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Abstract:

Anton Treuer’s Where Wolves Don’t Die is set against the backdrop of the rugged
wilderness, the novel intertwines the physical and spiritual worlds, offering a narrative that
reflects the complexities of Indigenous life in contemporary times. Supernatural and spiritual
elements in the novel serve as metaphors for the internal and external struggles faced by
Native communities, reinforcing the idea that spiritual connection is key to cultural survival.
This article examines the intricate relationship between the characters and the natural world
by Treuer. The study explores how Treuer portrays the landscape not merely as a setting but
as a living entity intertwined with the spiritual and cultural lives of the Anishinaabe people.
The natural world in Where Wolves Don’t Die is depicted as more than just a backdrop; it is
a living, breathing entity that plays a crucial role in the characters' lives. This connection to
the natural world is deeply spiritual, with the landscape and its creatures often serving as
metaphors for the characters' internal struggles and spiritual journeys. The novel suggests
that a strong relationship with nature is essential for both personal and cultural healing. By
analysing the novel’s depiction of nature, the research highlights the centrality of the
environment in Native American spirituality and identity. It also considers the implications
of this relationship for environmental justice, particularly in the context of Indigenous land
rights and ecological stewardship.
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Introduction:

In the contemporary literary landscape, the interplay between the natural world,
spirituality, and individual identity has emerged as a significant one. Anton Treuer's work,
Where Wolves Don’t Die, offers an exploration to these intersections, weaving together
themes of environmental conservation, Indigenous worldviews, and the human search for
meaning. Anton Treuer's novel, Where Wolves Don’t Die, is a heart touching and thought-
provoking exploration of this intricate relationship between nature, spirit, and self. Set in the
rugged landscape of northern Minnesota, the story follows the journey of a young Ojibwe
teen, Ezra who navigates the complexities of his cultural heritage, personal identity, and the
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natural world. Through Ezras's experiences, Treuer masterfully weaves together themes of
environmentalism, spirituality, and self-discovery, offering a profound reflection on the
interconnectedness of human existence and the natural world. This article delves into the
ways in which Treuer's novel explores the natural world, examining the intersections
between nature, spirit, and self, and the implications of these relationships for our
understanding of the human condition. Treuer's portrayal of the natural world in Where
Wolves Don' t Die is also a commentary on the environmental issues that impacts on
Indigenous communities across North America. The novel also highlights the devastating
effects of habitat destruction, pollution, and climate change on the natural world, and the
ways in which these issues disproportionately affect Indigenous peoples who rely on the land
for their livelihoods and cultural practices.

Literature Review:

The relationship between Indigenous peoples and the natural world is foundational
to their cultural identity, spiritual well-being, and resilience. In the context of Anton Treuer’s
Where Wolves Don’t Die, this relationship is not merely a backdrop but a living, dynamic
force that shapes the characters’ internal and external struggles. Recent scholarship provides
a robust framework for understanding how Indigenous literature, particularly from the
Anishinaabe perspective, intertwines land, spirituality, and cultural survival. For the
Anishinaabe, land is not an inert setting but a source of knowledge, identity, and wellness.

Nightingale and Richmond (2022) demonstrate that reclaiming and restoring
relationships to land fosters mental, emotional, and spiritual wellness in Anishinaabe
communities. Their study of a land camp in Biigtigong Nishnaabeg territory reveals that such
reconnection strengthens social bonds, supports the transmission of traditional knowledge,
and reinforces community identity. The concept of “environmental repossession” is
introduced as a means of understanding how land reconnection and self-determination
support Indigenous mental wellness (Nightingale and Richmond). This aligns with Treuer’s
depiction of the landscape as a living entity, integral to the characters’ spiritual journeys and
cultural resilience.

The spiritual connection to the land is deeply embedded in Anishinaabe culture.
MacNeill and Mamaweswen Niigaaniin (2022) provide quantitative evidence that
Anishinaabe culture is strongly linked to nature relatedness, not only through direct
interaction but also through ceremonies, stories, and songs. These cultural practices serve as
vehicles for transmitting spiritual and ecological knowledge across generations, reinforcing
the idea that spiritual connection to the land is essential for cultural survival (Niigaaniin and
MacNeill). This perspective is echoed in Treuer’s narrative, where the natural world and its
creatures serve as metaphors for the characters’ internal struggles and spiritual growth.

Latulippe (2022) explores how Anishinaabe artist Michael Belmore’s land-based
installations activate relationships and reciprocity between people and the Earth. The work
demonstrates that materials such as stone have agency and tell stories, reinforcing the
restorative power of human-nature relationships and the importance of Indigenous presence
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on the land (Latulippe 649 - 659). Similarly, the Lake Superior Manoomin study highlights
the spiritual and ecological significance of wild rice (Manoomin) to Anishinaabe identity,
food sovereignty, and ecological stewardship. The difficulty of restoring degraded
Manoomin habitat underscores the importance of preserving existing cultural and ecological
relationships (Hosterman et al.).

Tobias and Richmond (2014) examine the health impacts of environmental
dispossession among Anishinaabe Elders, noting that reduced access to traditional foods and
land-based practices threatens both well-being and cultural continuity. Despite these
challenges, Elders demonstrate resilience by adapting and maintaining cultural practices,
emphasizing the centrality of land to Anishinaabe identity and health (Tobias and Richmond
26-33 ). This resilience is mirrored in Treuer’s novel, where spiritual connection to the land
is portrayed as a source of healing and resistance. The literature underscores that for the
Anishinaabe and other Indigenous peoples, the natural world is a living, spiritual force
central to identity, well-being, and cultural survival. Treuer’s Where Wolves Don’t Die
reflects these themes, portraying the landscape as an active participant in the characters’
spiritual and cultural journeys. The research further highlights the importance of land
reclamation, cultural transmission, and ecological stewardship in sustaining Indigenous
communities in the face of ongoing challenges (Nightingale and Richmond; Latulippe 649 -
659; Hosterman et al.; Niigaaniin and MacNeill; Tobias and Richmond 26-33 ).

The Natural World as a Mirror of the Spirit

Indigenous belief systems, including those in Ojibwe culture, often regard nature as
a living, spiritual force. In the novel Ezra mentions “Offering tobacco was like saying, ‘We
aren’t just taking things, we are exchanging an offering for food. And we used it when we
prayed, putting tobacco by a tree or a rock, like saying, in exchange for hearing this prayer,
we offer this tobacco’ (Treuer 19). This worldview holds that everything in nature is
interconnected, imbued with spiritual significance, and capable of communicating with
humans. In Treuer's narrative, nature heals by offering a pathway to spiritual reconnection
and grounding. At the heart of Treuer's narrative lies a profound reverence for the natural
world and a recognition of its centrality to the human experience.

The natural world is depicted in Where Wolves Don'’t Die, acts as a source of spiritual
guidance and wisdom. Ezra's journey is marked by encounters with various animals,
including wolves, bears, and eagles, which serve as messengers and teachers, imparting
valuable lessons about the interconnectedness of all living beings. The novel highlights the
Ojibwe belief in the spiritual significance of animals, which are seen as possessing a deep
understanding of the natural world and its rhythms. Ezra when speaks of his dream states “I
was in my own body, but had all the senses of a wolf. | could smell the damp sphagnum
moss, the earthy spores of the mushrooms, the piney scent of the black spruce and also the
scent of the animals, white tail deer” (Treuer 32). Through his interactions with these
animals, Ezra brings out the interconnectedness of natural world with humans.
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Treuer's portrayal of the natural world as a source of spiritual guidance is rooted in
the Ojibwe tradition of animism, which posits that all living beings possess a spiritual
essence. This belief is reflected in the novel's depiction of the land as a living, breathing
entity that is imbued with a deep sense of spirituality. The forest, in particular, is portrayed
as a sacred space, where the boundaries between the physical and spiritual worlds are blurred.
Grandpa Liam takes Ezra to the woods and tells Ezra “T am taking you into the most pristine
and abundant forest in the world. Only Natives would protect a place like this. It’s a treasure”
(Treuer 90). Ezra’s experiences in the forest, including his encounters with the wolves, serve
as a catalyst for his spiritual growth and self-discovery. His struggles and triumphs are
mirrored in the natural world, illustrating that the human experience is not isolated from the
experiences of other living beings.

From the outset, Where Wolves Don’t Die is heavily infused with nature imagery.
The wolves, in particular, act as spiritual guides and mirrors of the protagonist’s inner
struggles. In Native American traditions, wolves are often seen as symbols of loyalty, family,
and community, yet they also represent independence and the untamed aspects of nature.
Ezra describes the wolves as more than mere animals; they represent aspects of the self that
are suppressed or misunderstood in contemporary society. Ezra states “For eleven thousand
years, an alpha timber wolf has made that ridge the centre of the pack’s territory. That’s why
we call it Chief’s Ridge. The chief isn’t a human. It’s the alpha—the leader of the pack. He’s
more powerful than any human” (Treuer 101).

Similarly, throughout the text nature is not merely a backdrop; it serves as a living
entity that communicates with the characters. The novel’s portrayal of the natural world
aligns with Native American philosophies that view the earth as a sentient, sacred being. This
is best illustrated in scenes where the protagonist engages in rituals or moments of reflection
in natural spaces, which are portrayed as transformative experiences. The forest, rivers, and
winds are not inert settings but active participants in the characters' spiritual journeys.

Ecocritical theory provides an essential framework for understanding these
dynamics. According to ecocriticism, literature’s treatment of nature can reveal much about
how societies relate to the environment. The term "Ecocriticism" was first introduced by
William Ruckert in his 1978 essay Literature and Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism,
where he described it as the "application of ecological principles and concepts to the study
of literature" (Glotfelty, XX).

In the book Ecocriticism (2011), Greg Gerard outlines the core issues of
environmental philosophy, such as dwelling, pollution, wilderness, the earth, animals, and
apocalyptic themes. The book introduces various terminologies related to Ecocriticism and
elaborates on them. Gerard describes Ecocriticism as the pastoral, which he views as "tied to
outdated notions of harmony and balance" (Gerard 15). In Treuer’s work, the environment
is not a separate, controllable entity but a vital part of the protagonist’s identity. This aligns
with indigenous ecological knowledge, which views humanity as interconnected with, rather
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than separate from, nature. Treuer critiques Western capitalist exploitation of natural
resources, showing how this disconnection from nature results in personal and communal
alienation.
The Intersection of Nature and Self

Where Wolves Don’t Die offers a profound reflection on the human condition,
highlighting the ways in which our relationships with the natural world shape and inform our
understanding of ourselves and our place in the world. The novel also explores the
intersection of nature and self, highlighting the ways in which the natural world shapes and
informs human identity. Grandpa Liam after the encounter of Ezra with the wolves proudly
proclaims “A true man of the woods. It’s in his bones. Even the wolves know him. And he
knows them. It’s the second greatest success of my life. I’m truly proud of him” (Treuer188).
Ezra's journey is marked by a deepening connection to the land and its rhythms, which serves
as a source of comfort, solace, and guidance. Nature allows the protagonist to reconnect with
the sacred rhythms of the earth, helping him find spiritual balance. As he immerses himself
in the wilderness, he experiences the moments of clarity and insight that reconnects him with
his indigenous identity and cultural teachings. This relationship with nature helps heal
spiritual wounds that result from living in an alienating, modern society. Through his
experiences in the natural world, Ezra comes to understand the interconnectedness of all
living beings and the importance of living in harmony with the environment.

Treuer's portrayal of the intersection of nature and self is rooted in the Ojibwe
concept of "mitakuye oyasin," or "we are all related.” ( AC Ross n.p.) This belief emphasizes
the interconnectedness of all living beings and the importance of recognizing and respecting
the intricate web of relationships that binds us to the natural world. Through Ezra’s
experiences, the novel highlights the ways in which the natural world can serve as a source
of healing, transformation, and self-discovery.

Treuer's use of the natural world also highlights the cycles of nature, such as the
changing seasons, the migration patterns of animals, and the life cycles of plants. These
cycles serve as a metaphor for the human experience, illustrating the ebbs and flows of life,
death, and rebirth. By drawing parallels between the natural world and human experience,
Treuer underscores the interconnectedness of all living beings and encourages the reader to
consider their own place within the larger web of life. This perspective offers a powerful
alternative to the dominant Western worldview, which often prioritizes human knowledge
and experience over the natural world.

Wolves as Metaphor for the Self:

The wolf is a powerful symbol of wildness, embodying the qualities of strength,
resilience, and adaptability. The wolf is deeply connected to the land, relying on the natural
world for survival. In many indigenous cultures, the wolf is considered a sacred animal,
associated with spiritual guidance and wisdom. The wolves in Where Wolves Don 't Die carry
symbolic weight throughout the novel. They operate as metaphors for aspects of the self that
are attuned to survival, freedom, and instinct. In Native American culture, wolves often
embody a duality, representing both danger and protection. Several tribes that lived on the
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Great Plains viewed wolves as role models, teaching them how to hunt. These tribes included
the Cheyenne, Lakota, Blackfoot, Assiniboine, Arikara, Arapaho, Osage, Shoshone, and
Pawnee (Hampton, n.p.). Treuer in the novel uses the duality to mirror the protagonist’s
internal conflicts the desire for freedom versus the constraints of societal norms.

The novel’s wolves serve as reminders of a lost harmony between humans and the
natural world, an idea rooted in Native American cosmology. This view asserts that the
survival of humans and wolves is interconnected and that the destruction of one inevitably
leads to the endangerment of the other. The wolves also symbolize the resilience of
indigenous cultures, who, like the wolves, must navigate a world that has become hostile to
their survival. In a broader sense, Treuer’s wolves are both spiritual guides and markers of
resistance against cultural assimilation.

Wolves are often seen as resilient creatures that can survive harsh conditions and
thrive despite challenges. This resilience mirrors the healing journey of individuals who face
trauma, adversity, or loss. In Where Wolves Don’t Die, wolves likely symbolize the ability
to overcome pain and hardship, representing the protagonist’s own path to healing and
endurance. My voice must have carried on the winter wind. Off in the distance, a wolf
howled. And another. And then a chorus filled the sky. For the first time in my life, | really
felt at home ( Treuer 205).

In Native American traditions, wolves are often seen as totem animals or spirit
guides, representing wisdom, intuition, and spiritual knowledge. The healing power of
wolves can be seen in their role as messengers or guides that lead individuals through
difficult periods of life, helping them reconnect with their spiritual selves. Wolves are also
known for their strong instincts and deep emotional connections within the pack. These traits
can symbolize the protagonist’s need to trust their own instincts and reconnect with their
emotions as part of their healing process. In Where Wolves Don 't Die, Wolves may represent
the importance of emotional intelligence, intuition, and self-awareness in the journey toward
recovery.

In Where Wolves Don’t Die, wolves symbolize healing through their qualities of
resilience, emotional intelligence, communal strength, spiritual guidance, and cultural
endurance. Treuer mentions this concept as “the wolf nation and our people both were
misunderstood, feared, and subjected to genocide by strangers from across the ocean. But
both stayed true to their paths, remained spiritually strong, overcame adversity, hid from
enemies, took care of their people, regrew their nations, and today are healing and making a
comeback” (Treuer140). By observing or encountering wolves, the protagonist learns
essential lessons about survival, healing, and reconnecting with nature, spirit, and self. These
encounters reflect the holistic healing process one that integrates emotional, spiritual, and
cultural dimensions, offering both personal renewal and the recovery of ancestral knowledge.
Wolves, as powerful symbols, guide the protagonist through a transformative journey,

.
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showing that healing is possible through connection with the natural world and with one’s
inner truth.
The Tension between Human and Natural Worlds

The novel also explores the tension between the human and natural worlds,
highlighting the ways in which human actions can disrupt the delicate balance of the
ecosystem. The story is set against the backdrop of the decline of the wolf population in
northern Minnesota, which serves as a metaphor for the broader environmental crises facing
our planet. Treuer's portrayal of the tension between the human and natural worlds is rooted
in the Ojibwe belief in the importance of living in harmony with nature. The novel
emphasizes the need for humans to recognize and respect the limits of the natural world and
to adopt a more sustainable and environmentally conscious way of living. Through Ezra's
experiences, the novel highlights the importance of recognizing the intricate web of
relationships that binds us to the natural world and the need for humans to adopt a more
holistic and integrated approach to living.
Spiritual Themes in the Novel

The novel delves deep into spiritual themes that intertwine with nature. Anton Treuer
highlights the depth of Ojibwe spirituality and its connection to the natural world. The
concept of *Gitigaan-ag* (Garden Place) is one such example, which signifies that the people
of the earth and all other living beings live together in harmony and understandings. This
concept of interdependence and cyclicality is reflected throughout the novel as the Ojibwe
people engage with nature in their everyday lives and work with the land to ensure survival
and harmony.

Additionally, the novel delves into the spiritual connection that exists between
humans and animals, particularly wolves, in the Ojibwe spiritual tradition. The protagonist
of the novel, Ezra, is known for his deep connection with wolves, which are considered wise
creatures with a strong spiritual presence in the community. The relationship between Ezra
and the wolves in the novel reflects the traditional belief that humans and animals are deeply
interconnected and that the natural world is a sacred entity.

Moreover, nature plays a significant role in shaping the characters' self- awareness
and their connection to their cultural heritage. In the novel, the natural world serves as a
refuge, a source of spiritual renewal, and a reminder of the fragility of life and the
interconnectedness of all living beings. The Ojibwe characters often seek solace in the
natural world, and the spiritual practices of the community, such as ceremonies and rituals,
are closely tied to the rhythms of the seasons and the cycles of life.

The novel also highlights the importance of spiritual connection to nature as a way
of preserving cultural heritage and identity. In the story, the returning of the wolves to the
reservation symbolizes the revival of the community's cultural traditions, which had been
suppressed by colonization and assimilation policies. Through their interactions with the
natural world, the characters in the novel are able to connect with their ancestors and to
reclaim their cultural identity.
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As these characters navigate their relationships with each other, their families, and the natural
world, they are forced to confront questions of identity, belonging, and the meaning of home.
In this sense, Where Wolves Don’t Die presents a nuanced and complex portrayal of the
relationship between humans, nature, and spirt offering a deeply personal perspective on the
ways in which the natural world can serve as a source of both joy and pain, healing and harm.
Conclusion

The novel Where Wolves Don’t Die offers a compelling exploration of the
interconnectedness between nature, spirit, and self, inviting readers to reflect on their own
relationships with the natural world and their place within it. Through its vivid descriptions
of the Minnesota landscape and its complex portrayal of the struggles and triumphs of the
Chippewa people, the novel reminds us of the power and fragility of the natural world and
the importance of respecting and preserving it. As we continue to grapple with the challenges
of our rapidly changing world, Treuer's work serves as a poignant reminder of the need to
cultivate a deeper connection with nature, to honor the spiritual traditions of Indigenous
peoples, and to recognize the ways in which our own self -understanding is deeply
intertwined with the natural world around us. In this article, we will explore the ways in
which Anton Treuer's novel Where Wolves Don’t Die represents an enduring tribute to the
land, the people, and the enduring spirit of the Chippewa Nation. In Where Wolves Don 't
Die, Treuer masterfully weaves together narratives of the natural world and the Chippewa
people, inviting readers on a journey of discovery and self-discovery.
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