consciousness rather than overt physical
domination.

What makes Tracks so remarkable is not only its thematic engagement with colonial disruption but also
its formal resistance to Western narrative conventions. Erdrich deliberately adopts a fragmented narrative
structure, alternating between Nanapush’s and Pauline’s accounts. This technique mirrors Anishinaabe
oral storytelling traditions, which do not follow a rigid, linear model but instead prioritize relational memory,
emotional resonance, and communal context. These traditions center the listener and allow truth to
emerge through the interplay of voices rather than a single authoritative account. Nanapush, in this
framework, assumes the role of a cultural elder whose purpose is to preserve memory and teach the
younger generation, especially Lulu. His direct mode of address, his use of humor and irony, and his careful
timing in sharing stories all affirm his role as a transmitter of tradition. As Lawrence Gross observes, stories
in Anishinaabe thought are not passive representations—they actively participate in maintaining the world
and upholding cultural continuity.

Pauline’s voice, by contrast, disrupts rather than preserves. Her narration, marked by egocentrism and
psychological instability, challenges the idea of narrative as a communal act. The contradictions and
delusions she expresses destabilize not only the reader’s trust but the very framework of what it means to
tell a story. She operates outside of relational accountability, and in doing so, transforms narrative into a
site of ideological violence. Her hallucinations, revisionist impulses, and spiritual extremism reflect the
disorientation faced by individuals whose sense of self has been fractured by colonial intrusion. DePriest
notes that such distortions expose how colonial authority reconfigures identity by replacing Indigenous
cosmologies with hierarchical and punitive belief systems.

Erdrich’s choice not to provide a unified narrative voice is itself a subversive gesture. Rather than resolving
contradictions or offering a single version of truth, Tracks acknowledges the multiplicity and complexity
inherent in Indigenous experience under colonialism. As Sheila Hassell Hughes argues, this storytelling
approach mirrors Indigenous epistemologies, where truth is relational, shaped through intergenerational
dialogue, and never fully closed. The act of storytelling becomes both a survival strategy and a sacred
political practice—an effort to reclaim space, voice, and memory in a world structured to deny them.

The novel’s integration of magical realism further enhances its narrative resistance. Events such as Fleur’s
kinship with the bear, the supernatural qualities of Matchimanito Lake, or the storms that seem to align
with her emotional states are not fanciful additions—they emerge from a worldview where the spiritual and
the natural are not opposites, but intrinsically connected. Erdrich invites readers to engage with a
cosmology in which the material and the mystical coexist, thereby rejecting the Enlightenment dichotomy
between fact and belief. In doing so, the novel challenges Western norms of realism and knowledge
production. As Susan Stanford Friedman asserts, the presence of land-based magic and ancestral myth in
Erdrich’s narrative offers a counter-discourse to colonial rationalism, reaffirming the legitimacy of
Indigenous ways of knowing.
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Ultimately, Tracks is a literary intervention as much as it is a story. Through its disrupted structure, layered
narration, and spiritual depth, it resists assimilation into dominant literary forms and instead reclaims
storytelling as an Indigenous act of memory, power, and survivance.

Ultimately, the novel's form becomes inseparable from its content. Through its layered, circular, and
relational structure, Tracks honors the oral traditions that have long sustained Indigenous communities.
In refusing a singular, linear history, Erdrich makes space for contradiction, complexity, and collective
memory. Storytelling, in this context, is not an aesthetic choice—it is survival.

Fleur Pillager, though she does not narrate her own story in Louise Erdrich’s Tracks, nonetheless stands
as the novel’s most enigmatic and potent figure—a silent center around whom the narrative rotates. While
much of her life is recounted through the voices of Nanapush and Pauline, Fleur’s presence resists
containment. Her silence is not a void but a form of resistance; a refusal to be interpreted through colonial
or patriarchal language. In this way, Fleur emerges not only as a woman of deep personal power but as a
cultural symbol of Anishinaabe endurance in the face of multifaceted oppression.

Fleur Pillager’s identity is inseparable from the land of Matchimanito, which she defends with unwavering
determination in the face of deceit and legal manipulation. Her connection to the place is not merely one
of residence or resource; rather, it encompasses a deep spiritual, physical, and ancestral bond. When
outsiders—whether loggers or government officials—attempt to claim or divide the Pillager land, Fleur does
not respond with arguments or appeals. Instead, her defiance is quiet but unyielding, often perceived by
others through the lens of mysticism because they cannot comprehend the depth of her strength. Her
refusal to relinquish her homeland reflects more than personal tenacity; it is an assertion of Indigenous
sovereignty that blends spiritual power with resistance to colonial systems. Her relationship with nature—
where animals seem attuned to her presence and the forest responds to her being—suggests that she
embodies a sacred ecological order that stands in direct opposition to Western modes of property and
control.

Erdrich constructs Fleur's mysticism not as a fantastical element, but as an authentic expression of
Indigenous cosmology, where the physical and the spiritual are not opposites but intertwined aspects of
existence. Fleur’s connection to storms, her ability to commune with animal spirits, and her perception as
a figure of supernatural strength are not metaphors—they are understood by her community as part of her
ancestral inheritance. Within this framework, the so-called magical aspects of her character become a
form of cultural resistance. As noted by contemporary scholarship, Erdrich’s depiction of such women
reflects how spiritual knowledge and metaphysical power serve as tools of resistance to both patriarchal
domination and colonial erasure. In this way, what might be labeled as “magic” from a Eurocentric
perspective is instead a political assertion of Indigenous epistemologies and sovereignty.

Fleur’s resistance is also gendered. Her behavior fundamentally challenges settler colonial and Christian
expectations of femininity. She is not submissive, modest, or domesticated. Instead, she asserts sexual
autonomy, maternal authority, and physical independence. Her disregard for societal norms—especially
those that demand compliance and sexual modesty—positions her as a disruptive force in a patriarchal
system that seeks to control Indigenous women’s bodies. The violence she experiences, including the
traumatic events in Argus, symbolizes the systemic assault on Indigenous women, whose bodies often
become battlegrounds in colonial conquest. Yet Fleur’'s silence upon her return, coupled with her
endurance, speaks volumes. She does not allow herself to be defined by what was done to her; instead,
she reclaims her power through survival, ambiguity, and presence. The events that follow—marked by
death, disappearance, and disorder—transform Fleur from a victim into an agent of unspoken justice.

Pauline’s animosity toward Fleur further emphasizes how internalized colonial values can divide
Indigenous communities. Pauline interprets Fleur's strength, sexuality, and spiritual authority as
dangerous and unnatural, filtering her perception through a colonial moral framework that sees femininity
in narrow, pious terms. Her condemnation of Fleur reveals her own detachment from Indigenous traditions,
and in seeking to undermine Fleur, she exposes the extent to which her own consciousness has been
reshaped by institutional religion and patriarchy. Pauline’s voice distorts rather than reveals, casting
Fleur's defiance as diabolical rather than sacred. In contrast, Fleur stands as the embodiment of all that
Pauline has rejected: a woman whose identity is grounded in land, ancestry, and unspoken but potent
spiritual power.

Fleur’'s most profound form of resistance lies in her capacity to endure. Though she loses family, land, and
home, she never relinquishes her dignity or her internal sovereignty. Her decision to send her daughter
Lulu away is not a sign of weakness but a strategic act of maternal protection, rooted in an understanding
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of the long-term violence inflicted by colonial systems. This act, though painful, is one of strength. It reflects
a conscious refusal to allow her child to be trapped by the same forces of control and coercion that have
scarred her own life. Fleur's silence and actions thus become forms of active defiance against a world
structured to erase her. She does not merely survive—she enacts a slow, persistent resistance that refuses
to be subdued by narrative, law, or violence.

In creating Fleur, Erdrich gives readers one of the most powerful literary representations of Indigenous
womanhood. Fleur is not defined by speech or conformity; she is defined by presence, resilience, and
relational strength. Her silence is not empty but full of ancestral resonance. Her body is a vessel of land,
story, and memory. In her character, the personal becomes political, and the mythic becomes historical.
She defies all efforts to contain her identity within colonial or patriarchal frameworks. Through Fleur,
Erdrich reclaims the Indigenous feminine not as a symbol of passivity but as a force of cultural, spiritual,
and political endurance.

This portrayal contributes to the novel’s broader affirmation of Anishinaabe resilience in the face of long-
standing systemic erasure. Tracks is not only a fictional record of loss—it is a cultural assertion of survival.
The novel’s strength lies in its refusal to simplify or domesticate Indigenous experience. Erdrich uses
layered storytelling, fluid temporality, and symbolic resonance to offer a form of literary resistance. In the
contested terrain of land, identity, and memory, her characters—especially Fleur and Nanapush—resist
through presence, remembrance, and relationality. This approach aligns with Gerald Vizenor’s concept of
“survivance,” which blends survival with resistance to assert that Indigenous cultures continue to exist,
adapt, and assert themselves not only in opposition to colonial structures but in defiance of erasure itself.

The depiction of land as communal and sacred in Tracks directly opposes the Western idea of land as
individual property. Erdrich narrates the struggle over the Pillager lands with emotional gravity and cultural
reverence, reflecting how Indigenous understandings of territory are embedded in spiritual and historical
consciousness. The attempts to remove Fleur from Matchimanito, and Nanapush'’s efforts to resist those
encroachments, are not simply battles over ownership—they are struggles to protect a living archive of
community, story, and belonging. As Gross articulates, land in Indigenous worldviews is not just physical—
it is memory, ceremony, and identity woven together into place. Thus, to protect the land is to defend the
cultural and spiritual core of the people who belong to it.

Spiritual resilience also emerges as a vital thread of resistance in Tracks. The clash between traditional
Anishinaabe cosmology and imposed Christian doctrines plays out most painfully in Pauline’s inner
disintegration. Yet even her fractured narrative underscores the deep conflict between imposed faith and
Indigenous identity. In contrast, characters like Nanapush and Fleur embody the survival of spiritual
practices that honor kinship with nature and ancestors. Their acts—telling stories, performing rituals,
respecting the power of dreams—are everyday forms of defiance against the systemic violence that seeks
to silence such ways of knowing.

Central to this cultural defiance is the preservation of oral tradition. Nanapush’s storytelling does not
simply recount the past; it animates memory, instructs the young, and links the present with ancestral
experience. His tales are nonlinear, often humorous, and deeply relational, reflecting the epistemological
frameworks of Anishinaabe culture. In this mode of narration, stories are not fixed histories but living truths.
Sheila Hassell Hughes aptly notes that “Erdrich’s narrative structure performs the values it describes—
valuing relation over authority, continuity over closure” (Hughes 94). In this way, Tracks itself becomes an
act of cultural transmission, a written embodiment of an oral, Indigenous worldview.

Moreover, Erdrich’s prose, infused with symbols, natural motifs, and spiritual immanence, resists the
alienation of Western literary forms. Whether through Fleur’s elemental connection with water, the animal
spirits that permeate the forest, or the snowstorms that carry both danger and cleansing, the novel is rich
with meaning drawn from a world where nature and story are inseparable. These symbolic threads offer
not only aesthetic pleasure but epistemological depth—they challenge readers to reimagine reality through
Indigenous frames of reference.

In its entirety, Tracks stands as more than a novel; it is a cultural artifact, a vessel of survival, and a work
of reclamation. Erdrich does not merely describe resistance—she performs it. Through character, structure,
and voice, she restores what history tried to erase: the lived truths, sacred landscapes, and enduring spirits
of her people. In doing so, Tracks affirms that while land can be taken, and voices can be suppressed, the
cultural heart of a people—when rooted in story and community—remains unbroken.
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