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192 \'o Remedy for Cultural Conflict 

communities of inquiry that are the present embodiment of historical tradit· 
th k M I · · h · ions. I m ac ntyre 1s ng t that there 1s no place from which to engage in mak· 
· "f · I · mg and 
JUSt1 ymg c aims except from a position that is internal to a tradition, and this h Id 
true :~r all forms of inquiry. At the same time, this presents no difficulty to maiin s 
empmcal or normative claims that purport to be true, not just "true for us." g 

I thin_k ~artin and I would agree that there is no substitute for dialogue amon 
people _w1th111 and ac~oss moral traditions in which uncoerced agreement is th; 
regu I ~ti ve ideal. ~s phtlosophers of education concerned with justice, however, I do 
not thmk_we can simply say that "what counts as the better argument is left to tho 
engaged m actual discourse." More needs to be said on the conditions under whic~e 
the pr~cesses through w_hich, and the criteria with respect to which. traditions of 
moral mq~1:y and practice can be self-correcting and conversations across rival 
moral traditions can be productive. 

Si~ce I have di~cussed these topics at length elsewhere,8 I will simply advance 
two cl~1~s fo_r consideration. The '.irst is that MacIntyre' s account of the rationality 
~-f trad,'.t10ns 11lu~trates ~~w nonc1rcular and n?nfoundational justification is pos­
~ible witho~t p_os1tmg cnt1cal perspectives outside particular traditions. The second 
JS th~t spec1fymg the kind of evidence particular to moral or practical discourse 
req~Ires an account of intrinsic moral value. I think Peters was on the right track · 

th · · · m saymg at appreciation of mtrinsically worthwhile activities is only from the insid 
and that e, 

Perhaps the greatest of educators a_re those who can convey insensibly the sense of quality 
1~ th~se activ1t1es so that a glimmenng of what is intrinsic is constantly intimated. The result 
is that others are drawn along with them to join in the shared experience of exploring a 
different level of life .9 

I. R.S. Peters, Ethics and Education (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1966), 8. 

2: Bryan Warnick, "Ethics and Education Forty Years Later," Educmiona/ Theor)' 57 no fo-6. . , . I (2007): 

3. Daniel Vokey ,Moral Discourse in a Pluralistic World (Notre Dame Ind · University of Not D· 
Press,2001), 137-214. ' ·· re ame 

4. "It is no use employing logical arguments with a maniac. a hysterical woman or an enraged Na .,, 
(Peters, Ethics and Education, J 25). ' 21 

5. Peters, Ethics and Educarion, 122. 

6. Ibid., 50. 

~- ''~,h~co~tdtrations whi_ch make a difference relevant cannot be determined by the prindple of justice 
1 se. · imi ~r Y_, the pnnc1ple of JUSttee Hself cannot determine the grounds which make it ro er to 
make an exception to a rule already m existence'' (Peters, Ethics and Education P3)· also ~I'hp · 
no rule for determ· · h" h · ~ , · , ere 1s 

. . . mmg w IC re_asons are most relevant when the reasons fall under different 
fundamental pn~:1ples which cont11ct rn a particular case. Judgment is required, not a slide rule" ( 128). 
For a rele~ant critique of the response to pluralism in Habermas 's discourse ethics see Chantal M ff 
Deltberahve Democracy or Agonistic Pluralism (Vienna: Institute for Advanced Studies, 2000;,u e. 

8. Vokey, Moral Discourse, 257-357. 

9. Peters, Ethics and Education, 62. 
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There Are No Sheep in Post-Structuralism 

Audrey Thompson 
University of Utah 

Progressive white scholars often proceed as if"incorporating race" and culture 
into our work automatically destabilized the whiteness of our intellectual and 
pedagogical practices. 1 Diligently, we add brown and black references to our 
publications, assign readings by scholars of color, and weave material about race 
into our lectures, Many of our attempts to decenter whiteness, however, effectively 
reinstall white authority. Additive adjustments underscore the foundational white 
assumptions that organized our research questions or syllabus in the first place -
as when we begin by defining what counts as feminist or queer pedagogy, and then 
blend in race themes to ensure our inclusiveness. Even when race and culture are 
central to our work, chances are that those of us who are white - and some who are 
not - appeal to white-referenced ways of naming and framing race and culture. As 
Wendy Kozol asks, '·what do we mean by 'race'?"2 What do we mean by "culture"? 

In preparing my race narratives course, I tried to start from "race," yet I never 
questioned my ability to name race. Thinking about race and culture in the ways I 
knew how to, I sought out narratives that decentered whiteness, complicated the 
recognizability of race and culture, and restoried race in troubling ways. I included 
materials from moral and political philosophy; indigenous, gay, Latina/o, and 
African American perspectives; anthropology; fiction; critical race theory; feminist 
theory; and whiteness theory. 3 It never occurred to me to include anything about 
sheep. When sheep finally made their way into the fold, they arrived by way ofmy 
colleague Norma Gonzalez's syllabus. My class was discussing the race-based 
assumptions in a white, post-structuralist account of two white teachers working in 
Cree and Inuit communities in Canada, when a student asked, "Where are the 
sheep?" Reading about Navajos for her other class, Deb Marrott told us, she had 
noticed that sheep kept coming up. 4 There was a pause as we pondered the absence 
of sheep in the account before us. "There are no sheep in post-structuralism,'' I said. 

This essay will sometimes appear to be about sheep, but I know nothing about 
sheep. What it is about is how theories regarding race, culture, gender, and sexuality 
tend to start from what we already recognize as race, culture, gender, and sexuality 

whether "ours" or "theirs." As Aldon Nielsen observes, teachers' attempts to 
introduce white students to racial others enable them to ''discover'' the otherness 
they already expect to find. 5 Having identified in advance what counts as race, 
culture, sexuality, and gender, we then look for the materials that will help us 
understand that way of being in the world. But the ways we know how to know 
narrow the stories that can be told. What counts as a coming-out story, for example, 
is highly ritualized, assuming a dramatic before-and-after, a binary between coura­
geous "out" speaker and former closeted self, and a necessary focus on suffering.6 

In a course on queer theory, Kim Hackford-Peer elected to read Jackie Blount' s 
Fit to Teach. Reporting on the book, Kim mentioned how interested she had been 
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to read about Abraham Lincoln's "tender, abiding friendship" with another 
fr. d ·h· 'th" ' t k t·1 d "'7 B man, a 1en s Ip WI a s rea o aven er. ut. she asked "Now that I know th· b . . , Is a out 
Abra~am Lmcoln, what do I really know, and where does that get me?" Kim' 
quest10n about the status of knowledge claims regarding sexualitv unsettl s 
b ·1· h b . . . • esour a 1 Ity to teac a out sexuality. What 1s 1t we know when we "know" th t El 

R . . a eanor 
oosevelt was lesbian or bisexual, or that Nixon was straight? Judith Butler . 

th. , . "W'h t h . . h . , . puts it I~~;?· 
1 
a or w_ o 1s It t at 1s out, made manifest and fully disclosed, when 

an 1 revea mysell as lesbian? What is it that is now known, anything?"8 

Whether we invoke social categories or educational practices, we are like! . t 
~s~ume that the ·':vhat" of what we are talking about is within our grasp wheny w~ 
invoke. Metaphorically, however, we may not be seeing the sheep - if in ou r . ' rown 
Ives, somethmg does not play a recognized organizing role, we are unlikely to see 

that 1t needs to be theorized. For Navajos on the reservation, sheep historicallv h . 
b I 1· l'h • ave een centra to 1ve 1 ood, relationships, and education. Left Handed, Son of Old 
Man _Hat, rem_embers h_is father telling him, "'The herd is money. It gives you 
clothing and different kinds of food .... Everything comes from the sheep.'"9 

SHEEP IN THE LIVES OF NAVAJOS 
. Scv~ral indigenous North American nations have historic ties to sheep, includ­
I~g Hopis_ and Pueblos. Like Hopis, however, many have shifted "their forms of 
livestock from ~~eep to c~ttle, which do not require constant care. " 10 Cattle, although 
~ostly, dema_nd less contmuous care and bring a much higher sales price, vital items 
m t~e e~ergm~ wage economy." 11 In contrast with other tribes, many Navajos have 
;:1amtam~d an 1mpo_rtant.econ~n_iic and cultural connection to sheep. Historically, 
_the su~sistenc~ residential umt 1s the fundamental unit of Navajo social organiza­

tion. It 1s o:gamzed around a sheep herd, a customary land use area, a head mother, 
and sometimes agricultural fields all of which are called mother." 12 Although 
~hee? are no longer as ~entra_l ~o life on_ the Navajo reservation as they were, they 
~ontl~~e to play a r?le m defmmg relat10nships, identity, and place. For example, 
tr~dltl.onal home sites that are determined by sheep and cattle grazing rights are 

mamtamed by a Land Permit Office." 13 

For ~avaj?s ~n the :eservation, sheep may mean commitment, duty, obligation, 
and rela:1onsh1p. Havmg sheep may confer status and respect. At Rough Rock, 
Gary Witherspoon found that '.'the status of people within the residence group and 
the number o~ sh_eep they had 111 the herd corresponded quite closely, though there 
was .plenty of evidence that this is changing rapidly and that it was probably more 
true m the pas!. "

15
Certainly before the 1930s, "livestock constituted the primary cur­

rency for paymg ritual specialists, and herding the chief context for child socializa­
~ion."10 Because sheep are central to the Navajo economy, they are a vital "means of 
mcorp~~:tin~ children into the life and co~munal economy of the residence 
group. It 1s throug~ _sheep that cooperative human relations are organized. 
Although sheep are md1v1dually owned, they "are herded and cared for in common," 
and almost everyone has "sheep in the common herd." Children from about the ao-e 
of five "share in the tasks of the herding. " 18 Each child receives "livestock as the 
nucleus of a future herd," and once able to "share in the responsibility of herding, 
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the boy or girl receives addition~! lamb~ a_nd ki~s -~s an e~rned right."19 Thro~igh 
caring for the herd and sharing m profit fro_m ~;• the child learns the ~eamng, 
ecessity, and nature of group or communal life. The experience of herdmg sheep 

~us is crucial to forming the child's "social personality."20 

Beginning in 1933, the U.S. government seized or slaught~red "over half ~he 
sheep and goats on the reservation."21 Altl:ough the fe~eral livestock reduct10n 
program was intended to prevent overgrazmg _on NavaJo la~d, Te~esa Mc~arty 
argues that it also was intended to prevent eros10n from causmg a s.,lt runoff that 
would affect the Hoover Dam. The program "meant an abrupt change m land use for 
eople who had moved more or less freely" on the land. 22 Whereas to the government 

ft was obvious that the herds had to be reduced by whatever means were most 
expedient, to most Navajos the program was an outrage. To Eli Gor~an, as to ~a~~ 
Navajos, John Collier's claim that overgrazing had caused the erosion was a he: · it 
was evident that lack ofrainfall had caused the bad condition." Gorman recalls that 
Collier's friends among the Dine "kept all of their sheep," while "piles and piles of 
dead sheep and goats belonging to 'little' people who opposed the reduction could 
be seen in the washes and ditches.'' Sheep and goats were slaughtered or taken to 
corrals where they "just starved to death."23 Navajos saw "the government's 
allowing thousands of sheep to die in holding pens or en route to the railroads" as 
particularly inhumane. 

The loss of huge numbers of sheep had a profound economic impact on the 
Navajo Nation. It also undermined vital forms of social organizati?~· Mars_ha 
Weisiger argues that, in "their haste to respond to an environmental cnsis, Collier 
and hi: conservationists unwittingly made matters worse, ecologically and cultur­
ally." Ignoring Navajo knowledge of the land and their animals, Collier_ and his 
fellow reformers "refused to listen to Navajos' advice in implementing the livestock 
reduction program. Significantly, they disregarded women." Indeed, like earlier 
Bureau oflndian Affairs policymakers, Collier and E. R. Fryer ·'soughtto transform 
Navajo societies by stripping women of their power" as economic produeers and 
community decision-makers. 25 The reformers also ignored the specific value that 
sheep had for Navajos. Whereas the reformers measured sheep in "sheep units," to 
Navajos sheep were'" our children, our life, and our food. '"26 Sheep were indispens­
able to familv life. The Navajos' "main complaint about livestock reduction was, 
'Who will raise the children when you take away the sheep?"'27 

A 1968 study found that Navajos who were asked "what a Navajo should think 
about most ... nearly always [said,] 'the sheep. "'28 As Has bah Charley put it,'" I think 
of them as my parents .... They are the ones that keep me going day after day. "'29 

Dorothy Begay explained, "Once we awoke in the morning, the first thing that_came 
to our minds was herding sheep, taking out the sheep, what are the sheep gomg to 
eat. Once we had our breakfast ... there was always someone who was going to tend 
the sheep. You didn't wait for someone else to do it."30 Although Navajo culture 
deplores coercion, "anyone who fails to care f~r their her~ properly ~ii~ no~, be 
respected by the community, and will often be smgled ou~ for sharp ~nt1c1sm. In 
addition to the economic and moral dimensions of responsible caretakmg, there are 
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196 There Are No Sheep in Post-Structuralism 

bonds of affection. "When Navajos are away from home for extended periods of time 
they often comment in letters about how much they miss the sheep and ask about how 
the sheep are doing."11 When federal officers would come to take their sheep, says 
Agnes Begay, "'We used to cry, my sister and I - when they took the sheep w 

" , e used to cry. "'3-

Th~ s!gnificance of s_heep for Navajos cannot be grasped by p Jugging sheep into 
a preex~stm? the~ry _of difference. When progressive scholars incorporate cultural 
an~ racial d1vers1t~ mto our _accounts of experience-based education, educational 
canng, and education for social justice, we miss the importance of starting from the 
sheep. The sheep are not mere placeholders for "specific cultural values to be 
inserted he~e." They represent a distinctive way of organizing relationships and 
understandmg human development. Substituting "cattle" or "fish'' for other culture 
will not yield parallel educational values. s 

WHAT Do WE MEAN BY "RACE"? 
Focu~ing on q_uestions of race and culture helps progressive educators identify 

how seemmgly um versa! or neutral claims may be organized by a difference that is 
then suppressed. Post-structuralist analyses demonstrate that preferred values are 
produced in part by designating a foil: for every leader, there must be followers; for 
any appea~ to n~rmalcy, there must be deviations from the norm. To imagine safety, 
we must 1magme danger. Often, the foil for preferred values involves racial 
difference. Resisting any fixed definition of race, post-structuralism instead focuses 
on the play of meanings between norm and racial other. Such approaches are "meant 
to refuse the distinction between ideas and practices or text and world that the culture 
concept too readily encourages."34 They show how what we have learned to 
recognize as race or culture is produced by what race and culture supposedly are not 

namely, the normal, neutral, default condition. 

Yet because post-structuralism does not focus on cultural specifics but de­
scribe~ the field against which any meaning is rendered intelligible, it offers, in 
Butler swords, an "account of the suppression of difference (that] can only proceed 
through a suppression of difference of which it cannot take account." It sets itself 
"above the fray of cultural specificities and historical formations," so as to be "able 
to~escri~e, withoutrecoursetocultureorhistory, what 'every' and 'any' postulation 
of 1dent1ty might entail."35 As Wanda Pillow argues, post-structuralist theories 
seldom start from race as the center (perhaps with Michel Foucault "used 'on the 
side'"). Instead, they apply preexisting principles to something called "race. "36 Yet 
r~c~ a~tually r~fers to quite different sets of values; for some groups, race invokes 
c1v1l nghts, ~hile for oth~rs it_may invoke language or sovereignty. Substituting the 
term culture 1s not a solution, for while culture appears less essentializing, it "retains 
some of the tendencies to freeze difference possessed by concepts like race. "33 

Although post-structural whiteness theories seem to start from race, they 
usually start from generalizations about race rather than from the relationships, 
temporal_ patter_ns, and sense of place and language specific to a people or a 
c~mmumty. In 1t~ co~c~eteness, Deb's question, "Where are the sheep?" helps us 
thmk about what 1s m1ssmg from our account of cross-race indigenous education _ 

PHILOSOPHY OF EDUCATION 2008 

Audrey Thompson 

•ssing because we do not know how to value it. I~ the conte~t of Cree or Inuit 
nul e the question is misleading as sheep's centrality to NavaJo culture does not ~W, ' . . . 
. ly a similar value in other cultures, but as a provocatmn. the question remmds 
unp dl . 1 

ask what outsider teachers need to understand about Cree an nmt cu tures. us to . . . . 
1 the article to which Deb was respondmg, questions of race did not begm from a 
s~ndpoint steeped in the particulars of Cree or Inui~ culture. Ra:her, they v.:er~ 
framed in terms of white identity formation rooted m "the workmgs of desire 
around and against "an unconstructed alterity" (WSM, 272). Although I_focus ~n 
how that particular article framed race in relati?n to education'. the a?alys1s applies 

ually to my own work and that of other theonsts who offer d1scurs1ve analyses of :w whiteness organizes our pedagogies and curricula. Most of us have not sought 
out articles about sheep or snowmobiles as a way to understand race, culture, 
nationhood, and identity. 

Drawing on Butler and Roger Simon, Helen Harper argues that the identity of 
liberal and radical white women teachers is organized by desires for and fears of an 
otherness that must be suppressed if white feminine privilege is to be protected. 
Given white women's considerable presence in schools, she asks how "white 
feminine teacher identity" might ·'be rearticulated to promote what Roger Simon 
calls a 'pedagogy of possibility"' (WSM, The two subject positions she 
believes are most seductive for progressive white women teachers are what she calls 
"Lady Bountiful," an identity in which selflessness and caring unite with c~ltural 
authority to position the teacher as the civilizing "white mother-teacher m the 
service of the Empire" (WSM, 274), and "Janey Canuck," or "white lady traveler," 
which positions the teacher as bold adventurer and "intrepid ... female reporter to t~e 
Empire" (WSM, 275). Both identities allow white women teachers to use rac1~l 
otherness as a way to define themselves as helper, tourist, or insider in an exotic 
culture. Insisting on and exploiting the otherness of indigenous peoples, they 
perpetuate a colonizing relationship. They also contribute to a transient teaching 
population, since the teachers tend to see themselves as eventually (usually sooner 
than later) returning to their own culture. 

To rearticulate white female teacher identity, Harper suggests that radical 
teacher education programs offer "critical antiracist education," address the histori­
cal and "discursive construction of racial identities" together with "postmodern 
notions of identity, displacement, and home," and help students examine and rework 
the identities "of Lady Bountiful and the white lady traveler in the text of the lives 
of teachers and students" (WSM, 286). All of these solutions assume that critical 
realignments of discursive values will serve as the engine of a new possibility. The 
people, places, animals, tools, politics, natural resources, and languages that m~ke 
up the Cree and Inuit cultures where the women teach are mere backdrops agamst 
which the women prove themselves insufficiently critical and self-aware. 

One teacher, Nell, suggests that she has adjusted well to Inuit culture: "When 
they killed the whale outside my house, Kay said, 'Here, you want some?"' Whereas 
in her first year she might have felt compelled to eat the raw whale meat to prove that 
she could pass the "test for the white girl," Nell saw herself as having made progress 
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198 There Are No Sheep in Post-Structuralism 

because she was able to say, "No thanks." The "desire to be accepted, to be seen as 
different from Jess involved, less aware white teachers obviously placed tremendous 
pressure on her," Harper remarks (WSM, 281). Kay and the whale are the only 
eruptions of the particular into Harper's discussion of the white woman and the 
Inuits. There are no seals, no sled dogs, no snowmobiles. I couldn't say what in Inuit 
culture might have the importance of sheep for Navajos, but the framing of the article 
tells me that this would not be considered a significant question. Understanding race 
in reference to one's own fears and desires, apparently, readies white educators to 
teach responsibly in "fly-in First Nations Communities" (WSM, 270). 

CONCLUSION 

An absence of sheep is not distinctive to post-structuralism. Presumably there 
are no sheep in critical race theory, pragmatism, queer theory, existentialism, 
theories of caring, or radical feminism. I would be surprised if there were sheep in 
Marxism, phenomenology, or cultural studies. Even in anthropology, where one 
does find sheep, they may not appear in the index or the table of contents. For the 
most part, sheep, fish, and birds are not central to frameworks of analysis in the way 
that language or kinship is. Lisa Heldke has pointed out that prevailing "hierarchies 
of knowing" preclude the possibility of recognizing that either small-town or rural 
living "requires any desirable forms ofknowledge."37 

The ways in which I have invoked sheep are far from conveying the "ethnog­
raphies of the particular" that Lila Abu-Lughod views as necessary in "writing 
against culture. "38 I cannot talk about sheep in the multiple, layered ways that might 
convey a feel for time. ritual, and changing relationships. Indeed, I risked fixing both 
sheep and Navajos in time. Donna Deyhle tells me that sheep now may be herded 
from the back of a pickup truck. By 1977 Deescheeny Nez Tracy lamented that the 
sheep songs (Blessing Way songs) were being forgotten. 39 It might appear encour­
aging that, in the annual Miss Navajo contest, one of the skills required ofeontestants 
is the ability to butcher a sheep.40 Even in honoring the significance of sheep for 
traditional Navajo culture, however, the attempt to institutionalize a physical 
relation to sheep indicates a value that may be slipping away. As Sunni Dooley, the 
1982-83 Miss Navajo acknowledges, "I think what's scaring a lot of these contes­
tants is the sheep butchering part of it, also the [need to speak] Navajo."41 

Rather than tracing changing Navajo relationships that vary across time and 
place, I have written in generalities intended to offer philosophical lessons. Asking 
"where are the sheep?" nevertheless may have transformative possibilities for 
progressive philosophers because it asks where race and culture live - what their 
dailiness is. Antiracist Anglos commonly assume that we know what culture and 
race mean, but all too often we ignore how they are rooted in particular kinds of 
relationships, a particular sense of place, and a distinctive temporality. Primarily, 
what we mean by race or culture is alterity difference from ourselves. We then 
harness that idea of race or culture to the particularities with which we wish to 
animate it. Race thus comes to mean the problem of prejudice ( which we are against 
and know better than), while culture means the promise of diversity (which we 
celebrate in our syllabi with philosophy's version of "Cinderellas from around the 
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rid"). Sometimes the question of race is taken to point to the need for change in 
wo If fl . . B l .. ourselves a need for more humility, say, or more se -re ex1v1ty. ut rare y 1s It 

taken to mean that we might need to think and feel our way into other rhythms, other 
relationships, other ways of going out and going forward. 

At a Midwest-Society of Women in Philosophy meeting a few years ago, Marfa 
Lugones told a largely white audience that she understood that we w_ere trying to 
study race, trying to think differently. "But," she asked, ''have you given up your 
sense of spatiality, your sense of temporality?" I knew for sure that T hadn '_t, ?eca~se 
I had no idea what she meant. I still am not really sure. But I suspect that hvmg with 
sheep, waiting for sheep, and waking up to sheep requires a different te'.11porality 
than my own, and that understanding those rhythms and those constancies would 
give me a distinctly different understanding of race than one grounded in a theory 
that could not start from sheep. 

I. The phrase is from Wendy Kozol, '·Can Feminist Pedagogy Find a Safe Space·, White Defensiveness 
and the Politics of Silence," Concerns 26. nos. 12 ( 1999), 14. Whereas Kozol appears to use 
"incorporating'· in a straightforward sense, [ wish to underscore its problematic character. Such phrasing 
suggests that we can keep our curriculum more or less as it is, but add a race element. 

2. Ibid., 14. 

3. Although scholars of color played a key role in the syllabus, the course decentered whiteness only by 
fits and starts. The electronic syllabus can be found at http://www.pauahtun.org16620.S04.htm1. 

4. Because mv quotations from students were written down later, they may nol be verbatim. The class 
was discussi~g Helen Harper's "When the Big Snow Melts: White Women Teaching in_ Canada's 
North." in Working Through Whiteness: International Perspectives. ed. Cynthia Levmc-Rasky 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002), 269-88. This work will be cited as WSMin the text 
for all subsequent references. Although Navajo practices cannot be assumed to apply to Cree and Inrnt 
cultures, Deb's question about sheep prompts us to ask what we are not seeing. In the discussion that 
follows. my focus is on Navajos' relation to sheep. but a number of other trihes in the Southwest abo 
have had historic relations with sheep. 

5. Aldou L. Kiel sen, Writing Between the Lines: Race and Intertextuality(Athem: University of Georgia 
Press, 1994), 20. 
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