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(People who have influenced me most, by Alan Macfarlane)
Jack Goody (¢.1918- )

Some people have influenced me through the force of their ideas, some through
the force of their persondity. The distinguished Cambridge anthropologist, Professor
Jack Goody has combined these. He has undoubtedly been the strongest influence on
my career as an anthropologist.

| first came across Jack’ swork during my M.Phil a the L.S.E. in 1967. He was
clearly afriend, or at least junior colleague, of my supervisor Isaac Schapera.
Schapera had suggested or agreed that | did my 30,000 word dissertation on the
history of sexud and maritd rdaionsin early modern England. When | cameto
write on incest and marriage, | read severd articles by Jack Goody and used themin
my thesis. Jack was on the Board of Past and Present and perhaps knew of me
through Keith Thomas.

Jack was gppointed my M.Phil. examiner, which waswhen | firs met him. | did
not form an enormoudy favourable impression & first | think. | found his articles
interesting, but alittle difficult to follow. There seemed to be legps and gaps,
something characterigtic of some of hislater work (as of the work of Edmund Leach,
Mary Douglas, Meyer Fortes, Marilyn Strathern — but not Evans- Pritchard). At the
viva he struck me as rather rambling and | was put off when he suggested that he and
Schapera should go off for adrink (S. was my interna examiner, in those daysthis
was dlowed) and excluded me. So different from Evans-Pritchard who, after my
D.Phil, invited me out to adrink.

I must next have met Jack in Cambridge (where he became William Wyse
Professor in 1973), just after | arrived in Cambridge. | remember that he was friendly
and encouraging in various ways. He read my Ph.D. thes's on the Gurungs after it had
been accepted for publication and made some important suggestions for improvement
(in particular including an introductory chapter on demographic theory). He sent me a
bundle of his offprints. He encouraged me to attend the *Friday’ seminar, then held in
King's College and asked me to present a paper. Most importantly, when | gpplied for
my firg teaching job in 1974 in the Department of Socid Anthropology, to the post
until lately held by Jack’ s wife Esther, he not only encouraged me to apply, but
clearly backed me strongly for the post. (I gethered this from asides during the
meeting of the Appointments Committee by Edmund Leach). | was gppointed a
Lecturer.

In fact, for the rest of histenure as Professor (to 1983) he was aways awonderful
patron and support. He supported me for a Readership, which | got after only Sx
yearsin the job, and even towards the end for a Professorship (which | only got much
later). He encouraged mein every possible way and it is difficult to measure his
influence, but here are afew examples.

Whenever we needed equipment for our various projects, he supported the
goplication. On one occasion | remember him pulling out hisown  cheque book and
paying for a piece of equipment and muitering that he would somehow find some
money later. In fact it wasthis‘can do’ attitude which | appreciated so much. He was
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adways optimitic, believing that anything was possible. Thiswas particularly
important in relation to the various projects which | started up. He was an inspiration
in the main years of the Earls Colne project and put grest efforts into helping it
flourish.

Jack himsdlf was awaysintrigued by new technologies and was among the very
firgt to recognize the vaue of computers and video. For ingtance, hisindexing of the
large offprint collection in the department, his computer verson of the west African
Bagre myths, his purchase of the Human Relations Area Files, al showed this
interest. Asdid the very early recordings he organized of off-air tddevison
programmes which gave the Department the basis for its excellent video library. Or
agan his early redization that we should video-tape sessions with senior, retiring or
retired anthropologists. He did thiswith Meyer Fortes, Audrey Richards and
M.N.Srinivas and | have continued over the years to add another 30 or so recordings
(induding of Jack himsdf).

The enthusiasm meant that not only did he build up alarge department, but early
acquired through grants and then the University atechnician post. These technicians
have been invaluable for our projects, particularly the last two Humphrey Hinton and
Paul Cadwell.

Jack’ s drive and politica skills made the Department of Socid Anthropology a
redly exciting place to be from 1975 to 1983. He prevented feuding and stopping the
Department from narrowing down to selected specidisms. He encouraged dl forms of
anthropology and dl areas of the world. Cambridge became the main exporter of good
graduates to teach in European universities.

One of the many things | learnt from Jack was how to approach loca academic
palitics. Watching Jack a work through along day of teaching and adminigtration
was an education in itsdf. He occasiondly bullied, took up lost causes, fought
unnecessary battles and so on. But on the whole hisimmense energy and deep
cunning (he reminded me of a bear, gpparently clumsy, but lethd and quick thinking)
and many network ties made him formidable.

He gave me many practica hints. Don't’ waste too much time on lectures. Don't
waste time going up to London committees. Don't waste time on formdity — a quick
note on the back of an envelope will usudly serve the trick. Don't be seduced by the
ideaof think-tanks. If one hasideas they will come out in any setting and teeching is
an encouragement to creativity. Don't waste time on administration, but try to achieve
the maximum amount with the minimd effort. Be courteous and encouraging to
assstant staff, secretaries and others, and make them fed valued. And many more bits
and pieces which have now become second nature (including the trick of relaxing or
even dightly dozing through seminars with a hand over the eyes, without giving
offence). Through him and in that period | learnt how the University and Department
worked (as far as one can), which has since stood me in great stead.

Towards the end of his Professorship he became somewnhat irascible and
frustrated with the constant drain of being such an active Head of Department, but



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane 2002

was uncertain how to offload this burden. This problem was exacerbated by the fact
that he knew the system so well and was reluctant to delegate. So from time to time he
would fly into arage and threaten, or actudly, resgn. But he came back.

These up-setsworried me and | spent quite alot of energy in hislast three years
trying to help, acting as Head of Department, taking over duties and so on. Thiswasa
drain but I owed him so much. My feding of debt isreflected alittle in the
consderable amount of effort | put into organizing alarge farewell party for him, held
in his garden and house a 8, Adam’s Road. Thiswas alarge rambling house with a
huge garden which reflected his persondity and where Sarah and | had been to so
many wonderful parties, where many colleagues and friends from other Departments
were to be found. He was a great magnet a life force who, like Peter Ladett (g.v.)
burnt brightly on the Cambridge scene.

Intelectudly, dso, hiswork and conversations with him had an enormoudy
enlivening effect. Part of his breadth of vison arose from the fact that he was
interested in and encouraging of inter-disciplinary work with many disciplines. He
had read English as an undergraduate, but fortunately for me a particular interest he
had was in history and its relationship to anthropology. So we discussed themes and
overlgps, in particular in relation to the history of European kinship and marriage,
about which were both writing in those years. Much of hiswork was set in along
higtorica time frame, often covering thousands of years. He was practisng an early
form of globd higtory and maintaining the honourable tradition in anthropology of
Kroeber and othersin looking at long sweeps of civilizations.

Another simulation was Jack’ s interest in technology and meterid life. Not only
was he interested in the practicaities of computers and machines, but he again
maintained an earlier (and somewhat unfashionable) anthropologica tradition in
being interested in materid technologies. Thus he wrote books and articles exploring
technologies of production, destruction and communication and their effects. Thiswas
al the more suggestive because it was broadly comparative, dways coming back to
the basic contrast which informed his work, that is the difference between the post-
Neolithic cvilizations of Eur-Asia, and the pre-Neolithic technologies of sub-Saharan
Africa

| am sure that my own later interest in technologies, agricultura, medicdl,
productive (see Glass, Tea) wasdso in thistradition, as were lectures | give on visud
technologies, technology and transformation etc. Jack’ s books on *Cooking’,
‘Howers etc. explored the fascinating relations between culture and materid life
which dso increasingly interested me.

So awhole set of areas of interest overlapped, demography, kinship,
communication and technology. And the idea of speculating at a broadly historica
and comparative levd, taking India, China, Europe and Africadl as gri to the mill,
was a condant ingpiration. Listening to Jack a seminars, talking to him and reading
his stream of works was a constant source of new ideas and themes to pursue. He was
congtantly suggesting new links, expanding the borders of what anthropology might
be. And this was based on alarge library and much travel and experience.
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Of course | did not ways agree with his conclusions. | remember in an early
seminar presentation to the Friday seminar that | attacked Jack’ s work on kinship, and
particularly his apparent materid determinism in the ‘hoe and plough’ thess. He
replied to this robustly, denying my interpretation, though | was not convinced. After
he retired he wrote a number of books and articles which rgjected some of his earlier
work, attacked the work of John Hajnd, the Cambridge Group and (always tactfully
and implicitly) mysdlf. The new theme of hiswork wasthat bascdly al Eur-Asan
civilizations, from Japan to Irdand, were structurdly amilar, their kinship,
demography and socid organizations little different, at least if compared to sub-
Saharan Africa, which redly was different. | found this later work, particularly the
East in the West, less convincing than the earlier work. But it was dways chdlenging
and made one think.

Jack was enormoudly productive. By the time he retired (at about 64) he had
published about ten books and many articles. In the 18 years since he hasretired he
has published perhaps another ten. This set me atarget, something to exceed in
friendly competition and from timeto time | tally up our scores. His energy and
productivity (including much time lecturing and travelling) are dso an inspiration.

In particular | wasinterested in how he managed to write so much, and to bring
together so many diverseidess. | picked up various hints. He seemed to be working in
paralel on haf adozen books or articles a once. If one dowed down, he switched to
another. Furthermore, he was dways observing and writing, on journeys, in mestings,
even in the shortest period. The blight of busy peopleisthat they have only smdl bits
of time and are tempted to put off producing something worthwhile because of
digtractions or feding that they will be interrupted. This did not affect him. Great sdif-
discipline and concentration as well as enormous energy lay behind this. Also he
wrote fast and did not get blocks. One aid to thiswas to write asif filling in ajig-saw
puzzle or mosaic. At first he would write afew scraps of ideas on a sheet of paper and
have it typed. Then he would add in afew more sentences. So abook would be built
up asif it were aLego congtruction.

This made for grest credtivity and freeing of the mind in order to make
connections. The fact that Jack was congtantly exploring new subjects, and then
darting back to old ones, ways based on deep fieldwork in West Africaand a
congtant low-key ethnography wherever he went, made his writing very rich. One
learnt dongside him and new worlds were opened up.

Whereas Jack’ s lecturing and spesking style is somewhat awvkward, pausing in the
middle of sentences, going back, long ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ pauses, hiswriting is very clear
and easy to follow and in some of his books very good. In some of the later books
thereis a sense of rush. We are presented with rough early drafts.

On the other hand there was a certain coreto al hiswork which givesit
consgtency. Thisisthe question, not dissimilar to the one that obsesses me, asto why
Eur-Asia had devel oped through the Nealithic and post-Nedlithic revolutions of many
kinds, while Africa had not done so. Jack isamateridigt, yet not aMarxig, interested
in myth and communication, but not a structuraist. He was no faddist and because of
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hisinterestsin his later years more famous perhaps in France than in England. So,
after retirement to a certain extent he went out of fashion, at least among British
anthropologigs. But his reputation in neighbouring disciplines, particularly history
and literary studies, was greater than most.

Heisahbig manin every sense. Although he did not earn the plaudits and gongs of
Edmund Leach — no knighthood, few medas and not al the distinguished lectures—
but to my mind he was a better ethnographer and amore fruitful and interesting
anthropologigt. Like the others by whom | have been influenced, Ladett, Thomas,
Gdlner, heisamgor figure in twentieth thought. Perhaps not among the immortas
like Evans-Pritchard or Maitland, but greet nevertheless. And certainly someone who
deeply shaped my interests, life and career. A good friend and patron, asheisto

many.



