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Abstract 

This paper explores how Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine presents the formation of cultural identity among Ojibwe 

characters who move between tribal tradition, Christian influence, and modern American life. The novel shows 

how Native people experience a kind of internal diaspora through boarding schools, migration, war, and the loss 

of land. Even when characters remain on the reservation, they often feel culturally scattered or disconnected from 

their language and ceremonies. Through the stories of June, Marie, and Lulu, the novel shows how Ojibwe women 

resist colonial authority and patriarchal expectations. Their acts of resistance against religious discipline, state 

control, and social judgment help them shape new ways of understanding themselves. Using ideas from Homi 

Bhabha’s idea of the third space and Stuart Hall’s belief that identity is a continuous process, this paper argues 

that Love Medicine presents a hybrid Ojibwe identity formed through survival, memory, and creativity. Through 

blended beliefs, storytelling practices, and strong ties to land and kinship, Erdrich’s characters rebuild meaning in 

the midst of displacement. The novel suggests that identity is not fixed but constantly shaped through struggle, 

love, and community. 
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Introduction 

In the late twentieth century, Native American writing has come to the forefront. It has brought in the questions 

of land, memory, and selfhood. It has  also highlighted Indigenous community struggles against many of the 

structures of settler colonialism. Native authors transverse not only the geographical distances that are produced 

by relocation, boarding school, and urban migration, but they symbolize the very distancesbetween tribal tradition 

and Euro-American modernity. 

Many times, the stories are composed in English, which isclearly the language of the colonizer. However,  

regardless of language their narratives remain filled with many of the tribal histories, spiritual ideas, and also 

communal storytelling practices. This fusion of an imposed imperial language with many of the Indigenous ideas 

produces a kind of hybrid cultural identity in their works. This not only enriches contemporary literature with 

myriad voices, it brings in a complex mode of remembrance. 

Louise Erdrich, an Ojibwe, is a writer of German and Anishinaabe descent. She draws on a mixed ancestry and 

reservation. The stories have a dense fictional universe which is centered on Ojibwe families in North Dakota. In 

the novel Love Medicine, Erdrich explores the enduring identities of the Kashpaw, Lamartine, and Morrissey 
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families. They negotiate the legacies of dispossession, and furthermore they expand on the ideas of 

Christianization and economic marginalization. 

Erdrich shows the fractured but enduring identities of these places. Through its non-linear, multi-voice narrative, 

the novel maps many of the spiritual and cultural continuities. IIt persists within a world shaped by allotment, 

boarding schools, and urban drift. Critical inquiries into Love Medicine have primarily focused on its narrative 

form and communal voice(, Owens and Wessler)  its deployment of Ojibwe myths and trickster discourse, (Long-

Quest Rainwater) , and its representation of Native gender and sexuality( Allen and Weaver) . These studies show 

Erdrich's challenge to Euro-American realism. Her idea of re-inscription of Anishinaabe cosmology and elevation 

of stereotypes of Native women are also considered. Yet, they have not fully addressed how the interaction of 

land loss, Christian ideas,  and tribal syncretism, and gender expectations shape cultural identity formation. Some 

of the key figures, such as June, Marie, and Lulu, all play a part in this. 

In this novel, the dynamic process through which Ojibwe women navigate Catholic institutions and tribal kinship 

networks in order to re-articulate pressure and make sense of self remains understudied. As already mentioned, 

the idea of the intersection of land loss and Christian colonizer mindset has been addressed, but still the sense of 

self has remained understudied . This article addresses the gap by focusing on the narratives of June Kashpaw, 

Marie Kashpaw, and Lulu Lamartine as nodal points. In this, they explore relational identity. 

For this, the article first delineates the diasporic experience of the novel’s Ojibwe characters, because they are 

understood here as the dispersal and fragmentation that is  caused by internal colonialism, boarding schools 

indoctrination  and migration. By this, the consequent anxiety surrounding belonging to land and tribe can be 

examined. It then analyzes the women's rebellion against both Euro-American and tribal patriarchal norms. It 

traces how they resist, in many ways, the domestic, religious, and sexual scripts that have been put upon them. 

Finally, it elucidates the formation of a hybrid cultural identity that emerges from a third space, one that not only 

shows how the Ojibwe tradition, Catholicism, and American modernity intersect, particularly in the characters of 

Marie and Lulu, but also in the communal memory of June. It argues that Native women's resistance to colonial 

authority is also important. Christian patriarchy and economic marginalization facilitate the construction of a 

hybridized Ojibwe identity grounded in landscape, kinship, and story. It synthesizes the hybridization of identity 

in Love Medicine. This not only enriches the understanding of the Erdrich postcolonial project, it offers a model 

for Indigenous communities that negotiate the pressures of assimilation. 

Drawing upon Homi K. Bhabha's notion of hybridity and the concept of the third space, and on many of the recent 

Indigenous criticisms, this article analyzes cultural identity in the novel Love Medicine, with special attention to 

gender, spirituality, and land-based memory. By doing so, it repositions Ojibwe women's fluid identities. This can 

also bring out the settler-colonial United States context in detail.  

As Stuart Hall talks about cultural identity and says that it is not just an essence but a process,  of becoming, But 

it can   can never be complete, it is always in the process and always constituted within, not outside, representation. 

For the characters of Erdrich, this is a process that not only brings out many generations of reservation life, but 

they also go through boarding school trauma and urban drift. The struggle remains in Ojibwe life, and it is waged 

through family, faith, and narrative. The term diaspora, although historically linked to the Jewish displacement, 

has been extended to describe wider formations of forced dispersal and internal exile. In many Native American 

contexts, critics have adapted it to think about the scattering of tribal communities through allotment, relocation 

policy, and the urban Indian experience. (Clifford, 308–12) 

Even when they are physically rooted on or near reservations, Indigenous people may experience diasporic 

dislocation, because they are far away from traditional languages, ceremonies, and land-based practices. As J. S. 

Weaver argues, Native writing itself becomes a form of communitism. It is a textual practice that seeks to rebuild 

community in the wake of colonial rupture. Within this frame, the novel Love Medicine can be read as a site where 
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intergenerational memory, Catholic syncretism, and women's defiant love coalesce into reconfigured Ojibwe 

identity. 

 

Diaspora, Reservation, Fragmentation, and Identity Anxiety 

In an etymological sense, the term diaspora comes from the ancient Greek term diaspeirein, to scatter. This 

originally referred to the forced dispersion of the Jews. However, as time passed, it evolved into a more general 

condition of dispersion or estrangement, and it maintains a symbolic or affective connection to an origin. For 

Native nations in the United States, such scattering is not limited to overseas exile, but it manifests through land 

secession, allotment, removal, and the boarding school system. That itself acts as a diasporic medium for them. 

The Turtle Mountain and fictional North Dakota reservation that frame Love Medicine are not diasporic in the 

global sense, but they can be seen as a product of a longer history of dislocation, shrinking from vast ancestral 

territories to constrained plots.  

The novel is set against the backdrop of mid–twentieth century federal Indian policy. There are about such as 

termination, relocation, and an intense push toward assimilation. At the time, these policies draw characters like 

June, Henry Jr., and Gordie away from the reservation, and they move into the cities, oilfields, and bars along the 

High Line. These things all create a pattern of scattering away from the tribal land, and their basic communal 

structure is also broken. 

Erdrich, the author,  with her mixed Ojibwe and German heritage and her upbringing in a reservation-bordered 

town, is positioned like a character in this place. It can be expressed as a site of interaction between cultures. In 

interviews and essays, she has emphasized how family stories, her Catholic schooling, and Aboriginal oral 

traditions have shaped her imagination, and how they have brought a sense of responsibility to her community. 

Critics such as Louis Owens argue that Native American fiction is invariably homing fiction, which is not only 

haunted by the memory of land but also by the effort to re-articulate indigeneity within or against colonial 

structures. 

Similarly, Gerald Vizenor's The Many Aspects of Survivance stresses the active presence and creative resistance 

of Native people in the face of historical trauma. This is motivated by a commitment to represent Ojibwe 

experience and enrich intertribal local histories. The boarding school,myths, gossip, and miracles all craft a layered 

portrayal of Ojibwe families, emphasizing the ongoing process of cultural identity formation in a world of 

fragmentation. 

According to Bhabha, identities of difference are often constructed along binary axes, i.e., self and other, colonizer 

and colonized, but these positions are mobile, a process not a thing, a becoming not a being, (Hall and du Gay 

111). In Love Medicine, this kind of mobility manifests in the uneasy movement of characters. It is between 

reservation and off-reservation worlds, and in the tension between tribal belonging and assimilation as well. June 

Kashpaw, who walks home across the snow at the novel’s beginning and at its chronological end, seems to show 

the paradox of the Indigenous diaspora. 

Although she seems to die in a blizzard before reaching the reservation, her body is found in a ditch somewhere 

near the reservation road, and this story haunts and reverberates through the community’s memory. June, who 

works as a waitress and sex worker in Williston, far from the reservation, seems to maintain an intense affective 

tie to home that ultimately draws her into the fatal journey. Her drifting work and relationships in white towns 

mark her as socially and morally displaced in Euro-American eyes a modern day diasporic character.  But at the 

onset of the novel’s centered frame, she is the woman who made herself tough, and whose death became a 

gravitational center for the family at age five. 
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The younger generation further dramatizes this diasporic dislocation. Henry Lamartine Jr. is traumatized by the 

time he spent in Vietnam. He is unable to reconcile his war-induced memories with life on the reservation, and it 

culminates in his death by drowning as he and his brother Lyman attempt to restore their relationship by fixing 

up the red convertible. Henry's post-war alienation, the intervals of silence, outbursts of violence, and sudden 

disappearances not only signal personal trauma, but also the broader problems between Native service in the U.S. 

military and the unresolved history of U.S. conquest of Native Indians. . This is a deep problem which ultimately 

lead to death.  Similarly, Lipsha Morrissey's uncertain parentage, his status as an unclaimed child who shuttles 

between relatives, and his belief in touch as a medicine not yet mastered, are all fragmented identities seeking 

integration. 

Though Lipsha is physically present on the reservation, he is experiencing a different kind of diaspora. He is 

dispersed across kinship lines without firm anchorage in moral acknowledgment.It is clear that language and 

religious practice further complicate belonging, because boarding schools and missionary schools have privileged 

English and Catholic doctrine, and this erodes fluent use of Ojibwe, Anishinaabemowin, and ceremonial 

knowledge. Marie’sLazarre's childhood at the Sacred Heart Convent shows this kind of displacement. A mixed-

blood girl, she is indoctrinated in the Catholic worldview that denigrates her Indigeneity. 

Yet in all of this, Marie does not give in to the hierarchy. She imagines herself as a saint. She engages in many of 

the physical contests with Sister Leopolda, and she ultimately descends from the hill with the wounds, reading 

them as signs of spiritual victory rather than defeat. The convent, a symbol of colonial discipline, becomes a 

paradoxical site, and Marie begins to reconfigure power relations on her own terms. 

Family objects and spaces in Love Medicine carry the weight of layered cultural memory. The Kashpaw house at 

the top of the hill, the church basement, the tribal cemetery, and the Red Owl store all function as mnemonic sites 

where Catholic ritual, Ojibwe healing, and everyday survival interact. Photographs, rosaries, and heirloom quills 

embody both colonizing influence and Indigenous reappropriation. For instance, the figure of the Blessed Virgin 

Mary, the central icon of Catholic devotion, is repeatedly refracted. Marie’s imagined sainthood, Lulu’s 

unapologetic sensuality, and June’s mythic aura all seem to signal a hybridized feminine sacredness that cannot 

be fully contained by Christian doctrine. 

As these women inhabit and interpret such symbols, they resist complete absorption into Christian or Euro-

American norms, and they forge an identity that is grounded in tribal kinship. Thus, Love Medicine portrays an 

Indigenous diaspora not as total severance. The reservation remains the center of gravity, yet its people are 

continually pulled outward by war. This unstable condition sets the stage for the novel’s second movement. It is 

clear that the rebellion of Native women against patriarchal and colonial scripts seeks to limit their roles and 

silence their voices. 

Native women's resistance and subversion of colonial patriarchy, alongside their politically marginalized status 

as Indigenous people within the United States, persist. The Ojibwe women in Love Medicine confront constant 

gender expectations, because these expectations are rooted in Euro-American patriarchy and in certain tribal and 

Catholic norms. The stereotypical images of Native women in U.S. culture, ranging from the hypersexualized 

“Indian princess” to the self-effacing “squaw,” parallel the Orientalist figure of Madame Butterfly in the 

conception of nonwhite women as objects of desire, sacrifice, and pathos. 

As Paula Gunn Allen observes, colonial narrators have systematically erased or distorted Indigenous women's 

centrality. Allen’s novel, however, subverts such stereotypes through her portrayal of Mary, Lulu, and June, who 

defy narrow domestic roles, contest male authority, and assert their own sexual and spiritual agency. 

Furthermore,  Mary's life story shows both the seductive pull and the eventual rejection of the colonial religious 

authorities. As a young girl entering the Sacred Heart, she initially embraces the convent as a route to power and 
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respectability, and she fantasizes about someday being canonized. This is conflicting because her encounter with 

Sister Leopolda over a potato and the subsequent physical abuse she suffers not only show the violence underlying 

Catholic discipline. Leopolda burns Mary's hand with boiling water and spikes them, and she proclaims Mary's 

wounded body as a miracle to enhance her own prestige. Mary's refusal to accept this narrative, her decision to 

walk down the hill bleeding, proud and shining like a star, not only shows, but in a certain way constitutes the  act 

of rebellion by the woman against both the nuns' authority and the church's monopoly on sanctity. (Erdrich 62–

65) 

Marriage, on the other hand,  does not resolve the tension between submission and self-assertion. When Mary 

marries Nectar Kashpaw, she seems to enter a household where patriarchy intersects with the economic pressures 

of reservation life and the pressures of assimilation. Nectar, who once seemed to be a promising tribal leader, 

becomes entangled with Lulu Lamartine and drawn to her sensuality he refutes any form of restraint.  While Mary 

endures years of Nectar's drinking and infidelity, she does not remain passive. 

Sshe confronts Lulu, negotiates with many of the social workers, and adopts and raises multiple children. By 

doing this, she becomes a backbone of the extended family. Unlike the self-sacrificing wives of Christian romance 

or colonial melodrama, Marisa's endurance is neither silent nor self-effacing. She refuses to be erased by 

weakness, by state bureaucracies, or by the threat that they will remove her children. 

Lulu's rebellion takes a different yet complementary form. Rather than aspiring to sainthood or domestic stability, 

Lulu unapologetically embraces her sexuality and emotional autonomy. Her house is full of sons with varied 

fathers, and this completely defies both Catholic and state definitions of legitimate family. When the tribal council 

seeks to condemn her for sexual impropriety and to seize her land, Lulu publicly exposes the council members' 

own complicity and hypocrisy by naming each of her children's fathers. All of them are present in the room. This 

dramatic speech reverses the gaze of judgment. 

As Susan Langford argues, wise women's writing becomes a tool for both identity and power, especially for those 

historically silenced. In Love Medicine, however, the chapters are narrated from multiple first-person narrators. It 

comes from Marie and Lulu, and it follows them as they articulate their desires. Marie's adorning commentary on 

social workers, priests, and her own children, as well as Lulu's retrospects from the nursing home, demonstrates 

a confident narrative authority that refuses victimhood. 

Colonial patriarchy also intersects with race and gender in the treatment of June. While June does not narrate her 

own chapters, her presence haunts the narrative. June's decision to leave Gordie and the reservation, her work as 

a sex worker, and her final night with the white oil workers in Williston all might be read through a colonial lens 

as evidence of moral failure. Yet Erdrich complicates such decisions by showing a sacramental aura. June's last 

walk through the snow, her coat, her boots, her steady movements toward home, transforms her into a kind of 

wandering saint or spirit. 

Herrebellion lies not in explicit political speeches but in a refusal to conform to the role of suffering. It is the 

repentant Native woman who finds redemption through submission to a man or to the Church. Even in death, June 

eludes containment, becoming a figure of enduring mystery and the catalyst for others’ self-reflection. 

Through Marie's defiant manipulation of Catholic sainthood, Lulu's public shaming of male hypocrites, and June's 

refusal to be domesticated by white or Native expectations, Love Medicine shows colonial and patriarchal scripts. 

These acts of rebellion, however, do not result in a simple rejection of all tradition. Rather, they clear space for a 

more nuanced hybrid identity, Catholic and American narratives, a process explored in the novel's reconfiguration 

of cultural identity. 
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Reconfiguration, hybrid identity, and the third space of Ojibwe survival. 

Edward Said, Exile as a Condition, says that an exile is a condition of living neither completely at one with the 

new setting nor fully disincompatible with the old, with half-ignorance and half-detachment. However, he extends 

this idea into the concept of hybridity, a term that displays the necessary deformation and displacement of all sides 

of discrimination and domination. This shows that colonial binaries were creating a third phase of denigration. 

In Indigenous contexts, this third space can be understood as the intertwined terrain of tribal tradition, Christianity, 

and American modernity. This rearticulates that many identities, without relinquishing their connection to land 

and kin, are heritage characters. Identity is not a return to pre-contact, pure Ojibwe essence, nor an uncritical 

adoption of American norms. Language and storytelling are central to this process. English, the language of the 

novel and of colonial administration, is also the medium through which Ojibwe characters assert their subjectivity 

and reconstruct their history. As Bill Ashcroft  argues, postcolonial writing often involves wresting the colonizer’s 

language in order to inscribe other experiences and authorities.(Ashcroft et al., 7.) 

In Love Medicine, the polyphonic structure and the oral storytelling techniques incorporate Ojibwe images and 

metaphors. The very title, Love Medicine, evokes both a Christian sacrament, love , and an Ojibwe concept of 

medicine as spiritual power and healing. Richard's attempt to concoct a Love Medicine from turkey hearts, 

drawing on half-understood traditional teachings, not only dramatizes the ambivalent status of Indigenous 

knowledge. For Marie and Lulu, the Catholic faith that once functioned as an instrument of assimilation seems to 

become a site of syncretic reappropriation. Marie's imagined sainthood as stigmatic and her later work with social 

services do not reflect a simple submission to church doctrine. Likewise, Lulu's time in the Catholic boarding 

schools leaves her with scars and distress, and hybrid identities emerge precisely from their ability to inhabit and 

reconfigure Christian symbols. The health of house, which can be seen, for instance, becomes both a domestic 

space and a quasi-sacred site where Catholic icons and tribal stories seem to exist. 

Nectar's choking and Lulu's speech enact formally the process of rereading and repetition. Characters revisit early 

scenes in memory, and this reminds readers that cultural identity is continuously written. The generational 

perspective is crucial here. Lipsha, who is a young narrator, re-encounters stories about elders colored by his own 

desires and doubts. His eventual discovery of his parentage, learning that June and Gerry Nanapush are his 

biological parents, forces him to knit together previously scattered pieces. Reconciliation in Love Medicine is not 

a sentimental resolution but a provisional dwelling. In the novel's later chapters, one can see glimpses of characters 

making peace with their past. Marie and Lulu share the same old people's house, their former rivalries softened 

into a kind of respectful companionship. Lipsha, after a failed Love Medicine scheme, comes to understand that 

genuine care cannot be manufactured at first. June's strength and her final walk are reinterpreted as acts of love 

rather than only despair. From a communal perspective, the reconfiguration of identity also involves a renewed 

relation to land. Though federal projects threaten to flood parts of the reservation and economic pressures push 

people into towns and cities, the reservation remains a crucial anchoring point. Lulu's defense of her allotment, 

framed not only as personal property but as a moral claim grounded in history and motherhood, asserts her right 

to remain on the land, and by exposing the council's hypocrisy, she helps secure a space both literal and symbolic 

where Ojibwe culture can continue to evolve. 

As Jing Zui suggests in a different context, individuals in formerly colonized societies simply cannot retrace their 

cultural positions. They are finding their provisional dwelling in the collision and fusion of various relationships 

(Zahi 65) . In Love Medicine, Erdrich's characters inhabit precisely such an intersection. Their identities are shaped 

by historical trauma, yet also by love, humor, and profound attachment to kin and land. The weaving of Catholic, 

Ojibwe, and American elements makes the novel typically a form of hybridity that sustains rather than erases this 

kind of ingenuity. Merging literary imagination with the historical realities of federal Indian policy, boarding 

schools, and reservation life, Love Medicine explores cross-cultural and cross-tribal themes. Complete 
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assimilation into Euro-American society would entail the silencing of Ojibwe language. The search for a third 

space, therefore, becomes an inevitable strategy where diverse cultural elements collide and blend into new hybrid 

forms of survival through diasporic scattering and homecoming. This is through rebellion against patriarchal and 

colonial scripts. Ojibwe women and their kin in Love Medicine inhabit a distinctive cultural identity. By tracing 

these processes, the novel offers insight into contemporary Indigenous struggles over land, language, and 

belonging, and advocates, quietly yet persistently, for a world in which Native communities can flourish on their 

own terms. 

 

Notes 

1. “Boarding school” refers to federally and church-run institutions in the United States and Canada that 

removed Indigenous children from their families, aiming to eradicate Native languages and cultures. These 

schools operated from the late nineteenth century well into the twentieth century and have left enduring 

intergenerational trauma. 

2. “Survivance,” a term popularized by Gerald Vizenor, combines “survival” and “resistance,” emphasizing 

Indigenous presence, agency, and creativity beyond narratives of victimhood. 
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