
Introduction
Going Against the Grain, Again

Barbara Bodenhorn, Alicia Fentiman and Mary Goody

This volume is a celebration of Esther Newcomb Goody’s legacy, a ground-
breaking anthropologist in many ways. Although she worked in Ghana for 
decades, she also promoted the importance of conducting fieldwork at home. 
Her anthropological commitment to dedicated and detailed fieldwork never 
prevented her from drawing on – and collaborating with – sociolinguists, 
developmental psychologists, and educators, among others. She was a bound-
ary-crosser in many senses, something we explore in the pages below. The 
conference that provided the impetus for the present volume was testament to 
her ongoing footprint.1 The chapters to come explore that footprint, bringing it 
into view through each author’s own current work. To set the intellectual 
context, we offer here an overview of Esther Goody’s life and an exploration of 
some of the key themes that inform her works. We finish with a brief considera-
tion of the chapters themselves, each of which invites readers to explore some 
of the ways in which contemporary anthropologists continue to engage with 
her ideas.

Esther Newcomb Goody: Setting the Scene

A Brief Biographical Sketch

Esther, the eldest of three siblings, was born in Cleveland, Ohio in 1932 to 
Mary (née Shipherd) and Theodore Newcomb; she always emphasized the 
Newcomb part of her name, largely because of the close relationship with her 
father, who was a pioneering social psychologist.2 The intellectual footprint of 
that relationship remains visible throughout a great deal of her work.

Newcomb’s university teaching posts took his family from the American 
Midwest to New England and back again. His daughter’s favourite school 
memory was a one-room schoolhouse in Bennington, Vermont, where she 
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flourished under the impact of hands-on learning in small groups of mixed-age 
students. She would appreciate the dynamics of this form of teaching as she 
encountered them in many contexts throughout her career. With Newcomb’s 
move to the University of Michigan in 1941, the family settled in Ann Arbor 
where Esther finished her schooling. It was during these years that her father’s 
research showed her that intellectual work was not just theoretical but applied.

As an undergraduate, Esther studied sociology and psychology at Antioch 
College, during which time the family spent six months in London. Here Esther 
audited classes at the London School of Economics and University College 
London, her first taste of British social anthropology. She was subsequently 
impressed by Meyer Fortes when he visited the United States, and in 1954 
seized the opportunity to start postgraduate study at the Cambridge University 
department he headed. There Fortes assigned her Jack Goody as a supervisor. 
She accompanied the latter to Ghana in 1956 where she began her own research 
and they married during that time. Completing her PhD in 1961, she joined 
New Hall College (now Murray Edwards) in 1966, was made a Cambridge 
University Lecturer with the Department of Anthroplogy in 1972 and became 
Reader in Social Cognition in 1997.3 

In between, and overlapping with, spells of Ghanaian fieldwork, Jack and 
Esther Goody had two daughters, and moved to a very beautiful house in 
Adams Road, Cambridge.4 This became the centre of all kinds of sociality: 
informal supervisions conducted in the kitchen while children and dinner 
preparations competed for attention; lively meals attended by visiting scholars, 
faculty and graduate students; and offers of a place to stay when graduate stu-
dents regularly ran out of resources at the end of their writing up period.5 The 
family would spend August in a rural hamlet near Figeac in southwest France. 
This was a haven where serious writing took place, although many visitors 
appeared here too. Open doors, available beds, meals and talk shared after the 
day’s work continued term-time conviviality in a more relaxed setting.6

Goody’s open-handedness was by no means limited to her academic world. 
Felicia Kafui Etsey, a Ghanaian colleague and a contributor to this volume, 
speaks of Goody often paying for children’s education in Ghana (see Conclusion). 
Goody consistently displayed a profound generosity of spirit; she knew that her 
capacity for reaching out across intellectual, cultural and socio-economic fron-
tiers enriched her life as well as the lives of others.

Academic Themes

Although Esther Goody’s publication list is extensive, we will focus here on a 
subsample of seminal works that we believe resonate with the contributors’ 
chapters. We set out the recurring fascinations she felt for her research, and 
explore the implications she thought that research might have for the conduct 
of social life.7
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A number of intellectual themes attracted Goody’s repeated attention: the 
performativity of kinship; the psychological effects of fostering, adoption and 
movement (both individual and collective), particularly on children; the inter-
section between the things people say and do; and the profoundly social nature 
of teaching and learning. These all informed what she called ‘the puzzles’ that 
framed her research.8 The different manifestations of these puzzles over her 
career illustrate how consistent was her practical as well as intellectual engage-
ment with social life, even as we note the trajectories that that engagement 
took over time.

Esther Goody was clearly Meyer Fortes’ student in her commitment to the 
accuracy of her ethnographic detail and to the careful documentation at all 
levels of what it was she was trying to do. And like Fortes, who drew on his 
own background in psychology to analyse his material, she took tools from 
other disciplines to unravel some of the puzzles she was confronting in the 
field.

Thus, despite her training in conventional anthropological methods, Goody 
often worked against the grain of mid-twentieth-century thinking regarding 
the ‘proper’ subject of anthropology. At a time when ‘that’s psychologizing’ 
was a criticism, she continued to draw on the tools that she had developed 
through social psychology, cognitive psychology, linguistics and sociolinguis-
tics for her analysis. And at a time when ‘applied’ anthropology was consid-
ered a poor cousin to ‘theory’, Goody was steady in drawing attention to the 
policy implications of her findings (see, e.g., Goody 1966).

The Performativity of Kinship

Relations through Circulation in Time and Space

From 1956 to 1957, Goody conducted extensive ethnographic research in 
Ghana focusing on kinship and domestic organisation in Gonja communities.9 
This was submitted in 1961 as her doctoral dissertation Kinship, Marriage and 
the Developmental Cycle among the Gonja of Northern Ghana. Supplemented 
by further fieldwork carried out between 1964 and 1966, Goody’s first major 
work on kinship was published in 1973 as Contexts of Kinship: An Essay in the 
Family Sociology of the Gonja of Northern Ghana.

Her research extended Meyer Fortes’ examination of the fluidity of kinship 
residence patterns over time. In his 1958 article, Fortes showed that female-
headed households were not anomalous, but rather tended to occur at specific 
points in both men’s and women’s lives. Out of this material emerged the 
model he labelled ‘the developmental cycle of domestic groups’.10 By pushing 
the Fortesian concept of the developmental cycle, and by considering both 
human and social capital, Goody showed how Gonja women moved between 
residences during their adult lives. As in many groups, Gonja women had the 
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Figure 0.3. Early fieldwork: album page showing Esther Goody and Christine 
Muir documenting the Bole Damba festival, northern Ghana, 1965. © Esther 
Newcomb Goody Archive (photographs Jack Goody).
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option of returning to their natal kin if, for whatever reason, their marriages 
ended. In addition, however, Goody found that even during marriage these 
women might alternate between their roles as wives and as sisters. In a similar 
way, she noted that the common practices surrounding fosterage and appren-
ticeship meant that children too moved between households and between kin 
caregivers without permanently rupturing their relations with their natal 
parents. In both cases, then, what we find is a form of constant rather than 
periodic movement. The dual orientation towards both maternal and paternal 
kin was key throughout a person’s life, and Goody’s detailed analysis of this 
bilateral kinship structure helped to shed light on the significance of such pat-
terned movement in Gonja society. Like Fortes, Goody provided an in-depth 
analysis of residence at various levels, including the household, the compound 
and between villages. In addition, however, she emphasized kinship institu-
tions such as fostering, terminal separation and the ousting of widows as sig-
nificant factors influencing movement. These practices, which not only 
permitted rupture and continuity but also were underpinned by the principal 
of oscillation, contributed fundamentally to Goody’s understanding of kinship 
as processual as well as structural. Women’s repeated movement between 
marital and natal homes, Goody argued, should not be considered a sign of 
marital weakness (as suggested in models of the ‘matrilineal puzzle’) but of 
sibling codependence alongside spousal responsibility. She thus posited the 
notion of an alternative development cycle that would incorporate this 
ongoing fluidity of movement. The shifting nature of siblingship in the context 
of marriage is the focus of Marilyn Strathern’s chapter in this volume, as we 
discuss below.

Before the publication of Contexts of Kinship, Esther Goody co-authored 
‘The Circulation of Women and Children in Northern Ghana’ with Jack Goody 
(1967), a comparative study of kinship structures and movement among Gonja 
and LoWiilli, two groups with very different political structures: the Gonja had 
created a relatively hierarchical, stratified state whereas the LoWiilli were 
organized as an acephalous society.11

In contrast to the spatial mobility among Gonja already mentioned, both 
LoWiilli women and children were more constricted in their movement. This 
ensured continuity of agricultural labour and was institutionalized through 
high bridewealth, low rates of divorce, very little kinship fostering (except in 
crisis), and widow inheritance or levirate. Significantly, the same factors 
impinge on the movement of women and children in other acephalous socie-
ties of northern Ghana such as Tallensi and Konkomba. Of note here is the 
extent to which this material runs against the grain of assumptions that aceph-
alous political organization is uniformly more egalitarian than hierarchical 
polities.

Several chapters in the present volume extend Goody’s focus on these 
mobile kinship strategies. Marilyn Strathern starts from Goody’s analysis of 
Gonja sibling relations to explore important differences in brother/sister 
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relationships in nineteenth-century middle-class England. Strathern high-
lights the difference between the enduring value of male–female kinned rela-
tionships exhibited in Goody’s Gonja data, and the greater emphasis on fears 
of permanent rupture expressed in the English material.

Paul Sant Cassia also compares Goody’s work on surrogacy to his historical 
analysis of circulation in the eastern Mediterranean, both of preadolescent 
males through the Ottoman ‘child levy’ and of women moving between reli-
gious groups through intermarriage and religious conversion.

In her account of fluid childcare arrangements among the Avatime of 
southern Ghana, Lynne Brydon acknowledges Goody’s significant influence 
on her own research but expands her focus to encompass globalized kinship 
relations in a twenty-first-century context.

Barbara Bodenhorn’s chapter uses the lens of commemorative practices in 
the United States to explore the fragmentable nature not only of parenthood 
but of childhood. In doing so, she examines the traumatic nature of rupture, 
and the potential for new relations to emerge from it.

The Performativity of Parenting

i) The Kpembe Study 
Even before her doctoral work was published, Goody produced a ‘preliminary 
report’ on fostering in the Ghana Journal of Sociology (1966: passim) , that is, 
for a Ghanaian audience. In it she drew explicit attention to what she consid-
ered ‘unhelpful’ barriers between models of ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ family 
practices, which often underpinned social welfare measures both in Ghana and 
the UK. As a means to break down such barriers, she proposed an examination 
of the complex fostering strategies she had found to be so ubiquitous in Ghana. 
Subsequently she produced a further document for the UK Social Science 
Research Council (1970a) outlining several issues that would continue to be key 
for her throughout her career; in the Kpembe Study, a comparison of fostered 
and non-fostered children in eastern Gonja, Goody analysed Ghanaian mate-
rial to examine UK assumptions about the impact of fostering.12 In the UK at 
the time it was taken as given that the psychological consequences of fostering 
could make children feel abandoned and vulnerable, and therefore that foster-
ing should not be a first choice in long-term care planning. In the United States 
it was also considered to be second best to adoption because, as a temporary 
measure, it was thought that children might get confused about where their 
home was and who was meant to care for them.13 Thus at the time of Goody’s 
report, in both the US and the UK, the notion of fostering was already consti-
tuted as a somewhat useful but not quite satisfactory solution to children’s 
needs for care.

It was striking to Goody that among Gonja families, fosterage was the norm, 
not the exception, and it was positively valued. Her research question, then, 
was whether there was any evidence that Gonja children might nevertheless be Building Social Worlds 
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Figure 0.4. Boys’ Drawing V: one of the ambiguous Thematic Apperception 
Test figures drawn by Anna Craven and used by Goody in the Kpembe study, 
1970. © Esther Newcomb Goody Archive. Published in Esther N. Goody, 
Parenthood and Social Reproduction: Fostering and Occupational Roles in 
West Africa, 1982, by Cambridge University Press, reproduced with 
permission.
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negatively impacted by the experience. As a dedicated sociologist, anthropolo-
gist and psychologist, Goody designed her own TATs (Thematic Apperception 
Tests);14 these presented culturally appropriate-but-ambiguous scenarios 
between adults and children, about which children were asked to tell stories.15 
Goody used her knowledge of Gonja storytelling genres to produce a fine-
grained analysis that went beyond the words themselves. The stories were then 
coded for perceptions of aggression, the imputation of motivation, and for 
evidence of unease. This first phase – exploring emotional states – drew almost 
entirely on the tools of social psychology, but the results were interpreted with 
a Geertzian commitment to thick description. She then added life history 
interviews with parents, children, teachers and community members, which 
provided further grounds for understanding the relationship between narrative 
form, cultural context and the shape of these young people’s lives. The overall 
research programme thus strongly incorporated both qualitative and quantita-
tive techniques of psychology and social anthropology.

Goody’s findings revealed no statistically significant differences between the 
two groups, although there was a slight tendency for some fostered children – 
both boys and girls – to show more independence than children reared by their 
own parents (Goody 1982a: 87).16 This supported her initial hypothesis that the 
two sets of children were substantially the same (ibid.: 57).

We felt it important to spend time with this relatively unknown study 
because of the ways it sets the stage for engaging with the corpus of Esther 
Goody’s subsequent work. What invites attention at the outset is the extent to 
which Goody’s research questions developed from her experiences, which 
themselves were self-consciously considered in a comparative way. The catego-
ries she examined were emergent rather than imposed. Her tools were interdis-
ciplinary, and her thinking was as applied as it was theoretical. She was not 
simply trying to understand fosterage as a cultural institution; she was seeking 
to understand what sort of effects these strategies might have on children’s 
well-being.

ii) The Fracturability of Parenthood
We have already noted how Goody saw that the daily lives of Gonja women and 
children could involve regular movement between sets of kinsmen. From the 
beginning she began to develop her core anthropological ideas about the nature 
of parental responsibility and parental being as both fragmentable and proces-
sual – set out in a series of publications between 1971 and 1982.17 For 
Bodenhorn, ‘Forms of Pro-parenthood’ (Goody 1971a) was seminal. With its 
focus on how parenthood can be fragmented, negotiated and modified, this 
article resonates with much of the anthropology of kinship and personhood as 
it has taken shape from the critiques of postmodernism through to the first 
decades of the twenty-first century.18 Briefly, Goody suggested that parenting 
encompasses different kinds of responsibilities – begetting, bearing, bringing 
up, training, and introducing into the social world. In the UK, a child’s legal 
parents are assumed to be responsible for doing all these things, whereas in Building Social Worlds 

Thinking forwards with Esther Newcomb Goody 
Edited by Barbara Bodenhorn, Alicia Fentiman, Mary Goody 
https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/BodenhornEsther 

Not for resale

https://www.berghahnbooks.com/title/BodenhornEsther


12	 Barbara Bodenhorn, Alicia Fentiman and Mary Goody

Ghana they are not. In Ghana the ‘personing’ of parenthood, Goody argued, is 
neither assumed to be a biological given, nor necessarily invested in a single 
physical entity. A parent’s job is to make sure that their children are mentored 
by the people who are best placed to realize each of the parenting tasks. That 
West African views of parenting approved this form of delegation did not imply 
a loss of primary parental responsibility. Although ‘crisis fosterage’ is an 
accepted strategy for dealing with unexpected and short-term events across 
many cultures, Goody was most interested in the extent to which ‘purposive 
fosterage’ (her term) was in fact the norm amongst her Gonja interlocutors 
(Goody 1975a: 1).

This strategy was seen as having important advantages for children, parents 
and foster parents. Many Gonja parents felt, for instance, that a child would 
show more respect to a foster parent and therefore get a more effective moral 
training from them. Carers would also benefit: a mother’s brother could teach 
his foster son the ways of the mother’s family, for instance, or a father’s sister 
could have a foster daughter to help her in the house. These kinsfolk in fact 
traditionally had special rights to foster (as did the mother’s mother), claims a 
parent could not easily refuse (see Goody 1975a: 140–41; 1982a: 180f.).19 
Parents benefitted from strengthened links between adult siblings scattered to 
different villages, reinforced through reciprocal duties of help and support. 
Such fosterage could also act as future insurance. A daughter fostered out to a 
mother’s brother, for instance, would be in place when the mother returned in 
old age to live with her brother, and available to care for her (1975a: 139). 
Furthermore, it was important for Gonja children to know their parents’ natal 
villages and extended family: most children grew up in groups of ‘siblings’ that 
included some fostered cousins, so the bonds between branches of the family 
were recreated in each generation (Goody 1973: 107; 1989: 240).

Purposive fosterage is also a strategy to place children where they will have 
education, training and an introduction into society. In Goody’s experience, 
this became increasingly pertinent during the second half of the twentieth 
century as life was becoming more urban and the division of labour was becom-
ing more complex; these practices were then adapted to meet new needs. The 
training aspect of parental responsibility informed Goody’s engagement with 
apprenticeship in Ghana, a topic to which we will return.

iii) Expanding the Focus: West African Families in London
In the 1966 article mentioned above, Goody was already drawing attention to 
the challenges being faced by young West African couples when they came to 
the UK to study. Between 1970 and 1972, she and Christine Muir conducted a 
study in London of 295 West African couples with at least one child, of whom 
half had placed their children with English foster families (Muir and Goody 
1972: 334–35). In a series of co-authored articles (Muir and Goody 1972; 
Goody and Muir Groothues 1977, 1979, 1982), they connected what they had 
been learning in Ghana with what they were also seeing in London.20 They 
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worked intensively with twenty student parents from Nigeria and Ghana, all 
struggling to complete their studies while working to support the family. The 
striking difference in the student parenting strategies in London, Muir and 
Goody noted, was the age at which children were fostered out. The customary 
practice in West Africa was not to send children away before the age of five or 
six. That half of the student couples left their youngsters with English foster 
parents, many before their first birthday, the authors suggested, was a recog-
nizable adaptation of the accepted West African strategy of reaching out for 
support and of ensuring their children were in a positive and advantageous 
situation. In this case the arrangement brought familiarity with English lan-
guage and culture, something the parents assumed would benefit their chil-
dren upon their return home; the students were thus being good parents in 
unfamiliar and challenging circumstances (Muir and Goody 1972: 333ff.).

In this new situation, fosterage was seen as a coping strategy, but one that 
was not problem-free. In 1975, Goody published ‘Delegation of Parental Roles 
in West Africa and the West Indies’, which elucidated further the dilemmas of 
these student parents.21 Just as patterns of fostering within West Africa varied 
from place to place, and adapted over time in response to different situations, 
the pattern in London adapted to the particular challenges facing student 
parent immigrants: living isolated from relatives and friends, they had to make 
do with little money, whilst both parents tried to work and study (Muir and 
Goody 1972: 333ff; Goody 1975a: 148).

In the extended kin networks studied by Goody in West Africa, fostered 
children maintained frequent contact with the birth parents and remained 
embedded in a wide fabric of familial relationships; fostering reinforced exist-
ing secondary ties, rather than creating new primary ones. In London the 
conditions and their implications were very different. We have already noted 
the striking difference in the age at which children were fostered out. In addi-
tion, they were being sent to live with strangers. While the children were with 
the English families, both birth parents and children had to manage without 
the supporting cultural and kinship context that strengthened fostering rela-
tions in West Africa. In London, the customary parental contact was often 
restricted; the children were not getting an introduction into their own lan-
guage and culture, or even to the food they would normally eat within the 
family (Muir and Goody c. 1971: 18).22 As Goody notes, parents struggling to 
fill multiple roles ‘were often distressed to have to part with their very young 
children’ (1975a: 148). Nonetheless, for some this worked reasonably well. 
Others, however, encountered unexpected institutional barriers when they 
wanted to reunite with their children. They found their parental rights chal-
lenged because it was assumed by Social Services and the courts that they had 
abandoned their offspring, not that they had been taking care of them (Goody 
1966, 1982a, 1984a).

In ‘The Quest for Education’, Goody and Muir Groothues (1977, 1982: 
217–18) explore the case of a Ghanaian couple who placed their three- 
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month-old daughter with English foster parents. The foster couple repeatedly 
pressed for adoption; the birth parents repeatedly and forcefully claimed their 
parental rights.23 When the parents wanted to return to Ghana with their 
daughter, the foster family went to court to sue for custody where the judge 
sided with them, declaring that the birth parents should not be allowed to ‘tear 
away’ the child from the people who had cared for her so long.

This lack of fit between the people with the authority to judge what proper 
care is and the parents themselves can impact families drastically. Esther Goody 
was emphatically drawing attention to something that marginalized groups 
experience the world over, namely that those in power often override the moral 
universes of the people being judged.24

It is important to appreciate that Goody was acutely aware of the stumbling 
blocks in these arrangements, and was by no means suggesting that the foster-
age would be fine as long as Social Services did not intervene. She understood 
that these patterns of fosterage indicated relations between the fosterers and 
the fosterees which were never static. In this we hear echoes of Fortes’ aware-
ness that social analysis requires a recognition of flux, whether that be cyclical 
or in response to much broader social, political and economic changes that 
frame the conditions in which actors make their decisions. Goody’s continuing 
relevance regarding these issues was evident in a 2022 conference held in Paris, 
‘Parenthood in Africa after E.N. Goody’, which took her work as the starting 
point for in-depth discussions.25

Esther Goody acted as scientific advisor to the UK Department of Health 
and Social Security (DHSS) from 1973 to 1985, during which time she spear-
headed a great deal of research, and interacted with policymakers.26 She was 
clearly one of the pioneers of doing anthropology ‘at home’, at the forefront of 
establishing anthropology in the community, and one of the first to bring cul-
tural practices and official policy into mutual view. She published ‘Can 
Anthropology Contribute to Social Policy?’ in 1984. The legacy of that multiple 
commitment is evident in the work of many of her students.27

Knowledge Transmission: Apprenticeship and Questions

While in Ghana, Goody became intrigued by the possible connections between 
the fostering practices she found among so many Gonja parents and their con-
sequences. The Kpembe Study, already discussed, explored these issues, but she 
also examined institutionalized fostering for the transmission of knowledge, 
asking not only what children were learning, but how they were learning it, and 
with whom. Through the lens of apprenticeship, she turned her attention more 
directly to language and communication as a function of social process (1975b), 
which in turn had implications for her understanding of learning (1989).
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On Apprenticeship as Historical Process: Continuity and Adaptation

From the 1960s, Goody encountered fluid teaching dynamics across a wide 
range of skills throughout West Africa, most enacted through kinned relation-
ships (1982a: 250–59; 1989: 241–43).28 Her work on fosterage in northern 
Ghana led her to engage in a series of comparative studies in three southern 
Ghanaian communities in 1964 and 1965, where she became increasingly inter-
ested in the learning of specialist skills (1982a, chapters 6 and 8: passim). More 
in the south than in the north of Ghana, Great Britain’s colonial presence intro-
duced an increasingly complex division of labour as well as changes to the 
nature of ‘work’ – and, after the Second World War and Independence, a rapid 
multiplication of occupations. With these developments, ‘apprenticeship took 
on added importance both for education and employment’ (1982a: 196). 
Parents customarily sent their children to kin in order to learn specific tradi-
tional crafts, such as iron-working, goldsmithing, or weaving. With the intro-
duction of ‘Western’ skills, such as those of auto mechanics, electricians and 
photographers, Goody noted a gradual shift to include new kinds of non-kin 
experts, who were incorporated into what she called ‘apprentice fosterage’.29 
Such an apprentice lived with the master’s family where they were fed, clothed 
and trained; in return they gave labour and lifelong respect and support to the 
teacher – evoking a parental relationship (1982a: 195–98; 2006a: 254).

Apprenticeship as a Pedagogical Mode: Learning to Weave

In the mid-1970s, Goody turned her attention more specifically to weaving, a 
craft of particular importance in Gonja. She was fascinated by this, and found 
in the transmission of weaving skills in Daboya, the epicentre of Gonja dyeing 
and weaving, a special form of apprenticeship. This was a major economic 
activity for men who worked in large extended family businesses. There were 
seven stages in the life of a weaver through which young men moved from 
unskilled, to semi-skilled, to highly skilled status over many years. A young 
apprentice or bobbin boy would be assigned or choose a master to work with 
from within the extended kin-group; as he became more skilled he would take 
on more responsibilities while still working as a dependent weaver. Once 
trained he would work for his father, and over time become a master weaver 
himself, organizing the labour of his own sons and apprentices (1982b: 70–77). 
For Goody, the developmental cycle of the weaving enterprise thus showed the 
fluidity of family dynamics – repeated shifting of responsibilities between 
members and across generations.

To learn more about the Daboya weaving industry as an example of institu-
tionalized informal education, and to gain firsthand knowledge of the learning 
dynamic, Goody apprenticed herself to a master weaver in Bakarambasipe, 
Daboya, for three months in 1974 (see Appendix I for her personal account of 
this). Building Social Worlds 
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Figure 0.5. Fieldwork album double page: weaving sheds in Daboya, 
northern Ghana, 1974. © Esther Newcomb Goody Archive.
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Introducing the Theme of Questions

The mode of learning here was primarily watching and doing alongside more 
advanced experts, not necessarily through explicit teaching. It was striking, 
Goody noted later (1989: 253), that apprenticeship studies seldom mentioned 
teaching as such. For her, this was a vivid example of learning in what Vygotsky 
terms a ‘zone of proximal development’ – a concept referring to the space 
between what a learner can do on their own and what they can do when 
working jointly with an experienced practitioner (Vygotsky 1978: 84–91; Cole 
1985: 154–59; Goody 1989: 235–36; Rogoff 1990). She also drew on Bruner’s 
notion of ‘scaffolding’ (in Wood, Bruner and Ross 1976) in which adult experts 
structure a student’s activity gradually to extend their ability (see also Fentiman 
in this volume).30

Goody was curious about ‘how the organization of production was related 
to the teaching process on the one hand, and to the authority of close kinsmen 
and of the head of the kin group … on the other’ (1982b: 51). As she began to 
weave, she had difficulties with the loom, but noticed that the students around 
her were not asking the master any questions. Although her first impulse was 
to ask for help, she took on the same discipline herself and spent her three-
month apprenticeship without asking questions. This made her think. 
Twentieth-century anglophone pedagogical practices generally expect students 
to ask questions to clarify what the teacher is saying. Questions are also per-
ceived as a way of signalling students’ attentive interest to teachers. Goody 
realized she was experiencing completely different dynamics, not only about 
what questions are for, but also what they indicate about social relations, what 
sorts of social information they reveal, and what the consequences of posing 
them are.

Goody began to consider how questions not only seek information but also 
carry what she called ‘a control valence’. As she discussed in an overview of 
apprenticeship, it was ‘not possible either in action or in analysis completely to 
separate the information and control messages of a question. Unless they are 
carefully constructed and managed, questions tend to appear to claim author-
ity’ (Goody 1989: 252). Therefore, she argued, even simple information ques-
tions from a student would inevitably be heard as a challenge to the master; 
‘Hence, it is safer not to ask questions’ (ibid.). This interest in status and control 
in hierarchical societies and in deference between junior and senior members 
continued, informing Goody’s subsequent project on authority roles and 
learning.

Disseminating Results

In 1975 Goody was invited to give the Malinowski Memorial Lecture, entitled 
‘On Asking Questions’. Here she argued that analysts must consider first the 
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Figure 0.6. Daboya strip-woven cloth worn by Pontali wura (chief ), 1965.  
© Esther Newcomb Goody Archive.
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mode of questions, and the relations between the people doing the questioning 
and the people being questioned and deciding whether or not to respond. She 
created a circle or grid of opposites. One set of opposites was defined as ‘purely 
informational’ versus ‘purely rhetorical’, and the other juxtaposed questions 
indicating deference with those indicating a command. With this grid, she con-
sidered the different modes through which these elements can combine, and 
then explored how the inter-actors involved were both embroiled in and shaped 
the nature of those relations.

Man (the Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, now JRAI), which 
usually publishes the Malinowski Lectures, refused to publish hers, saying it 
was not ‘appropriate to anthropology’ as the editor considered it to be too 
much like linguistics.31 Ironically, within a few years, Cambridge University 
Press published it as a chapter in Goody’s edited volume Questions and 
Politeness: Strategies in Social Interaction (1978b).32 As many readers will know, 
this chapter has become one of the most frequently cited works in Goody’s 
corpus.

In 1992 Esther and Jack Goody published a paper in the journal Africa on 
‘Creating a Text: Alternative Interpretations of Gonja Drum History’. In it they 
analysed both how drums may be held to speak themselves as well as accompa-
nying chants that are delivered in ‘deep Gonja’ (1992: 267). In the present 
volume, Susan Drucker Brown’s chapter on Mamprusi kingship in northern 
Ghana also illustrates how the lungsi (the king’s drummers) and praise singers 
use musical phrases in their performances that echo the form of questions. 
Both are examining ‘deep history’ – the connection of present chiefs to a long 
line of chiefly titles – but whereas the Goodys’ primary focus is the ambiguity 
involved in interpretation, Drucker Brown spends more time looking at the 
relationship between the Mamprusi kings and the drummers.

Both Drucker Brown and David Zeitlyn expand on aspects of the power 
dynamics of call and response that underlie Goody’s understanding of ques-
tions and answers. In Chapter 8, Zeitlyn examines a Mambila burial rite in 
Cameroon, revealing how sociolinguistic nuances illustrate the conflict 
between traditional burial rites on the one hand and Christian practices on the 
other. His Goody-inspired analysis shows how one might learn to understand 
the semiotics of the event without asking explicit questions.

Thus again we see Esther Goody’s thinking as organically emergent. From 
her recognition of fostering out as integral to kinship practices she argued that 
it should be seen as a form of parental support and not as evidence of parental 
failure. Once Goody saw apprenticeship fostering as a parental life-prepara-
tion strategy, she then began to explore how this embodied the transmission 
of knowledge, both through teaching and learning. Finally ‘school fosterage’, 
she suggested, placed children with others who could help to optimize their 
schooling and hence their status.33 In short, this body of work expands a more 
general understanding of fosterage beyond the scope of kinship, just as her 
understanding of questions and politeness broadens the analytical frame 
beyond the domain of language.Building Social Worlds 
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In parallel with her work in Ghana and with West Africans in the United 
Kingdom, Goody spent time in India in 1977 looking at kinship, caste, and the 
transmission of craft skills in Gujarat.34 This laid the foundation for further 
research in the UK throughout the 1980s among Gujarati Barber sub-caste 
families in Leicester, exploring continuity and change in the culturally informed 
practices of this migrant community as well.35

As Goody continued working with multicultural families, she also published 
two books drawing on her research on learning and apprenticeship in different 
ways. Parenthood and Social Reproduction: Fostering and Occupational Roles 
in West Africa (1982a) brought together a number of her related studies, 
including several we have touched on here, while From Craft to Industry: The 
Ethnography of Proto-industrial Cloth Production (1982c) was an edited 
volume that included her own study of the Daboya weavers.36

Goody’s apprenticeship work remains a source of intellectual stimulation. 
Jean Lave, well known for her own work on apprenticeship in West Africa as an 
example of complex ‘situated learning’ (1977; Lave and Wenger 1991), has 
recently returned to the topic in Learning and Everyday Life: Access, 
Participation and Changing Practice (2019). She re-examines contemporary 
apprenticeship and devotes considerable discussion to Goody’s detailed study 
of weaving. In the present volume, Goody’s views on learning are expanded in 
both Alicia Fentiman’s chapter on informal education among the Konkomba of 
northern Ghana, and in Catalina Laserna’s comparison of informal and formal 
learning in the Colombian Andes.

Of Might and Right: Accounting for Sexual Herrschaft

One of the consequences of Goody’s twelve years of research with the 
Department of Health and Social Security was her growing awareness of 
domestic violence throughout the UK.37 In the early 1980s she was invited to 
give a paper at a Max Planck Institute (Göttingen) conference in Bad Homburg 
on ‘Herrschaft and Social Praxis’. She used her experiences of domestic vio-
lence to write ‘Why Must Might be Right? Observations on Sexual Herrschaft’. 
Unable to present the paper herself, a colleague read it for her at the meeting 
where it created considerable controversy. Goody then sent the text to a US 
colleague asking for clarification regarding the nature of the outcry. They 
responded that the paper was ‘harmful to the feminist cause; it must not be 
published’ (Appendix I). She ultimately published the piece in a number of 
places (Goody 1986, 1987, 1991a, 1997a); nonetheless this was the second time 
in a decade that she had been told that a subject of profound interest to her was 
not considered acceptable for publication.

Our reading of the argument is that Goody makes the non-controversial 
observation that, globally, more men beat up women than the reverse. What 
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struck her as needing explanation was the extent to which this act of physical 
domination was so frequently accompanied by a need, on the part of the men, 
to be perceived as being right in that decision to castigate. She was not arguing 
that ‘Might is Right’, rather that this should not be understood as a pure act of 
physical domination, but one that the perpetrator needs to be seen as justified. 
Drawing on cross-cultural material, Goody noted how frequently the women 
in question had to be defined as being ‘bad’ in some way. She was thus analys-
ing this as a set of sociological phenomena, not making an apology for domes-
tic violence.38

The editors are not well placed to understand why this argument in itself 
appeared so threatening. Nonetheless, we think there is a profoundly impor-
tant question at stake here: to what extent are anthropologists committed to 
the free flow of information and to the exploration of ideas and intelligent dis-
cussion where participants are not necessarily in agreement with each other? 
That question, we suggest, is as relevant for anthropology in the early twenty-
first century as it was at the end of the twentieth.

The title of our introduction – ‘Going Against the Grain, Again’ – should 
now be clear. Esther Goody simply kept on doing what was most interesting to 
her: she kept on making the connections that she felt were important, and she 
was not worried about whether it was popular, whether it was timely, or 
whether it was cutting edge. She just said, ‘this is a puzzle, let me see what I 
think about that’.

Social Intelligence

The developmental psychologist David Olson recently noted that Esther Goody 
‘was among the first to point out that language was not only cognitive but also 
and primarily social, a way of managing relations among people’.39

During the 1990s, Esther Goody continued to expand her collaborative 
network and developed two grand projects, both of which drew together her 
thinking about language, learning and communication as fundamentally 
informed by social process. Although always grounded in solid ethnographic 
observation, her arguments about the origins of social intelligence formed the 
most theoretically abstract work of her career. At the same time, her commit-
ment to the Authority and Learning project in northern Ghana and the related 
Local Language Initial Learning pilot, while theoretically informed, was prob-
ably the most ambitious of her applied endeavours.

On Language and Human Intelligence as Fundamentally Social

In the spring of 1990, Goody organized a workshop on ‘Some implications of a 
social origin of human intelligence’ at the Wissenschaftskolleg zu Berlin. The 
wide range of participants included, amongst others, Richard Byrne (primate Building Social Worlds 
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studies), Stephen Levinson and Penelope Brown (psycho-anthropological lin-
guistics), social psychologist David Good, sociologist Thomas Luckmann and 
social anthropologist Michael Carrithers.40 From their several perspectives, all 
were committed to bringing together the cognitive, the communicative, and 
the social.

Goody had been excited by Nicholas Humphrey’s 1976 paper ‘The Social 
Function of Intellect’, which the author gave her while she was writing the intro-
duction to Questions and Politeness. By the time of the Berlin workshop, the 
hypothesis that social life was a major factor in the evolution of intelligence was 
well established. Under discussion here was the place of language in this process: 
what happens to the model of primate social intelligence if the social beings 
have human language? The participants spent a week discussing the working 
papers Goody had provided, each from their disciplinary perspective. As lin-
guist Edith Esch recently commented, ‘For Esther, interaction was indeed crucial 
and new ideas and new knowledge were the result of dialogue between people’ –  
something, according to Esch, that Goody was adept in facilitating.41

In the resulting edited volume, Social Intelligence and Interaction: 
Expressions and Implications of the Social Bias in Human Intelligence, Goody 
(1995a) sets out her argument for recognizing the social contexts that not only 
foster but enable the evolution of human language, and with it, human intelli-
gence. Drawing on what she had learned from her studies of the social organi-
zation of Gonja greeting rituals (1972) and of questioning in apprenticeship 
relationships (1978b, 1982b) as well as on the work of her Berlin colleagues, she 
explored the strategic nature of human communication that enables deception 
as well as cooperation, underpins persuasion, fosters reflection, and contrib-
utes to the interpretation of intent. The tool-like nature of these communica-
tive strategies, she suggested, are not only a function of lived experience but 
also further cognitive development. Each ‘becomes an element in … cognitive 
and strategy modelling’ (1995a: 25).

Contributors explored how communicative acts enable negotiating as well 
as managing meaning. What Goody designated ‘anticipatory interactive plan-
ning’ (or AIP) – the ability to imagine others’ possible alternative responses – 
relies on the complex analysis of intentions for its efficacy but is itself subject to 
multiple social processes. These tools – such as the deployment of irony 
amongst Tzeltal women discussed by Penelope Brown (1995) – can be mar-
shalled to signal solidarity, to express hostility, or to maintain ambiguity. 
Echoing Goody, Brown emphasized that her material supported the notion that 
‘human thinking is systematically biased in the direction of interactive think-
ing’ (ibid.: 153).

Recordings of naturally occurring conversational sequences were analysed 
by several contributors (see the chapters in Social Intelligence and Interaction 
by Brown, Streeck, and Drew) to reveal patterns of continuous mutual coordi-
nation and adaptation of gesture and speech between speakers. This echoed 
Goody’s understanding of language as both dependent on and producing social 
interaction and process. Goody was committed to an exploration of spoken Building Social Worlds 
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language from this angle, which was a relatively new position for British anthro-
pologists at the time.42

David Good had taught a joint course with Esther Goody in Social 
Anthropology and Social Psychology during the 1980s at Cambridge University. 
In his 2014 presentation, Good revisited the Berlin workshop discussions and 
explored some of the ways in which those early interdisciplinary conversations 
had shifted the contemporary intellectual landscape concerning human intel-
ligence. The then widely accepted model of ‘Machiavellian intelligence’, made 
famous by Byrne and Whiten (1988), emphasized competition over coopera-
tion, and relied heavily on ‘chess model’ assumptions of planning and the antic-
ipation of future contexts. Humans are notoriously bad at sustained planning, 
Good noted, and future contexts are unknowable. Affirming Goody’s stress on 
dialogic negotiations of meaning, he was thus more attracted to notions of 
interaction and experimentation as not only expressions of human intelligence, 
but profoundly central to its development. Good described how, despite diver-
gent starting points, workshop discussions converged over the week, shifting 
‘contra the Machiavellian intelligence view, and heading off into a new direc-
tion’ (Good 2014).

Beyond the Berlin Workshop

Two papers following the publication of Social Intelligence and Interaction 
allowed Goody to expand the themes underpinning the Berlin workshop. The 
first of these appeared in Whiten and Byrne’s 1997 edited volume updating the 
Machiavellian intelligence model. Goody was the only contributor to consider 
the effect of the emergence of language on the evolution of human social intel-
ligence. She proposed that as proto-language gradually emerged, it ‘provided 
a new tool for cooperation at the same time that it can only be used through 
cooperation’ (Goody 1997b: 366). Goody thus argued that the emergence of 
spoken communication not only required joint attention but also produced 
the collaborative development of shared meanings over time, progressively 
augmenting social intelligence.43

In the same year, Goody’s delivery of the biennial Radcliffe-Brown Lecture 
(published in 1998) allowed her to continue to unpack her thoughts on how 
AIP and language may have contributed to the emergence of ‘roles and rules’ 
in social interaction. Social roles operate as a shared ‘lexicon’ of cultural 
formats, so that the patterning of relations becomes public, and builds social 
structure through collaboration and exchange. Her intellectual links with 
earlier scholars are evident in the lecture; in particular, she acknowledged her 
debt to Meyer Fortes and his identification of the dynamic relationship 
between roles and rules in the emergence of human society.44 Reading 
Radcliffe-Brown’s accounts of joking relationships through the lens of her own 
fieldwork experiences, Goody showed how social roles and the accountability 
they entailed were being used in the management of social interaction. These Building Social Worlds 
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patterned behaviours, she suggested, made contingent responses more pre-
dictable, and social intelligence more effective (Goody 1998).

Even while engaging with these earlier anthropologists, Goody drew on the 
multidisciplinary work of her contemporaries, often still under debate, such as 
William Foley’s Anthropological Linguistics (1997), and the application of 
Conversational Analysis. Productive interdisciplinarity was still far from the 
norm, although questions of multi-, inter- and transdisciplinarity attracted 
increasing amounts of methodological debate throughout the 1990s. Goody 
herself did not engage in those debates but simply continued to embark on 
cross-disciplinary conversations. The Social Intelligence volume, with its wide 
set of multidisciplinary contributors, has had a lasting impact on an equally 
wide-ranging readership.

From Pragmatics to Politics: Education Styles,  
Learning Efficacy and Policy

Some of Goody’s most politicized writing comes in a little pamphlet called ‘The 
Roles of Knowledge and Policy in Contributions of Research on Education to 
Development’ (2002). She begins:

The challenge for social anthropological research that is most relevant to the 21st 
Century lies in the politicization of both the policy and the practice of the problems 
we study. This politicization occurs at all levels: international, national and local. 
Sometimes it is crystal clear and publicly proclaimed; sometimes it is hidden behind 
the closed portals of international agencies and ministerial offices. Very often the 
actual outcomes of [such] policies are unintended consequences of implent[ation] … 
in the real world of constrained resources, ethnic tensions and powerful entrenched 
interests. (Goody 2002: 1)

Her article discussed the fine line that one draws between taking an engaged 
position and maintaining analytical distance. But Goody also exhorted anthro-
pologists to make visible the ubiquity of the politicization of policy and prac-
tice. It was written during the period of her final longitudinal research on 
learning in northern Ghana that led her to engage substantially with officials, 
to examine the politicization of issues affecting children’s literacy, and to 
explore the practical effects of government policy. We turn now to look at this 
major project, which occupied Goody into her late seventies.

The Authority and Learning Project: Patterns of Learning in Four 
Northern Ghanaian Societies

As with so much of her research, Goody’s project on ‘Authority and Learning 
in Northern Ghana’, which ran from 1990 to 2011, emerged from pre-existing 
work on apprenticeship and questions, already discussed, and from her 
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extensive experience of northern Ghanaian communities with very different 
authority structures. Hierarchical societies such as the Gonja had highly for-
malized systems, and their relationships stressed respect, deference and obedi-
ence. More ‘egalitarian’ groups, such as the acephalous Birifor, discouraged 
attempts to exercise authority over others and prized individual autonomy, as 
well as making collective decisions about community matters (Goody 2006b: 
2).45 These marked differences offered a comparative framework for asking 
whether and how interpersonal interaction styles might systematically affect 
the performance of teaching and the dynamics of learning.

Two things in particular had caught her attention. She had witnessed much 
successful and enthusiastic learning by children in the midst of everyday activi-
ties, but when it came to learning in school, many dropped out; few who did 
finish primary school had even basic literacy (Kraft et al. 1995: 65; Goody and 
Bennett 2001: 182).46 She was curious about why children suddenly ‘failed’ 
when learning moved into the classroom.

Secondly, she was struck by comments from local teachers that children 
from the acephalous societies quite often did better in school than those from 
the more stratified states. This seemed counterintuitive, since the latter have a 
Muslim literate tradition. Yet it was children from the historically non-literate, 
mostly rural, acephalous groups that, according to these teachers, more often 
progressed through school and went on to take up literacy-based positions as 
bureaucrats, teachers and office staff, both regionally and in the capital Accra 
(Goody 1994: 1; Draft Report ca. 2005: 1). Goody’s hypothesis was that hierar-
chical social structures might generate dynamics that inhibit effective learning 
in school. Conversely, she was curious as to what it was about interaction in 
acephalous societies that might support learning.

The resulting research included a four-way comparison between formal 
(school) and informal (home and community) learning contexts, and between 
learning styles in hierarchical and acephalous societies. Goody received a series 
of major grants for its different stages, and as a consequence of the project, she 
also engaged on the ground with associates in Ghana to work on education 
reform, involving collaboration with local, professional, governmental and 
international parties.

Studying Informal Education:  
Ethnographic Examples from Northern Ghana

The first phase of the project (1990–92) used video recordings to create a close 
ethnographic study of informal learning in two acephalous communities 
(Birifor and Konkomba), and two hierarchical groups (Gonja and Wala), docu-
menting how children learnt adult skills in domestic, work and ritual settings.47 
These recordings showed children in acephalous communities learning skills 
through adult-structured (scaffolded) work and by role modelling, with elabo-
rate autonomous peer role-play being especially important (Goody 1993: Building Social Worlds 
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passim).48 Goody proposed that such learning was incremental and social; chil-
dren learned skills by participating in the basic activities of their world. In the 
hierarchical communities on the other hand, scaffolding and modelling were 
less evident and little peer role-play practicing adult roles was found (Goody 
1996a: 1; 2009: 3–4).49

Goody’s research officers at this time were Alicia Fentiman and JoAnne 
Bennett. Fentiman’s chapter here on ‘Video, Voice and Vygotsky’ draws on her 
own work with Konkomba to explore this phase of the research, with particular 
attention to the methodological implications of the video techniques, which 
were still unconventional at the time. Her data resonated strongly with Goody’s 
Birifor material already discussed. (See figures 5.1, 5.2, 5.3)

Catalina Laserna’s chapter in this volume gives another vivid example of 
scaffolded informal learning in her description of a mother–daughter milking 
lesson in rural Colombia. The everyday context provides what Laserna 
describes as ‘free contextual scaffolding’ both to the novice learner trying to 
master the milking chore and to the expert milker demonstrating the neces-
sary skills.

Penelope Brown and Marisa Casillas also examine day-to-day social 
exchanges in Chapter 9, extending Goody’s study of how children learn social 
roles and practice prosociality, or ‘behaviour carried out for the benefit of 
others’ (Goody 1991b: 106). Their video recordings of children’s interactions on 
Rossel Island (Papua New Guinea) demonstrate vividly the processes of scaf-
folding and modelling that Goody (1993) describes. Here it is not adults who 
teach, but older (‘expert’) children who are responsible for ensuring the younger 
ones know what is considered safe and healthy behaviour.

Learning in Schools and the Local Languages Initial Literacy Pilot

The second phase was designed to look at formal learning in schools in the 
same communities, but the project encountered obstacles almost immedi-
ately. Goody and her research officers found that the schools were scarcely 
functioning.50 This was at least in part due to the huge disparities between the 
urban south and the more rural and remote north of the country (Goody 
2006a: 257–60). The advent of formal education in Ghana and the historical 
differences between north and south are well documented (see, e.g., Foster 
1965; Thomas 1974; Bening 1990). Educational statistics at the time of Goody’s 
research showed that the north lagged behind the south in terms of enrol-
ment, gender ratios, and completion of basic education.51 Goody noted this 
mismatch in her contribution to Kraft et al.’s nationwide survey of Ghana’s 
educational system.52 As Kraft and colleagues noted (1995: 5–13), factors con-
tributing to classroom failure included a lack of resources and teaching mate-
rials, a shortage of trained teachers, teacher absenteeism, low enrolment and 
general despair. All of this was made worse by delayed salaries for teachers, the 
borrowing of schoolchildren by teachers for free farm labour, and a lack of Building Social Worlds 
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dialogue between teachers and communities. The single most significant 
factor, however, was the language barrier (Kraft et al. 1995: 62; Goody 2002: 5 
and 10, footnote 5).

Ghana is a country boasting more than eighty distinct languages; the gov-
ernment-trained teachers mostly came from the south and therefore differed 
both in language and culture to their northern students.53 English was generally 
used as the medium of instruction as if it were a common language, but whilst 
the southern urban elite spoke English at home and were largely bilingual, most 
northern children did not understand English at all and so could not follow or 
learn effectively (Goody and Bennett 2001: 183; Goody 2002: 15–16).

Thus, Goody found classes poorly attended or not taking place at all. Where 
classrooms were functioning, children were unengaged and did not seem to 
understand much of what was going on. As in many places around the world, 
children born into one language were being taught in another from the first 
day, with no recognition that they had to learn a new language in order to par-
ticipate. However, much research demonstrates that if children can start learn-
ing in their own language, further language learning builds on their native 
literacy and goes much more smoothly.54 At the time, this had not yet been 
studied on the ground in northern Ghana. In response, Goody set up a pilot 
project to teach children to read in their own language over a number of years, 
looking at the effect on subsequent English (second language) literacy and 
success in other subjects (Goody 2002: 5–17).

From its inception in 1993, the Local Languages Initial Literacy (LLIL) 
project involved Goody in collaborations with local vernacular speakers in each 
community who could be trained to teach, and with education and language 
experts who advised on training teachers and creating teaching materials.55 
One of these, Felicia Kafui Etsey of Cape Coast University, discusses Goody’s 
project, its context and impact, in her conclusion to this volume. Etsey refers in 
particular to the ‘language wars’ or conflicting public attitudes, and the con-
crete problems created by the lack of vernacular teachers and materials, which 
hampered the early years teaching of local languages.56

In 1996 and 1998, district and national education officials trying to improve 
school practice asked Goody to provide concrete evidence of the benefits of 
first language literacy. The results of the formal comparisons she carried out 
showed that children learning to read in their mother tongue had an advan-
tage over those in the Government Education Service (GES) schools: they 
could read better in both mother tongue and English by the end of primary 
school, and were ahead in other basic subjects also (Goody and Bennett 2001: 
184–86; Goody 2002: 6–9). Student attendance and enthusiasm throughout 
primary school also increased dramatically for those attending LLIL project 
classes.57

Despite the clearly demonstrated advantage brought by mother-tongue 
initial teaching, it continued, and still continues, to be irregularly and often 
ineffectually implemented. Later Goody would comment, ‘If there was a 
“finding” from this work it was that decisions about education at the national Building Social Worlds 
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level reflect political and economic constraints and bureaucratic rivalries 
before they consider factors relating to effective teaching and learning’ (Draft 
Report ca. 2005: 3). Nevertheless, as Etsey shows, the LLIL project contributed 
to laying the groundwork for other literacy interventions, and forms part of an 
ongoing effort in this field.58 Goody’s paper ‘Where Might GES Literacy 
Teaching Go after NALAP?’ (2011) tackled what a national literacy programme 
would need in order to be successful in the long term.59

Returning to the Question: Modes of Relation and Comparing Learning

i)	 Considering Classroom Interaction
Even while setting up the LLIL pilot project, Goody’s wider aim was to establish 
effective classrooms and to enable a close study of learning patterns as origi-
nally planned (Goody and Bennett 2001: 182–84). The literacy pilot therefore 
worked with classrooms in two ‘egalitarian’ and two hierarchical communities, 
to mirror the first phase of research on informal learning.60 Video recording 
was again used systematically to document class sessions, with the children 
often working in small groups, which Goody and her teachers had found greatly 
improved their proactive learning (Goody 2006b: 3–4).

The data gathered showed that in the egalitarian settings, it was more likely 
that the teaching style was ‘discussion-oriented’ and the mode of dialogue 
‘open’, whereas in the hierarchical systems the teaching style was more likely to 
be ‘controlling-didactic’ and dialogue ‘closed’ (Goody 2009: passim).61 In the 
former, students were encouraged to explore on their own terms; they were not 
criticized if they did not repeat what the teacher had said, or if they gave an 
answer the teacher was not expecting. In the more controlling classrooms 
those things did happen. Yearly test results showed that in egalitarian class-
rooms (that is, where teacher and pupils were both from ‘egalitarian’ societies) 
children had a slight advantage over pupils in hierarchical classrooms in terms 
of how much they were learning (Goody 1996a: 6–7).62 This supported the 
anecdotal observations by local teachers that had initially triggered Goody’s 
curiosity.

The classroom dynamic reflected the larger social ethos. In the egalitarian 
societies the children were incorporated into social life; they were needed to 
help with farming and domestic work, and their contribution was recognized. 
They were encouraged to try out adult activities, as Goody saw in her observa-
tions of informal learning. Thus, when they came into school, they already had 
the sense they might have something to contribute, setting up teacher–pupil 
relationships that encouraged active engagement and initiative. This was in 
stark contrast to the more static pattern common in the hierarchical class-
rooms, where questioning and deviation from set routines of rote learning were 
not encouraged.
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In this volume, Brown and Casillas’s comparison of Rossel Island child 
socialization with that of Mexican Tzeltal children shows widely varying modes 
of dialogue and interaction, echoing some of the differences Goody had identi-
fied in northern Ghanaian classrooms. The authors underline the need for a 
fine-grained typology that can distinguish the similarities and differences of 
multiple interactional styles.

ii)	 In and Out of School: Extensions and Developments
Goody continued to explore the nature of these dynamics over the ensuing 
years of the project through observing the classrooms she had helped to set up, 
initially deepening her study of the relation between local patterns of informal 
learning and primary school learning (see Goody 1997c). Here, she was par-
ticularly struck by the parallels between mathematics learning and literacy 
struggles, where in both cases clear ability in the home and community context 
was followed by an almost complete lack of understanding at school. In addi-
tion to her attention to the benefits of learning to read in one’s mother tongue, 
she wanted to understand how abilities in informally learnt ‘street’ or ‘market’ 
numeracy might support mathematics as taught in the classroom.63

In a grant report to the Spencer Foundation, Goody began with the observa-
tion that informal community-based learning seemed ‘no fail’ – virtually eve-
ryone learnt the relevant skills. This was in stark contrast to national tests of 
school-based skills, where in 1995 only 5 per cent of final year primary school 
students reached the ‘mastery’ level in English literacy, and only 2 per cent of 
them achieved mastery in arithmetic (ibid.: 1).

During this phase of her research, Goody spent her time documenting 
activities that required local methods of market calculation and/or explana-
tion, and encouraging children to create analogous problems in school. She 
identified several potential stumbling blocks to a straightforward transfer of 
local skills to classroom arithmetic achievement. Although children could 
calculate rapidly and accurately, they also learnt to operate with ambiguity. 
Prices might refer to containers of differing sizes and, importantly, both prices 
and costs might be affected by the social relations involved (ibid.: 2–4). 
Arithmetic, on other hand, is based on assumptions of standard measure-
ments that produce predictable outcomes. Goody admitted that she was 
uncertain how best to bridge those divides in order to demystify the problems 
presented to students in class (ibid.: 4).

In her 2011 conference paper comparing reading and maths learning, Goody 
describes how, despite their best efforts to teach students how to calculate 
profit and loss using local market-based examples, she and her teacher col-
leagues were consistently unsuccessful. Goody ends her paper with more ques-
tions than answers.

In Chapter 6 of this volume, Laserna also explores this question; her com-
parison marks a shift from meaningful and located tasks on the ground 
(milking) to apparently abstract concepts with no contextual scaffolding (math-
ematics) in the classroom.
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As well as spending time working on practical and policy aspects of sup-
porting mother-tongue teaching across government primary schools, includ-
ing the development of classroom materials in different languages (see, e.g., 
Goody 2006b: 18–19; Chatry-Komarek 2003: 76–77),64 Goody continued to 
probe the original puzzle of how effective learning was related to the modes of 
authority used in different classrooms (Goody 2006a), fine-tuning this by close 
study of the dialogue between teachers and pupils in the classroom and its 
impact on learning (2009).

Goody’s twenty-year project on authority and learning took an enormous 
amount of commitment, time, attention, and network-building with Ghanaian 
colleagues on the ground, as well as with those working in international aid and 
development.65 Goody advocated for initial first language literacy at many 
levels, and emphasized what she saw as dialogue’s crucial role in effective 
teaching. She met with government education officials, contributed research 
findings to government, non-profit and academic bodies, was in touch with 
donors such as the World Bank and Overseas Development Administration 
about her findings, and argued to all concerned for the importance of improved 
teacher training, both in relation to teaching in pupils’ first language and the 
use of more interactive methods.

When both Goody’s funding and health faltered in 2009, she was obliged to 
return from the field, making visits to Ghana in 2010 and for the last time in 
2011, to foster continuity in the schools, tie up loose ends and celebrate her 
local teachers’ achievements with them. She was 79. Provisional research con-
clusions were drawn in reports (1994, 1996a, 1997c, 2006b, 2009) and confer-
ence papers (including 1996b, 2011a), but beyond key articles in 1993, 2001 
and 2002 the results of the Authority and Learning study remain unpub-
lished.66 After her return to Cambridge she continued to work at her desk 
every day, but at the time of her death she had not made a final analysis of the 
project’s video records. A large amount of this raw data is held in the Esther 
Newcomb Goody Archive, still awaiting analytic attention.67

Dialogue and the Evolution of Spoken Communication

Goody continued to explore the sorts of exchanges involved in learning and 
what makes it effective. She felt that the proto-findings of her final fieldwork 
could have wider relevance to the problems for minorities in schools in many 
societies. This included the benefits of teaching basic literacy in a child’s first 
language, the productiveness of small-group interactive learning and the posi-
tive influence of reciprocal modes of dialogue for facilitating productive 
teacher–pupil relations (Goody 2006b: 4 and 15).

She was increasingly interested in the dynamics and implications of dia-
logue itself, and remained convinced that the possibility of building jointly 
constructed meaning through dialogue made it central to processes of 
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developmental and evolutionary cognitive shifts. She drafted the outlines of a 
book on ‘Learning to Learn’, and of another on dialogue.68 

This fascination with dialogue also fed back into Goody’s ongoing curiosity 
around how spoken language developed; she focused her inquiry again on the 
role of human speech in relation to human sociality (e.g. 2012). This final riddle 
revisited the various kinds of puzzles that had engaged her for the better part 
of sixty years. Goody started, as always, by looking at the ways in which social 
life is interaction. She began with ‘the dyad’ which, for her, was about commu-
nication, and communication was about dialogue. In ‘About the Curious Power 
of Dialogue’ (published posthumously in 2019), Goody argued that what we 
need is a paradigm shift. She felt that a model of human interaction beginning 
with a theory of mind might be going down the wrong road. If we start from a 
theory of interaction, asking how those interactions may shape human thought, 
we have the tools to move away from internalizing to externalizing these pro-
cesses and to consider how that might have had an evolutionary route (ibid.: 
134). Esther would be pleased to see how this is increasingly reflected in current 
models of enactive social cognition (see, e.g., Gallagher 2020; Hipólito and van 
Es 2022).

In ‘The Uses and Abuses of Anthropology in Science’, Michelle Rosaldo 
(1980: 389) countered the claim that anthropology lacked information about 
women with the assertion: ‘we don’t need more data, what we need are differ-
ent questions’. That resonates strongly with what Esther Newcomb Goody did 
all of her life – to ponder ‘if we asked it this way, would we be able to come out 
with something new and different and productive?’

The Order of the Chapters

Esther Goody’s work is brought into twenty-first-century focus through contri-
butions by scholars actively engaged across the range of her intellectual explo-
rations. The chapters are roughly ordered between a focus on kinship in its 
various aspects, and themes concerned with communication, literacy and 
learning.

In Chapter 1, Marilyn Strathern uses Goody’s analysis of enduring Gonja 
sibling relations as a lens to explore the emotional weight of brother–sister 
relationships in nineteenth-century middle-class England. She calls particular 
attention to the feelings of abandonment that English men expressed when 
their sisters married and left the natal home. In this way she contrasts Gonja 
assumptions of continuing sibling solidarity with fears of rupture in England.

In Chapter 2, Barbara Bodenhorn stretches Goody’s notion of the fractura-
bility of parental relations to include the complex personhood of children, 
reflecting on how they may move between the boundaries of life and death in 
sometimes unexpected ways. She asks what sorts of partibility may be reflected 
when ‘angel babies’ take on a profound emotional life for middle-class parents 
in Northeastern United States, and when paperclips collected by children in Building Social Worlds 
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Tennessee to commemorate the Holocaust seem capable of generating new 
relationships.

The following two chapters revisit Goody’s work on the movement of 
women and children. Taking a historical perspective in Chapter 3, Paul Sant 
Cassia expands the study of human circulation with his focus on the 
Mediterranean from the late fourteenth to the early seventeenth centuries. He 
explores the movement of women through marriage and conversion; in addi-
tion, he examines the status shifts of young boys taken through child levy to 
become privileged members of Ottoman households, and compares this with 
Ghanaian surrogacy. By contrast, in Chapter 4, Lynne Brydon updates Goody’s 
analysis with her rich twenty-first-century account of Avatime (southern 
Ghanaian) movement. Like Goody, Brydon has developed long-term relations 
in the field, which underpin her account of how Avatime forms of mobility have 
been modified to reflect changes, not only in global economic processes but 
also – more fundamentally – in ideas of ‘home’.

At this point, the volume shifts focus towards the communicative/pedagogi-
cal aspects of Goody’s research. In Chapter 5, Alicia Fentiman focuses on infor-
mal learning amongst Konkomba of northern Ghana. The work reflects a 
collaboration with Esther Goody, making innovative use of what was, between 
1989 and 1992, revolutionary video technology. This enabled a fine-grained 
comparative analysis of children’s learning experiences with the data recorded. 
In the subsequent chapter, Catalina Laserna builds on Goody by contrasting 
Andean children’s responses to an informal mother–daughter milking lesson 
with the more structured dynamics of mathematics instruction in the class-
room. Her findings support Goody’s own emphasis on the importance of com-
munity context for rendering learning activities both meaningful and valuable, 
something Laserna labels ‘free contextual scaffolding’.

Chapters 7 and 8 both attend to communicative aspects of ritual action. In 
Chapter 7, Susan Drucker Brown opens her paper by acknowledging the impor-
tance of Goody’s contribution to Questions and Politeness. Her close attention 
to the speech performed by Mamprusi (northern Ghanaian) drummers reveals 
both the intricate power relationships in these communication exchanges and 
how they contribute to the maintenance of social stability. In her description of 
such praise drumming as part of chiefly installation, she pays equal attention to 
what the drummers are saying and, crucially, the protocols that govern their 
performance. Communication is clearly not restricted to words, and, just as 
clearly, is framed through politeness. She thus elaborates Goody’s view on the 
social effects of language and dialogue, including an awareness of their impor-
tance in building consensus around social roles and rules. In addition, she 
departs from Goody in her exploration of how these drummers capture a col-
lective memory for past and present kingship. Like Goody and Brydon (men-
tioned above), Drucker Brown reveals the influence of Meyer Fortes in her 
commitment to detailed ethnographic description. In Chapter 8, David Zeitlyn 
provides a Goody-inspired analysis that unpacks conflicting local attitudes to 
Cameroonian Mambila burial rituals through attention to sociolinguistic Building Social Worlds 
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nuance that illuminates social change. In this, he expands on Goody’s depiction 
of the power dynamics embedded in systems of call and response. His is the 
only chapter in this volume that examines religious debates as a factor in these 
ritual performances.

In Chapter 9, Penelope Brown and Marisa Casillas extend Goody’s study of 
children’s informal learning – including the importance of recognizing the role 
of older children in teaching their youngers proper social responsibilities. They 
too deploy detailed video analysis of day-to-day social exchanges to produce a 
comparative examination of these relations. In this, they bring several of the 
volume’s themes together through applying a psycholinguistic perspective to 
their analysis of children’s learning. By combining Tzeltal (Mexico) and Papua 
New Guinea material, they highlight both the benefits and the challenges of 
fine-grained cross-cultural analysis.

Felicia Kafui Etsey contributes the concluding ethnographic chapter with a 
personal account, not only of Esther Goody’s commitment to literacy and first 
language learning in Ghana, but also of the ‘language wars’ that have punctu-
ated these efforts. Her words provide vivid testimony to the strength of the 
long-standing collaborations that Goody developed with her colleagues in the 
places she worked.

John Keith Hart’s Afterword skillfully embeds Esther’s multiple intellectual-
social projects in a sweeping account of the development of critical ideas that 
have shaped social inquiry since the seventeenth century. For Hart, Goody’s 
great contribution to social anthropology was to bring together social psychol-
ogy as it originated in the United States, and a British ethnographic focus, 
especially on kinship and marriage. That dual focus, Hart concludes, will be 
increasingly important for twenty-first-century social analysis, underscoring 
Esther Newcomb Goody’s position as a cutting-edge thinker.

Barbara Bodenhorn is an Emeritus Fellow of Pembroke College, Cambridge. 
She has worked in Arctic Alaska since 1980 and in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca 
since 2004, with a current focus on young people’s environmental knowledge. 
Recent books include Risky Futures, edited with Olga Ulturgasheva (Berghahn 
Books 2022).

Alicia Fentiman is a social anthropologist who conducted her PhD under the 
supervision of Esther Goody at the Department of Social Anthropology, 
University of Cambridge. She has worked extensively in the field of interna-
tional development in sub-Saharan Africa. She has also worked as a consultant 
and a senior researcher at the Faculty of Education, University of Cambridge.

Mary Goody is an artist and researcher, currently working on links between 
sculpture-making and embodied empathy as a doctoral student at Goldsmiths, 
University of London. As Esther Goody’s daughters, she and her sister Rachel 
provided editorial and secretarial support to their mother during the latter 
years of her life. Building Social Worlds 
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Notes

  1.	 The conference was held in the Department of Social Anthropology at Cambridge 
University on 1 November 2014. Participants included some twenty former students and 
colleagues.

  2.	 Amongst other activities, Theodore Newcomb led the seminal Bennington College 
Study on the influence of college experience on political and social beliefs (Newcomb 
1943); he founded the doctoral programme in Social Psychology at the University of 
Michigan, and the Institute for Social Research grew out of his collaborations. Mary 
Newcomb’s artistic and socially engaged qualities also reappear in Goody’s work and 
interests.

  3.	 During her lifelong association with Cambridge University, Goody also taught at 
Newnham College from 1961–63, and was one of the founding members of Lucy 
Cavendish College in 1965. Her fellowship at New Hall/Murray Edwards continued for 
33 years, until she became an Emeritus Fellow in 1999. See tributes by Paola Filippucci 
and Marilyn Strathern in Appendix IV for further details of her university engagements 
and activities.

  4.	 The young family spent most of two years in Ghana between 1964 and 1966, where 
Esther Goody combined fieldwork with motherhood under challenging conditions. In 
Cambridge, they first lived in two tiny adjoining cottages in Shelly Row, where supervi-
sions and entertaining already combined with family life (as Susan Drucker Brown recol-
lected at Goody’s funeral). Jack’s first family sometimes joined them there and for 
holidays, so that Esther was often busy as mother and stepmother to Jeremy, Joanna and 
Jane as well as Mary and Rachel. 

  5.	 For personal accounts of the time by former students and colleagues, see Appendix IV.
  6.	 See Appendix II, where Jean La Fontaine refers to their time together in France.
  7.	 Appendix V provides a fuller bibliography.
  8.	 See Appendix I for Esther’s own account of how puzzles helped to frame her research.
  9.	 Gonja was once an important state in what is modern-day Ghana. At the time of Goody’s 

fieldwork it was a weakly centralized state divided into two administrative districts in the 
country’s northern region. The 1960 census recorded 118,229 Gonja residents, organized 
in three major social categories: the ruling estate, Muslims and commoners. Economic 
life was largely organized around trading and farming (Goody 1973).

10.	 See also Fortes 1949.
11.	 An acephalous society is one without titular heads. Comparison between hierarchical 

and acephalous social organization was an area of interest running through Goody’s 
research.

12.	 The manuscript report is archived in the Haddon Library, Cambridge University, and the 
Social Science Research Council Archives, London; the Kpembe study is also the subject 
of Chapter 3 of Parenthood and Social Reproduction (1982a).

13.	 This was, for instance, the explicit position of Alaska’s Division of Youth Services during 
Bodenhorn’s tenure at the Iñupiaq Community of the Arctic Slope in the 1980s. See also 
Bodenhorn 2013.

14.	 Thematic Apperception Tests are figures that the viewer is invited to interpret with the 
assumption that their ambiguity will elicit underlying states of mind.

15.	 The appendices of the Kpembe Study manuscript present the raw data showing how the 
research was designed and carried out, including all of the figures and the stories that the 
children told about them.

16.	 There was also some evidence that, as adults, fostered children were somewhat more 
likely to be successful economically or to hold office (Goody 1982a).

17.	 See for instance Goody 1971b, 1973, 1975a. Parenthood and Social Reproduction (1982a) 
brought together a number of Goody’s studies on this subject. She continued to develop 
her arguments in later papers (e.g. 1984a, 1999). 
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18.	 See, e.g., Weiner 1979; Bodenhorn 1990; Carsten 1995; Astuti 1998; Weston (1995) 2013; 
Strathern 2018.

19.	 If kin claimed these rights when a child reached five or six they would act as parents until 
that child was ready to marry; the young person would often then return close to their 
parental home. Goody noted that the shift in southern Ghana of more parents proac-
tively asking kin to take a child was relatively recent at the time of her early fieldwork 
(1982a: 177–80).

20.	 The London study was supported by the Social Science Research Council. Goody and 
Muir Groothues wrote further publications connecting West African and Anglo domes-
tic and child-rearing practices with reference to education (1977) and marital stress 
(1979). Initially Goody’s field assistant in northern Ghana, Muir trained in social anthro-
pology and psychology, becoming Children’s Officer for Southwark, and subsequently 
working in adoption and child psychology research at the Institute of Psychiatry.

21.	 Goody was curious about the different responses of these two groups to the similar 
stresses of isolation and poverty, and of combining child-rearing with study and work; 
the West Indians used daily minders who were themselves generally from the West 
Indies, but did not foster out children.

22.	 Jimi Famurewa discusses this in the Guardian (2022a), and his book Settlers (2022b).
23.	 Her father wrote: ‘I must make it clear to you that [Ann] belongs to us and nothing can 

separate us and the baby, not all the riches in the world…’ (quoted from High Court 
transcript in Goody and Muir Groothues 1982: 217; Goody 1984a: 277).

24.	 See, for example, David Case on Native Alaskans and American laws (Case and Voluck 
2012); Bodenhorn (1988, 1997) for Arctic Alaska. When discussing the judge’s decision, 
for instance, Goody notes that the ‘acceptable’ solution to childcare needs under such 
circumstances in the UK is for the wife to stop working and become a full-time mother 
(1975a: 148; 1982a: 227). Goody goes on to explain why that is not an option for these 
students, either economically or culturally, even though the act of giving up their very 
young children pains them. 

25.	 ‘La Parentalité des Anthropologues: Avant et Après Esther N. Goody’ (English title 
‘Parenthood in Africa after E.N. Goody’) was organized by Yazid Ben Hounet and Marie-
Luce Gélard with the support of the École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales and 
other institutions, and took place in Paris on 16 March 2022. A 2022 issue of Journal des 
Africanistes was published as a result. 

26.	 Beyond Goody’s work with the UK DHSS, she was also a member of the Joint Working 
Party on Transmitted Deprivation organized by the Social Science Research Council and 
the DHSS between 1973 and 1982. In addition, she was a member of the Chief Scientist’s 
Research Council and the Personal Social Services Research Unit.

27.	 See, for example: Bodenhorn’s report to the Iñupiaq History and Culture Commission 
(1988) on tensions around land tenure, the court system, education, and alcohol; 
Bodenhorn with Elsa Lee (2022); Fentiman’s work on cultural constraints to the educa-
tion and health of children in Ghana (1999, 2001); Kusum Gopal’s work on reproductive 
policies (2007); Suzanne Hoelgaard’s work on international adoption policy (1988a/b, 
1998); Ziba Mir-Hosseini’s work on being a ‘Native Anthropologist’ (2010), as well as the 
politics of divorce law in Iran (2012); and Marilyn Strathern’s public policy work in 
Papua New Guinea (e.g. 1972, 1975a/b, 2000) and the UK (1993a/b, 2011). 

28.	 During Goody’s Ghanaian fieldwork she also reviewed others’ research across several 
West African societies: Azu (1974) on Ga; Cohen (1967, 1971) on Kanuri; Hill (1972) and 
M.G. Smith (1955) on Hausa; Lallemand (1976) and Skinner (1961, 1964) on Mossi; and 
Oppong (1973) on Dagomba. On Yoruba apprenticeship she found excellent Nigerian 
data in the work of: Callaway (1964, 1973), Koll (1969), Lloyd (1953) and Peil (1970, 
1978). See Goody 1982a: chapters 5 and 8.

29.	 Goody discusses apprenticeship fosterage as a form of training, particularly for high-
status occupations in ‘the traditional states’ (1982a: 127). Here she is talking about the 
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expansion of the practice as an adaptation to new conditions: ‘…training by non-kin has 
become very much more common within the past few decades in Ghana and Nigeria, 
particularly in the cities’ (ibid.: 188).

30.	 Goody also cited Lave (1977), Greenfield and Lave (1982) as making the point that 
‘Learning in the “zone of proximal development” is built into apprenticeship’ (Goody 
1989: 253). 

31.	 Penelope Brown has commented that this was a specifically British resistance, and that 
no US anthropology journal of the time would have considered it outside the realm of 
the discipline (personal communication with the editors, 31 August 2022). 

32.	 The title was changed for publication in Questions and Politeness, to ‘Towards a Theory 
of Questions’.

33.	 Goody talks about children being sent to non-kin to be close to a primary or secondary 
school. This was especially prevalent in northern Ghana, where the number of schools 
was limited. She also gives examples of children being sent to live with schoolteachers, 
or religious teachers, who could provide a literate environment to support their studies 
(Goody 1989: 242).

34.	 In From Craft to Industry, Goody explores the specialized skills of Gujarati cloth produc-
tion (1982d: 5–6). Otherwise she did not publish directly on this material; but see Jack 
Goody and Esther N. Goody (1990: 160–78) for a discussion of Gujarati marriage and 
family.

35.	 Goody made extensive fieldnotes on almost a decade of close engagement with the 
Gujarati community in Leicester, but as far as the editors have been able to ascertain she 
did not publish on this fieldwork.

36.	 Parenthood and Social Reproduction won the Amaury Talbot Prize for the outstanding 
book published in 1982 on African Anthropology. 

37.	 Goody notes that during this time ‘we commissioned research on domestic violence and 
then held a conference bringing together people working with women’s shelters, doctors, 
social workers and the police’ (Appendix I).

38.	 This argument resonates with Goody’s (1970b) exploration of witchcraft as gendered 
practice in West Africa, where male witches were thought to exercise ‘legitimate’ power. 
For a woman to be defined as a witch, on the other hand, was a label that could justify 
violence against her. 

39.	 Personal communication to Mary Goody (26 June 2020).
40.	 The participants in the workshop all contributed to the published volume (Goody 

1995a).
41.	 Esch continued ‘I think the [1995] book is evidence that the whole seminar, thanks to 

Esther’s own social intelligence, helped a … generation of intellectuals on the rise in their 
respective fields to focus and sharpen their thinking together and cooperatively. There is 
no better compliment one might make to a thinker like Esther’ (Correspondence with 
Mary Goody, 17 February 2021).

42.	 American anthropologists such as John Gumperz and Dell Hymes had analysed natural 
conversation data from the 1960s; Goody referred her students to this material.

43.	 Goody also mentions the historical resistance to the study of the evolution of spoken 
language, perceived as dangerously speculative from the 1860s onwards, and reinforced 
by twentieth-century linguistic theory such as Chomsky’s (Goody 1997b). Her determi-
nation to follow her sense of its importance in human social and cognitive development 
is another example of her readiness to be ‘unfashionable’ in following her intellectual 
intuition. Today this field of study is much more accepted.

44.	 Goody dedicated the written version of this lecture to Fortes, citing his influence and his 
1983 Rules and the Emergence of Society. 

45.	 Goody often used ‘egalitarian’ in inverted commas in her written reports and articles.
46.	 Yearly national testing of children finishing primary school showed that only 5 per cent 

in 1995 and 6 per cent in 1996 reached the expected level in English at this age.
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47.	 Video data are included in Berghahn Book’s online publication of this volume. Goody, 
Fentiman and Bennett coded these records for specific verbal and non-verbal behav-
iours, and for settings, activities, and types of dialogue.

48.	 Peer role play happened away from adult activities, following an ‘egalitarian’ model: each 
girl had her own cooking fire, or each boy his own patch of farm, but close together in 
small groups so they could help one another (see Goody 1993: 489; Fentiman in this 
volume).

49.	 Goody had already discussed how, in the more centralized hierarchical polities, increas-
ing job specialization was leading to dissociation between what children saw around 
them and skills to be learnt for adult economic activities (1989). In the relatively 
unchanging acephalous farming communities, on the other hand, opportunities for 
adult role learning were plentiful. 

50.	 Fentiman remained a research officer until late 1992, and Bennett until 1997. After this 
Goody gathered the data alone.

51.	 See, for instance, UNESCO 1990; Ministry of Education, Ghana 1990; UNICEF 1991. 
52.	 This was a major survey of Ghanaian education to which Goody contributed the section 

on the north of the country (contributors were listed collectively under ‘Study Team’). It 
detailed the contemporary situation in schools, and the consistently poor literacy and 
numeracy results in many areas.

53.	 Ghanaian government policy for most of the time since independence has been to teach 
the first three years of primary school in local languages, then transition to English. 
However, mixed messages about policy from different governments, and many obstacles 
on the ground, meant the policy was rarely implemented.

54.	 See Bodenhorn 1997 for Alaska; Cummins 1984 on immigrant children in Canada; 
Ezzaki, Spratt and Wagner 1987 on Morocco; Fentiman, Wyse and Vikiru 2010 on sub-
Saharan Africa; UNICEF 2016 on eastern and southern Africa; and UNESCO 1953, 2003 
more generally. 

55.	 Among others, Kurt Komarek and Magdeleine (Marie) Chatry-Komarek of the German 
Agency for International Cooperation gave key assistance with a tutor training work-
shop and instruction on composing and using local language workbooks, which was 
pivotal to Goody’s project. Coming out of her extensive experience of working with 
teachers in several African countries on the design of mother-tongue teaching materials 
and the training of teacher-training tutors, Chatry-Komarek’s (2003) book made teach-
ing methods and suggestions available to local teachers. Goody contributed a foreword, 
and Chatry-Komarek cites examples from their rich correspondence (ibid.: 76–77). 

56.	 On the conflicting attitudes around language of instruction, see Goody 2006a: 257–60; 
also see Chatry-Komarek (2003: 41–53) discussing the subject for teachers’ reference.

57.	 ‘These L1 readers consistently top district-wide testing in English, maths and science’  
(Goody, Draft Report ca. 2005).

58.	 For example, the National Literacy Acceleration Programme (NALAP) was developed by 
a collaboration of Ghanaian and international consultants from 2007, and put into practice 
from 2010. Among those involved, Rosekrans, Sherris and Chatry-Komarek (2012) 
describe this programme and the conditions of its creation, while Etsey’s conclusion here 
discusses its evolution and continuation by different forms of intervention up until 2022.

59.	 This paper was circulated in 2011 to education officials and colleagues in Ghana, and to 
a 2014 conference on ‘Language, Learning and Literacy in Africa: Practical and Policy 
Aspects of Effectively Implementing Bilingual Primary School Literacy Programmes’, 
organized by Alicia Fentiman at Cambridge University. The interdisciplinary conference 
focused on educational research providing empirical data to inform policy and practice. 
It also reunited colleagues from Goody’s work on LLIL and NALAP (Felicia Kafui Etsey, 
and Kurt and Magdeleine Komarek all attended).
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60.	 Fierce fighting amongst Konkomba meant that it was no longer possible to work there, 
so the participant acephalous communities were Birifor and Dagaaba. Where possible, 
one rural and one more urban school was recruited in each region.

61.	 ‘Open’ dialogue allows for unscripted exchange, the questioning of patterned responses 
and the establishing of new shared meanings, while ‘closed’ dialogue has a particularly 
fixed routinized patterning that does not allow for deviation (Goody 2006b: 5–9; 2009: 
4ff.).

62.	 In her reports (1996a: 7; 2006: 14), Goody discussed reasons why these results were not 
easy to evaluate, including variations between school conditions, and the young age of 
the children – factors that encouraged her to move towards analysis of comparative 
description. She carried out yearly testing throughout, but did not rely on the results for 
her assessment.

63.	 She notes this in her first year report to the Spencer Foundation (Goody 1997c), which 
had supported her comparative research in formal learning. 

64.	 This aspect of the work was largely funded by USAID, the US Agency for International 
Development.

65.	 See Goody 2006b, 2009, and Etsey’s chapter in this volume, for more on Goody’s 
collaborations.

66.	 She made sure copies of relevant parts of her formal reports reached and were discussed 
with the director general of education and the director of basic education in Accra, the 
three district directors of education she had worked with in northern Ghana, and also 
with colleagues in faculties of education at the universities of Legon and Cape Coast. In 
her final report from the field she cited a book being drafted on ‘A Social Anthropology 
of Education’, based on detailed case studies for several different ethnographic kinds of 
education system, and a further possible volume on why countries fail to adopt recog-
nized research results to improve education (Goody 2009: 15).

67.	 The Esther Newcomb Goody Archive is housed at the Centre of African Studies, 
Cambridge University. 

68.	 Goody’s notes on these planned publications are held in the Esther Newcomb Goody 
Archive.
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