
The Shell Shaker: Leanne Howe's Powerful
Exploration of Cultural Identity and Resilience
Native American literature is rich with stories of resilience, cultural identity, and
the struggle for self-determination. Among the many talented indigenous authors
who have contributed to this literary tradition, Leanne Howe stands out as a
powerful voice, captivating readers with her poignant narratives and thought-
provoking themes. In her acclaimed novel, "The Shell Shaker," Howe delves deep
into the complexities of Choctaw history, reimagining the past to shed light on the
present.

The Background of "The Shell Shaker"

Born in Oklahoma and raised in Texas, Leanne Howe has strong roots in the
Choctaw Nation. The author and scholar draws inspiration from her ancestral
heritage, infusing her work with a deep understanding of Choctaw history,
language, and culture. "The Shell Shaker," published in 2001, is her debut novel
and a testament to her remarkable storytelling abilities.

The novel centers around the life of Billy Redwing Tay-zi, a young Choctaw
woman striving to navigate the complexities of her identity. Set in the late 1800s,
the story unfolds against the backdrop of the Choctaw removal from Mississippi
to Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma). As she embarks on a quest to find her
missing husband, Billy encounters supernatural elements and ancestral spirits,
leading her toward a deeper understanding of her place in the world.
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Exploring Cultural Identity and Tradition

In "The Shell Shaker," Leanne Howe skillfully weaves together elements of
magical realism, historical fiction, and traditional storytelling to create a
captivating narrative that explores the nuances of cultural identity. Through Billy's
journey, readers are immersed in Choctaw mythology, traditions, and the
intergenerational resilience of the Choctaw people.

Central to the story is the Choctaw belief in "nahullo," or outsiders, who threaten
the sacredness of Choctaw culture. This theme resonates throughout the novel
as Billy encounters different characters who embody various aspects of nahullo.
Whether it's the white men who oppress the Choctaw people or the internal
conflicts within the community, Howe's storytelling exposes the complexities of
cultural assimilation and the resilience required to preserve one's heritage.

A Feminist Retelling

Leanne Howe's "The Shell Shaker" also challenges traditional narratives by
centering the experiences and voices of Choctaw women. Through her female
characters, Howe explores complex topics such as gender roles, power
dynamics, and the impact of colonization on indigenous women. By highlighting
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their strength, resilience, and connection to ancestral wisdom, she subverts the
dominant narrative and reclaims the agency of Choctaw women throughout
history.

The character of Billy Redwing Tay-zi embodies this feminist vision. As she
confronts adversity and confronts the fragility of identity, Billy emerges as a
symbol of resistance and resilience. Her journey parallels the ongoing struggles
faced by indigenous women, demanding recognition and respect for their unique
experiences within the broader context of Native American history.

Leanne Howe: A Voice for Native American Literature

Leanne Howe's impact extends beyond the pages of her novel. As a scholar and
activist, she actively advocates for the preservation of indigenous languages and
the representation of indigenous voices in literature. She has raised awareness
about the issues faced by tribal communities and works tirelessly to dismantle the
harmful stereotypes perpetuated by mainstream media.

Through her writing and academic work, Howe offers a fresh perspective on
indigenous experiences, challenges cultural assumptions, and encourages the
broader society to embrace the richness of Native American cultures.

Leanne Howe's "The Shell Shaker" invites readers on a captivating journey
through Choctaw history, mythology, and the complexities of cultural identity. With
her powerful storytelling, Howe challenges preconceived notions while giving
voice to the resilience of indigenous communities, particularly Choctaw women.
Her work serves as a reminder of the importance of diverse voices in literature
and the need for a more comprehensive understanding of Native American
experiences.



As readers delve into the pages of "The Shell Shaker," they embark on a
transformative and enriching exploration – one that brings to the forefront the
cultural heritage and enduring spirit of the Choctaw Nation.
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Why was Red Shoes, the most formidable Choctaw warrior of the 18th century,
assassinated by his own people? Why does his death haunt Auda Billy, an
Oklahoma Choctaw woman, accused in 1991 of murdering Choctaw Chief
Redford McAlester? Moving between the known details of Red Shoes' life and the
riddle of McAlester's death, this novel traces the history of the Billy women whose
destiny it is to solve both murders—with the help of a powerful spirit known as the
Shell Shaker.Very few writers can shift a narrative skillfully between centuries and
negotiate an enemy language, tribal governments and a slew of spirits while
doing so. Very few can translate the soul of such a legacy into words, and allow
the shape of such a story to weave itself, like stomp dancers around the fire,
naturally. LeAnne Howe has done it. Shell Shaker is an elegant, powerful and
knock-out story. I’m blown away. —Joy Harjo, Mvskoke poet and musician
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