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Award Overview: This proposal requests twelve months of funding to support the completion of my 
first book Diijį nida'iil'ah (Today, we butcher): Diné Lessons from sheep on life, death, and re-
membering, which is based on my 2016 dissertation. This project the significance of sheep in Diné 
history and culture from Diné perspectives and will be of interest to scholars in the Humanities and 
Social Sciences in fields including Native American Studies (NAS), History, Animal Studies, 
Anthropology, and Literature and researchers and students committed to methodological frameworks 
of storytelling, decolonization and Indigenous research. This award period will be spent (1) preparing 
and submitting a book proposal to a top tier academic press, (2) completing the first full draft of the 
manuscript, and (3) developing two new course syllabi derived from the book project, which will 
contribute to the growth of the growing NAS program at Diné College in general and food 
sovereignty initiatives of the Navajo Nation more specifically. 
 
Significance and Contribution: As a Diné scholar engaging the interdisciplinary academic field of NAS, 
this manuscript will highlight Indigenous realities of the Americas and in particular, Diné people and their 
intertwined life and death relationship with dibé (sheep). Grounded within the Diné practice and 
philosophy of Dibé éí Diné be’ iiná át’é (Sheep Is Life), this project explores the nuances of sheep 
butchering techniques, stories, and philosophies in order to understand how dibé actively co-construct 
Diné identities, histories, and ways of sensing the world even during the dismembering process of 
traditional butchering. This project reveals: (1) an undervalued connection between Mountain Sheep (wild 
game native to the Americas) and Churro Sheep (domesticated livestock stolen from the Basque people 
by the Spanish and transplanted in the Americas); (2) the unexplored links and distinctions between the 
mountain sheep hunt and butchering of domesticated sheep; (3) the process of traditional sheep 
butchering, including variations throughout the Navajo Nation; (4) the gender protocols, age norms, and 
extra-intellectual ways of knowing ingrained in traditional sheep butchering, which commonly are 
excused as taboos; (5) the impact of traditional sheep butchering on Diné butchers who work in 
slaughterhouses; (6) the role of the sheep butchering event in the Miss Navajo Nation pageant; (7) the 
exploration of the rejection of sheep, sheep butchering, and consumption of sheep meat by contemporary 
Diné people; and (8) and the re-membering process of traditional sheep butchering that allows for not 
only the re-purposing of sheep parts for food, clothes, and ceremony but which also brings forth a re-
membering of people and animals who have passed on.  
 
The understanding of dibé as viewed through Dibé éí Diné iiná át’é presents sheep as conscious 
beings who are actively involved in the relationship building process with Diné people and Diné ways 
of knowing. Effectively, dibé are not simply consumed (culturally, economically, linguistically, or 
digestively) by Diné people. Rather, as this work reveals, dibé are sentient beings. This active agency 
of dibé highlights their role in Diné intellectual and social life, even in death. Ultimately, this project 
also stresses that Diné people must confront the challenges of colonization and internal colonization 
to revitalize the belief and practices of the Sheep is Life philosophy, rebuilding the human/non-human 
animal relationships and thereby perpetuating Diné extra-intellectual ways of knowing.  
 
Native American and Indigenous Studies approaches to research offer critical interventions to knowledge 
production in the Humanities. My book project engages global dialogues that address histories of 
colonialism in academia and call for an acknowledgment of Indigenous Peoples’s intellectual sovereignty 
and self-determination. By demonstrating the historic relevance of mountain sheep (dibé tsetah) to Diné 
people prior to the Spanish arrival and the contemporary significance of Diné relationships to 
domesticated sheep (dibé), this project offers important correctives to Humanistic studies that incorrectly 
position: (1) sheep as mere economic/ecological subjects (Boyce 1974), (2) Diné pastoralism as an 
acculturated practice of domination (Hill, 1936), (3) sheep as a mere foreign objects introduced alongside 
Spanish colonialism (Weisiger, 2009) and (4) sheep as a transitory Diné commodity into capitalistic 
society (Weiss, 1984). 
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Organization, Concepts and Methods:  
Manuscript Completion: There are four core manuscript completion activities. 
(1) Updating Literature Review: Noteworthy research recently published dialogues with my project. 
While none of the literature speaks to the implication of butchering for Diné people, works addressing 
Indigenous food sovereignty movements (Frisbie, 2018), Indigenous research (McGregor, 2018), and 
Indigenous animal studies (Sakakibara, 2020) connect this project to national and global discussions. 
(2) Conducting New Data Collection: I plan to conduct open-ended conversations with 3 Diné butchers 
who work in slaughterhouses to explain how their traditional teachings and learning of sheep butchering 
impact their work in slaughterhouses. I also plan to host a community talking circle to discuss the role of 
traditional sheep butchering during the mandated COVID-19 quarantine and curfew orders, as well as the 
stories associated with last meal request of mutton stew from those who passed on during COVID-19. 
Lastly, I will continue butchering sheep regularly throughout this award, not only for mere ethnographic 
purposes, but as praxis of the Indigenous methodologies placed at the forefront of this project.  
(3) Revising Dissertation Chapters: I will revise eight dissertation chapters to align with updated 
literature and new data: 
Chapter 1 "Navajo Sheep Butchering Re-Search" This introductory chapter identifies how Indigenous  
  research (Smith [1999], Wilson [2008], and Kovach [2009]) and the Diné Educational Paradigm of  
  Sá’áh Naghaii Bik’éh Hozhóón influence this project. Edits will include strengthening the re-searching  
  and re-membering frameworks brought forth through extra intellectual ways of knowing. 
Chapter 2 "Protocols of Respect: Diné dóó Dine’' Dialoguing with Inge Bolin’s (1998) rituals of respect  
  and Paul Nadasy’s (2007) assessment that there exist reciprocal, sentient, and intellectual relationships   
  between humans and non-humans, edits to this chapter will reinforce the linguistic, philosophical, and  
  historical Diné perspectives of the relationships between humans (Diné) and nonhuman animal (dine’)  
  through recent ethnographic findings (i.e., my position as a herd guardian). 
Chapter 3 "Dibé éí diné be’ iiná át’e: Sheep Is Life (beyond Death)" Originally one chapter, I will divide  
  this chapter into two - chapter 3 and chapter 6. Chapter 3 reviews an arch of sheep deaths since time  
  immemorial (ceremonial hunts, puberty ceremony hunts, home butchering, reduction era live burns,  
  slaughterhouse kills) through Kim Tallbear’s (2011) lens of “who lives and dies in this world, and how.”  
  Edits to this chapter will elaborate on the concept of reciprocal trust associated in human/non-human  
  animal relationships, which Tim Ingold (1994) claims to exist primarily in hunting societies.  
Chapter 4 "T’áá hwó ájít’éego: Traditional butchering in our Own Hands" This chapter analyzes print  
  sources of the process of Diné sheep butchering in terms of a physical, intellectual, and communal  
  practice. Through David Howes (2003) and Constance Classen’s (1993) works, edits to this chapter will    
  identify language, child rearing, and alternative sensory modes as Diné ways of learning.  
Chapter 5 "Re-membering Diné People through Sheep Butchering" Dialoguing Barbara Myerhoff’s  
  (1982) “re-membering” metaphor and Michael White’s (1997) use of remembering as psycho-therapy,  
  this chapter explores the dismembering/re-membering processes associated with butchering. Ties  
  between the physical, psychological, emotional, and spiritual dismembering of sheep  serve as a  
  therapeutic process for Diné people to culturally mourn and to dismantle historical trauma.  
Chapter 7 "Naabeehó Bich’eeki’: Dismembering Miss Navajo" Utilizing Deloria’s “Playing  
  Indian”, this chapter highlights the Indian Princess/Squaw stereotypes of Native Women, which often  
  overshadow the Miss Navajo Butchering event’s association with Dibé éí Diné be’ iiná’ át’é. Updated  
  ethnographic data will provide further elaboration on the event’s effectiveness of gauging competitors’    
  knowledge of traditional butchering philosophies, revealing the pageant as a decolonial project. 
Chapter 8 "Re-membering the Repertoire" I analyze the documentary Miss Navajo (2007) through  
  Diana Taylor lenses in The Archive and the Repertoire (2003). Focusing on the butchering event as  
  performed at the 2015 Miss Navajo Pageant, edits will strengthen the conclusions of the contestants as  
  archivists of traditional philosophies and the event as living embodiment of knowledge. 
Chapter 10 "Dibé lizhiin: Butchering the Black Sheep”: Building from Donna Haraway’s work (2003),  
  edits to this chapter posit that the manners in which we treat sheep are more than a reflection of how we  
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  treat ourselves, it is how we value ourselves and our future as a tribal nation. In doing so, where  
  sheep and Diné people co-constitute each other, sheep and Diné peoples also de-construct each other.  
(4) Drafting New Chapters: I will complete two new chapters based on new research and additional 
kinesthetic, linguistic, and philosophical understandings gained since the dissertation completion. 
Chapter 6 "From Backyard Butcherings to Slaughterhouse and Back" Introduced in chapter 3, this new  
  chapter will explore the seemingly contradictory setting of a Diné person in a Western institution  
  through Philip Deloria’s “Indians in Unexpected Places” framework and conversations with 3 Diné  
  butchers who work at Sunny Side Farms (USDA Slaughterhouse). 
Chapter 9 "Dissertation Defense: Running the Miss Navajo Butchering Event” This chapter explores my 
  experience as the 2018 Miss Navajo Nation Butchering Event Coordinator and address the challenges  
  and successes of the event in adherence to Dibé éí Diné be’ iiná’ át’é and Indigenous research. 
 
Course Creations: An unintended consequence of COVID-19 reveals an increase of Indigenous food 
sovereignty practices within the Native Nation. Coffee Pot Farms and Navajo Agricultural Cooperative 
are local examples; however, neither of these organizations address Diné animal care. The following two 
new courses will address this gap in transmission of Indigenous ways of knowing and contribute to the 
emerging NAS curriculum at Diné College. Classes will address intersections with Animal Studies 
(animals in Indigenous epistemologies), Global Indigenous Politics (questions of Indigenous intellectual 
sovereignty), and Colonial/ Decolonial studies (possibilities of Indigenous healing through academia). 
Currently there are no Indigenous animal studies classes at Diné College. This classes will not only 
continue to build the NAS Minor but they will also be available as electives in other degree programs 
such as: Agriculture BS; Diné Studies BA, Environmental Science BA, and Psychology BA.  
(1) NAS 301 Indigenous Perspectives of Human/Non-Human Animal Relations: This animal studies       
class will intersect with Indigenous perspectives and practices of human and non-human animal 
relationships. The class will culminate in Diné specific praxis to reestablish that relationship. Student final 
projects will engage Indigenous research by oral history and conversation data collection processes.  
(2) NAS 401 Indigenous Butchering Practices of the Americas: This class addresses the link with 
Animal Science and Animal Studies, exploring how, where, and why non-human animals die. This class 
bridges the humanities and the biological sciences and culminates in technical workshops guided by 
cultural teachings of traditional sheep butchering. Student final projects will engage Indigenous research. 
 
Competencies, Skills, and Access: I am an enrolled member of the Navajo Nation, and after completing 
my Ph.D. course work, I returned to work in my community by teaching Indigenous Research and 
Decolonization and Indigenous Resilience classes at Diné College, managing grants for the Navajo 
Cultural Arts Program, and . These responsibilities, 
coupled with my positions as the 2018 Miss Navajo Butchering Event Coordinator, guardian of our 
family’s herd, and butcher during COVID-19 have deepened my kinesthetic, linguistic, and philosophical 
understandings of the significance of Diné relationships with sheep. These experiences not embodied in 
my dissertation will (1) contribute to the 44 Diné voices collected from 2012-2016 as part of the 
dissertation project, (2) demonstrate Indigenous reciprocal relationship explication and (3) encapsulate 
dibé as an axis of community unity, cultural preservation, and perpetuation of Diné ways of knowing as 
of yet unexplored by the humanities or social sciences nor taught directly at Diné College.  
 
Final Product and Dissemination: A book proposal will be submitted to publishers early in the award 
period (i.e., University of Arizona Press, University of Minnesota Press, and University of New Mexico 
Press) and the complete first draft of the book manuscript will result from the totality of this award. This 
award period will also include findings presentations to chapter houses involved in the original and new 
data collection periods, to Diné College, IRB and to the Navajo Nation IRB. Lastly, syllabi and New 
Course Petitions will be submitted to Diné College’s Curriculum Committee to add NAS301 and 
NAS401 to the 2023-24 Academic Year Course Offerings.  

(b) (6)



NEH Awards for TCU Faculty  
Diijį nida'iil'ah (Today, we butcher): Diné Lessons from sheep on life, death, and re-membering 

Bibliography 

2	
	

Aronilth Jr., Wilson. Diné Bi Bee óhoo’aah Bá Silá: An Introduction to Navajo Philosophy. Tsaile:  
    Navajo Community College Press, 1994.  
Bailey, Lynn. If you Take my Sheep: The Evolution of Navajo Pastoralism, 1630-1868 Pasadena.  
     Westernlore Publications, 1980.  
Bennett, Jane. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham/London: Duke University Press  
     Books, 2009.  
Bingham, Sam and Janet. Between Sacred Mountains: Navajo Stories and Lessons from the Land.  
      Tucson: Sun Tracks and the University of Arizona Press, 1982.  
Boyce, George. When the Navajos Had Too Many Sheep: The 1940’s. San Francisco: TheIndian Historian  
     Press, 1974.  
Bulows, Ernest. Navajo Taboos. Buffalo Medicine Books, 2007.  
Cooper, Guy H. "Coyote in Navajo Religion and Cosmology." In The Canadian Journal of Native  
     Studies, (1987): 181-93.  
Diné Policy Institute. Diné Food Sovereignty: A Report on the Navajo Nation Food System and the Case  
     to Rebuild a Self Sufficient Food System for the Diné People. DPI Report, Tsaile: Diné College, 2014.  
Forbes, Jack. Apache, Navaho, and Spaniard. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1960.  
A Gift from Talking God: The Story of the Navajo-Churro, directed by Peter Blystone. 2009. United  
     States: Blystone Films, 2009. DVD.  
Gorman, Emerson. "Learning from Animals on a Mountain." Leading the Way: The Wisdom  
    of the Navajo People, 10, no. 6 (June 2012): 16-17.  
Govindarajan, Radhika. "The goat that died for family: animal sacrifice and interspecies kinship in India's  
     Central Himalayas." American Ethnologist 42, no. 3 (2015): 504-19.  
Haraway, Donna. When Species Meet. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008.  
Howes, David. Sensual Relations: Engaging the Senses in Culture and Social Theory. Ann Arbor, MI:  
     University of Michigan Press, 2003.  
Kemmer, Lisa. "Indigenous Peoples: Kinship and Killing." In Call to Compassion: Reflections of Animal  
     Advocacy from World's Religions. Edited by Lisa and Anthony J Nocella  Kemmer, 199-214. New  
     York: Lantern Books, 2011.  
Kovach, Margaret. Indigenous Methodologies: Characteristics, Conversations, and Contexts. Toronto:  
      University of Toronto Press, 2009.  
Lamphere, Louise. "The Long-Term Study among the Navajo." In Chronicling Cultures: Long- Term  
     Field Research in Anthropology. Edited by Robert V and Anya Peterson Royce Kemper, 108-134.  
      Walnut Creek: Altamira Press, 2002.  
Latour, Bruno. We Have Never Been Modern. [1991] Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993.  
Mullin, Molly. “Animals in Anthropology” Society and Animals. 10, No. 4 (2001): 378-393.  
Narby, Jeremy. Intelligence in Nature: An Inquiry into Knowledge. New York: Jeremy P.   
      Tarcher/Penguin Group, 2006.   
Peterson, Anna. Being Human: Ethics, Environment and Our Place in the World. Berkeley: University of  
     California Press, 2001.  
Salabey Jr., John E. "Man and the Animals." Leading the Way: The Wisdom of the Navajo People 9, no. 6  
    (June 2011): 23.  
Sander, Donald. Navajo Symbols of Healing. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc, 1978.  
Van Ginkel, Rob. “The Makah Whale Hunt and Leviathan’s Death: Reinventing Tradition and Disputing  
   Authenticity in the Age of Modernity.” Etnofor. 17 (1-2): 2004. pp. 58-89.  
Weaving Worlds. Directed by Bennie Klain. 2007. Lincoln: VissionMaker Video, 2008.  
White, Micheal. Narratives of Therapists' Lives. Adelaide: Dulwich Centre Publications, 1997.  
Wilkins, Teresa. Patterns of Exchange: Navajo Weavers and Traders. Norman: University of   
    Oklahoma Press, 2008.  
Winslade, John and Lorraine Hedtke. "Michael White: Fragments of an event." The International Journal  
     of Narrative Therapy and Community Work, no. 2 (2008): 5-11.  
  




