Interview Questions: Beverly Stoetje
General:

· What were some activities you enjoyed as a child?
· What are some of the changes in our society that you have seen throughout your lifetime? Which events have had the biggest impact on you and your research?
· Looking back, what person, group of people or institutions has had the greatest positive influence on you? Which had the greatest negative influence on you?
· Who has inspired you the most in your lifetime?
· What is a life motto or favorite saying that you strive to live by? Where did you get this saying or motto?
· How do you approach political or social issues? Do you have a particular point of view? Are there certain issues you are very passionate about aside from what you have done research on?
· What do you wish you had done differently in your life?
· Looking back over your entire life story, can you discern a central theme, message, or theme that runs throughout the entire story? What is the major theme of your life story? Explain.
Research Specific:

· What got you involved in research the Rodeo and more specifically Cowgirls?

· Did you always enjoy festivals when you were a child? What inspired you to research festivals in the American West?

· How and why did you switch your focus to include the Asante Queen Mother’s of Ghana?

· Can you explain your fieldwork in Ghana with the Asante Queen Mother’s?
· What inspired you to write in 2002 “Women, Language and Law in Africa: Introduction?” More specifically, how did you decide to include the anthropology of law in your research?

Interview Answers

“As a child I enjoyed visiting in my neighborhood in the small town where I grew up, staying with my grandmothers, each of whom was very different (one wanted me to be a cowgirl and the other wanted me to become a refined lady), and then my family moved to our ranch, two miles out of town, and I enjoyed riding my horse, working with my father to herd and manage the cattle.  In high school I played basketball, rode in rodeos, played the piano for church, went to dances, enjoyed slumber parties, taught classes in the lower grades, and generally enjoyed being a teen-ager with a lot of freedom.
Changes in society:  Feminism!  While many people have stereotypes about feminism, and many people think it is finished, or too radical, etc., this is the social movement that has made it possible for women to move into public roles in society and be able to participate fully.  Of course, that doesn't mean that we have reached equality or erased all sexism - it is still very much with us, and academe and the field of folklore are no exception.    However, for many of us, the feminist movement inspired us to pursue a career, convinced us that we COULD succeed in a career of our own choice, even though we would encounter sexism.  While I expected to be a teacher all of my life and identified with many of my teachers, without the feminist movement I probably would not have had the courage to move ahead to the PhD, especially because I was a single mom with two small children when I went to graduate school.  Because of the feminist movement that inspired other women as well, I met female friends in graduate school and we encouraged each other, and many of us have remained lifelong friends.  The feminist movement also shaped the direction of my research, and because of the success of the movement I was able to obtain funding for my research in Ghana. 

As I grew up I was fortunate to have a large family and many friends in a small town, all of whom encouraged me in whatever I chose to do even though  I frequently went against the mainstream. The town itself was a major influence, particularly because, like other small towns, the people in it were very diverse, though most of them but not all, were white.  I was interested in all of the people of the town and grew up being very aware of differences in religion, in politics, in class, in ethnicity, in region, and in attitudes reflecting racism, religious rigidity, sex and sexism, success and failure, and other variations in social life.  However, an especially positive influence were family members.  One grandmother was a pioneer woman who exerted a strong influence over my life, teaching me skills and encouraging me to work on the ranch with my father.  Another kind of influence was the grandmother who would teach me the names of elite colleges she expected me to attend when I grew up.  And a third grandmotherly influence was my piano teacher who was our next door neighbor when I was small. She taught only the classical composers and expected me to be a musician, and delivered strict lectures about behavior along with teaching Bach and Beethoven.  My mother was an artist and not only  a painter of the local landscape, but could see art in the natural forms of the earth in West Texas.  She passed along a love of beauty, whether it be in folk art, objects of nature, or fine art.  My father was an excellent storyteller and endowed me with an appreciation of narrative, both as a listener and a performer, so that narrative occupies a seamless position in social interaction for me.

A life motto:  One should position oneself at the intersection where the needs of the world and one's talents meet. As a person with far too many interests to pursue in one lifetime, and the desire to change the world for the better, decisions concerning major life choices can be difficult, but this "motto", delivered at a Methodist camp for youth I was attending has proven to be a good guide.

My point of view has always been that all people should strive for social justice in all situations.  Injustice, domination, and exploitation find new strategies and mechanisms to press their advantage faster than justice can attempt to right a wrong.  As I am an educator my passion finds expression in my work where I attempt to educate students to be able to see the positive and the negative forces operating in social and political life.
Theme of life:  Identifying power relations in everyday social life and  striving to elevate the role of women and/or individuals and groups who suffer from social and political injustice whether it be the result of violence, hegemonic control, fear, or the overt efforts of political manipulations.  The goal is to contribute to a world in which all peoples, local and global, are able to survive in a peaceful world without the forests being destroyed, their bodies tortured, their water polluted, and ignorance perpetuated.  Toward that end, Recognition of a people’s values, literature – oral and written, art, music, religion, political and legal systems, and other cultural features is essential for establishing a world in which all peoples can be respected.

To the research:

When I was a graduate student at the Univ. of Texas, the folklore program offered a number of courses dealing with Ritual, Festival Play, Celebration, and I immediately thought of the Texas Cowboy Reunion,  a 4 day long local rodeo and reunion that I had attended as a young person.  (It was located near the town where I grew up).  Moreover, my family were ranchers, and I had my own horse and rode in a few rodeos myself.  Therefore, I knew a great deal about rodeo and cattle culture, and I wanted to study this event as a scholar.  Because I was a cowgirl myself and had ridden in a few rodeos, but also because I had observed the importance of women in cattle culture (my own family for example), I knew something about cowgirls and hostesses, so I wanted to examine those roles and pursue the question of whether women had agency or were subjugated to the authority of men.

FESTIVALS:  In addition to rodeos which I attended occasionally as a child, my school was closely linked to the community and provided an annual cycle of festival events.  In addition to football in the fall, basketball in the winter - and I was on a terrific girls' basketball team which traveled many miles to play, with the community following to cheer us on - we also had a Halloween carnival and a queen, we had some kind of Thanksgiving observance, 

Christmas celebrations with my large family, and in February we had a Coronation in which a king and queen were chosen from each grade level (1-12), and then in the spring we had a high school rodeo, and we also had a May festival which I participated in as en elementary school kid, and then in high school I played the piano and a friend of mine directed the singing for a musical the elementary school kids performed (THe Wizard of Oz, usually).  

We also had a talent show in high school in which many of us did some kind of performance, we had school plays, and endless other activities.  It seemed that school was a round of festivals, and I participated in all of them in various ways.  I was a queen periodically, played the piano often for banquets, coronation, church, etc., was secretary for the rodeo, and so on and so forth.  Festival was the definition of my public school education.

    Because the Texas Cowboy Reunion was such a complex event, and because very few folklorists or anthropologists had studied rodeo of any kind, I felt my personal experience and graduate training would make it possible to do an interesting study which had not been done before.  The American West had been studied at length by popularizers and historians, but very little by folklorists and anthropologists, so I wanted to make that contribution, being a Western person myself.

SWITCH TO ASANTE QUEEN MOTHERS OF GHANA:  It was my plan from the beginning of my career to study in a culture different from my own, but I felt that politically, scholars should study their own culture before going off to study other people's culture.  I still believe this, though it isn't very practical today.  I wanted to study rodeo for my dissertation and early career, but I also wanted to study another culture eventually.  As it became clear to me as I studied my own culture, that I wanted to concentrate on women, and on women's roles in so-called traditional cultures to see if women do hold any power, I clearly wanted to study women in positions of power.  As I had studied festival queens and women in rodeo, someone suggested to me that Queen Mothers in Ghana would be a good topic.  As I investigated, I very much wanted to pursue that topic to discover if they do indeed have power, and if so, how does it work.  Those are my persistent questions - what power do women have in ordinary, everyday life, and how does it work in specific cultures.  

FIELDWORK IN GHANA:  I received a Fulbright Faculty Research Fellowship to go to Ghana, and there I did discover that queen mothers are indeed functioning today.  IN many locations, they have less power than chiefs; however, in some locations, chiefs exercise very little leadership, or perhaps have been destooled (removed), and queen mothers are, in fact, the local leaders of the town.  Because the system of chiefs and queen mothers (who must be in the same family as mother/son, brother/sister, cousins, aunt/nephew or uncle/niece), is replicated in every town and village, in a hierarchical system with the Asante King and Queen Mother at the top, this provides a great deal of leadership for all of the Asante people, alongside whatever leadership the government is providing.  Queen Mothers are especially endowed with the responsibility for resolving conflicts.  Therefore, the Asante Queen Mother holds a court every Tuesday, and ordinary people bring their problems from everyday to be solved (insults, curses, thefts, etc.)

WOMEN, LANGUAGE AND LAW IN AFRICA:  Because Queen Mothers are fully engaged in resolving conflicts (in addition to the Asante Queen Mother, every other queen mother resolves conflicts in her town or paramountcy), 

I attended the Asantehemaa's (the Queen Mother of the Asante) Court as a part of my research.  This led me to the interest in women's use of language and of the law in Africa, a topic that had very little attention.  In spite of the fact that the Asante courts continue to be utilized, it has had very little attention from contemporary scholars.

My hours spent in the Asantehemaa's Court, and my pursuit of other conflicts involving queen mothers, led me to understand the importance of the Asante legal system for contemporary Asante peple.  The legal system was very well developed before the British arrived as the colonial power, and these courts and legal practices have continued to be very important in Asante social and political life.  Thus, my research led me to the anthropology of law as a major topic that encompasses queen mothers and many other individuals and their cases which tell us about their institutions, traditions, beliefs, and the performance of conflict - including gender

CENTRAL THEME IN MY LIFE:. HOW DOES a SYSTEM WORK?  I WANT TO KNOW WHAT A NARRATIVE MEANS, how does a precolonial legal system operate today in Ghana, how is the rodeo organized and who makes the decisions and why do people want to engage in this activity, what do Ghanaians believe about curse and how does it work, how do narrative and ritual work together, how are legal conflicts actually performed in a court setting, how do social movements such as nationalism motivate people (through folklore forms), and how do women function in a particular society - what are their assigned responsibilities, and how do they carry them out and how can they exert power, if they do.”
