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OBITUARIES

Irving Goldman (1911-2002): A Brief
Remembrance

JEAN E. JACKSON
Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Irving Goldman, Professor of Anthropology Emeritus, Sarah Lawrence
College, died on April 7, 2002 at the age of 90.  He was one of Boas’ last
students, and Ruth Benedict sat on his Ph.D. committee.  His first research,
among Modoc Indians in Oregon and California, led to collaboration with
Margaret Mead.  He contributed four chapters to a book she edited, Cooperation
and Competition among Primitive Peoples (1936).  In 1939 he carried out
fieldwork among the Cubeo (Pamiwa) of the Vaupés region of Colombia,
publishing  The Cubeo: Indians of the Northwest Amazon in 1963.  The first
modern ethnography of Tukanoan peoples, the book is still considered a seminal
contribution to Amazonian studies and a splendid example of ethnographic
writing.  In 1975 Goldman published The Mouth of Heaven: An Introduction to
Kwakiutl Religious Thought, a reinterpretation of the Kwakiutl potlatch, and
Ancient Polynesian Society appeared in 1970.  Both books are very highly
regarded.  Hehenewa of the Cuduiari, an Introduction to Cubean Religious Thought,
based on field research between 1968 and 1970 and in 1979, will be published
posthumously.

A lifelong resident of Brooklyn, Goldman was born September 2, 1911
to Russian-born parents.  He graduated from Brooklyn College in 1933 and
earned a Ph.D. in anthropology at Columbia in 1941.  After teaching at
Brooklyn College from 1940 to 1942, he moved to Washington, D.C., to
work as a consultant at the Bureau of Latin American Research.  Drafted into
the army, he moved over to the State Department’s Office of Strategic Services,
also as an expert on Latin America.  In 1947 he moved to Sarah Lawrence
College, where he stayed until he retired in 1980.  He then taught at the New
School of Social Research until 1987.  His wife of more than 50 years, Hannah
Stern, died in 1986.  He is survived by three nieces and Sonya Shenn, his
partner for the last decade of his life.

Goldman was tough, and politically and morally forthright.  A lifelong
opponent of injustice and social inequality, he joined the American Communist
Party in 1936, but resigned, quite disillusioned, in 1942.  Called before the
Senate Internal Security Subcommittee, he confirmed his own ties but refused
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to name names, invoking his First Amendment rights to free speech.  Few of
those required to testify took that route, as the outcome was more uncertain
than claiming the Fifth Amendment right to avoid self-incrimination.

I met Irving in 1971, in Mitú, Vaupés, when Peter Silverwood-Cope, a
graduate student from Cambridge University, and I arranged a boat ride to
visit Irving at the settlement on the Cuduyarí River where he was staying.  He
was very warm and welcoming, despite the fact that neither Peter nor I had
thought to bring him his mail!  Irving and I kept in touch through the years,
exchanging drafts of papers and seeing each other occasionally, at AAA
meetings and at his home in Brooklyn Heights.

Irving is exactly the kind of senior scholar one wants to have working in
one’s geographical area of research.  Utterly incapable of feeling threatened or
competitive, he saw those of us doing fieldwork in the Vaupés at the time of
his second research stint there—Peter, Steve and Christine Hugh-Jones and
myself—as younger scholars doing interesting work, work he wanted to hear
about and discuss.  It occurred to me at the time that to some degree he saw
his younger, 1939 fieldworker self in us.  Whatever the reason, he was always
generous and full of encouragement—even though surely he must have
occasionally wondered just what we were up to.  I am really referring to myself—
he understood what Steve, Christine and Peter, and Patrice Bidou and Pierre-
Yves Jacopin (French and Swiss students, respectively, of Lévi-Strauss) were
up to.  I am thinking in particular of a paper I sent to him early on, later
published in Ethnology, brimming over with the kinship algebra fashionable
in some places in the early 1970s.  It is a bit embarrassing now to recall.

The Cubeo continues to serve as a model ethnography, in part because it
succeeds so well at what is now referred to as “experience-near” ethnographic
representation.  Irving’s knowledge of the Cubeo was so extensive, so successful
was he at capturing Cubeo humor, their daily routines, their thoughts and
feelings, that readers come away feeling they know them as real people.  In his
hands their rituals come alive as performances of paramount importance to
the participants—the opposite of the all too frequently encountered arid text,
its descriptions and theorizing devoid of emotional content.

As Irving aged he became even sweeter, and remained as modest as ever.
In the early 1990s, Janet Chernela, a friend who worked in the Brazilian Vaupés,
and I began planning an AAA session on the Northwest Amazon in his honor.
He told us he really didn’t want to do it.  We stopped, of course, and while I
respected his wishes, I still wish we could have shown our appreciation and
admiration with a scholarly session discussing his lifelong interests in systems
of thought, ranked societies, religion, and sociocultural evolution.  He leaves
behind an extraordinarily large number of scholars influenced by his superbly
comprehensive field research, analytical perspective, and theoretical
contributions.
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I have recently been corresponding by e-mail with Sr. Orlando Rodríguez,
a Cubeo from the Cuduyarí, who works in the national indigenous rights
movement.  His uncle, Pedro Rodríguez, and father, Luís Rodríguez,
collaborated with Irving in the 1970s fieldwork.  On 13 February 2002, Orlando
Rodriguez wrote me, requesting that I forward a letter he had written to Irving.
Most unfortunately, by then Irving was too sick to be able to understand it.
Although Orlando Rodríguez was a little boy when Irving was staying in his
community, he remembers meeting him, and reports that reading the Spanish
translation of Irving’s ethnography, and listening to his relatives discussing
the research, led to a decision to earn a degree in anthropology at the National
University of Colombia.  Orlando Rodríguez ends the letter with a wish that
Irving know that he is very much remembered among the Cubeo and that
they will remain his friend forever.  It is a very touching letter, and would have
pleased Irving immensely.

Irving leaves behind another community, a very large one of
anthropological colleagues in the United States and Europe, who also will
remember him and remain his friend forever.

August, 2002
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