In memory of Bennett Berger (1926-2005) 
It is with heavy heart that I receive the news of Bennett's passing this past Thursday. It would be hard to put together a list of more than a few people in American sociology who had thought as hard or as well about culture. He was also quite simply a gifted writer, something rather more rare in the academic world than many would like to admit.

Let me go a little further. He was one of the few people I've met who, in my humble opinion, merits the term 'intellectual,' which for me has always been a term that separated those who've read a lot and have thereby arrived at the belief that they are correct, or at least more correct than everyone else, about most if not all things and those who've read a lot and are still able to look dispassionately at and understand the contingencies of their own truths and not just those of others. It seems strange to me sometimes that this is such a rare commodity in the academic world, but such is the case. The Bennetts become all the more precious as a result.

In one of those coincidences that now and again encourages me to believe there is some overarching meaning in the universe, I happen to be re-reading his Survival of a Counterculture right at the moment, as we will be discussing it this week in one of my courses. It is such an elegant book. Rigorous but not ponderous, it is the kind of book that I cannot take up without finding myself (after having read it several times) consistently stopping every two or three pages to jot down notes to remind myself of some provocative tidbit to look into later. And as prose, so much of it, even many of the intellectually weightier passages, is as tasty as we are likely to get from someone with a Ph. D in sociology. One quick example in his account of his first visit to The Ranch:

"As the food was put out on a large smorgasbord, most of the twenty-or-so people present sat on or stood near some benches, spread around a big campfire in the barn, talking or meditating. At someone's signal, the sitting people stood, joined hands with the others, and began chanting a fugal "Om." I looked around that circle of freaky faces, with the firelight flickering past them, the godseyes fluttering, the stars visible through the holes in the barn roof, I sniffed the mixed odors of the barn animals, the food, the wood smoke, and the greasy jeans, and listened to the rise and fall of the "Om-ing," and I felt the ethnographer's familiar rush of panic: how did I get into this? how am I going to get out of it?" (39)

Absolutely delicious.

Bennett edited a collection of "intellectual autobiographies" by sociologists (Authors of Their Own Lives) that appeared just before I got to UCSD as a grad student in 1992. This has become one of my favorite books. In it, he included his own autobiographical effort with the title "Looking for the Interstices." I have always thought of Bennett in just these terms: at the interstices, refusing to be in any of the provided categories, preferring the freedom of existing 'in-between' to the security of knowing always precisely where one is with respect to any question, even before knowing what the question is.

He notes in Survival of a Counterculture that the grant he received for the research reported in the book was the first significant grant he'd received or even sought. The respectable, professional, thoroughly mainstreamed social scientist doing "Big Research" would of course see this as a sign of failure. Serious researchers get grants, do they not? Well, the question should be seen as real, not rhetorical. What is disallowed, what is prevented in our inquiry into our present situation by our sponsorship by powerful institutions with vested interests in the kinds of questions and answers considered 'legitimate'? Bennett, in good outsider fashion, talks of the ability to avoid such sponsorship as an object of intellectual pride and independence.

I am on his side.

May he somehow know, wherever he might now be, of the tremendous gift his presence here was for some others interested in staying out of the boxes.

