
It is not just a village cliche which sets itself against the modernity of the land of books; the work 
of weaving, the loom of carpet makers and craftspeople, a complex and old, old technology 
serves to tie this text together. Knots? Perhaps there are too many metaphors for it to be useful 
to explore the dynamics of this texture more closely; just as it might be too obvious to labour the 
allegorical links between the journey and metaphor. Nevertheless, this is what Berger provokes. 
So it is a crafty metaphor that Papastergiadis appropriates to make sense of his journey with 
Berger: the shuttle; that small piece of wood which carries the thread across the waft and weave 
of the text. 

With chapter titles like “This Exilic Shuttle”, the journey is fabricated as an oscillating device 
which is something like the movement of a new space of dialogue. From Berger’s fascinating 
novel Pig Earth, Papastergiadis quotes: “The movement of writing resembles that of a shuttle on 
a loom: repeatedly it approaches and withdraws, closes and takes its distance” (NP:17). 
Immediately after this Papastergiadis tells us that the metaphor for Berger’s method is metaphor 
itself. Metaphor already suggests movement, transportation (of meaning from one place to 
another). Metaphor is a messenger which creates possibilities by reading across — extensions. 
This slippery tool deftly carries the reader of this text across migrations, meanings, exile, 
identity, journey and home, in a way that is inspired by Berger but is much more; it provides a 
way to “crossweave Berger’s texts with the more enduring threads of cultural and critical 
theory” (NP:5) 

This is a text which is far more a debate about contemporary critical theory than one that has 
much to do with the critic and novelist John Berger — and in so being it is more in the spirit of 
Berger’s work than any hitherto attempted study (NP:45). Would this be a better work without 
Berger at all? Probably not, but then it is worthwhile as a prompt for readers who might have 
overlooked the theoretical import of Berger’s works, and as a prompt for those who might be 
reading so-called ‘post-colonial’ theory and not seeing its relevance to writers ‘like’ Berger (Who 
these ‘like’ writers might be is another problem, but I have in mind certain cosmopolitains who 
are not by birthright ‘post-colonial’ and yet are relevant here. Nikos Papastergiadis perhaps?). 

In order to provide its commentary on exile and modernity this book engages with a number of 
critical theorists alongside Berger. They include writers as varied as Gayatri Spivak, Homi 
Bhabha, Walter Benjamin and Georg Simmel. Edward Said is invoked as one who suggests that 
culture may be represented as “zones of control and abandonment, of recollection and of 
forgetting, of forces or of dependence, of exclusiveness or of sharing, all taking place within a 
global history that is our element”. This then allows that it is “with metaphor that borders are 
both made and crossed, that memory becomes history, and that violence is named” (NP:27). 
With metaphor — yes, but it is not enough to accept Said’s formulation (which sets up a series 
of pairs in a remarkably un-examined context of “the global history that is our element” Said 
19891). What is necessary is a more detailed analysis of the violence-naming capacities of 
metaphor, the violence of language. While metaphor can be construed as an “act of 
transportation” (NP:27) which carries meaning and defines zones, borders, selves and others, 
there is an imperative in this realisation of the method of metaphor, and it is this, I think, that 
the here-and-there migrant thought of this work begins to articulate. Its contribution forges 
metaphors to think against the violence of domination and exclusion: “Shuttling between 
absence and presence, metaphor is the means for articulating action” (NP:27). 

 

Said 

Perhaps it is worth making a few comments on Said’s work here, since in the introductory 
chapter of Modernity in Exile Said is invoked as one who “has asked the urgent question of why 
various theories are travelling across the borders of disciplines”. Papastergiadis adds to this the 
comment that “it is also necessary to pose the need for an interdisciplinary approach” to the 
interjacency between modernity and exile and to draw out “the dialogical relationship between 

                                                             

1 Said, E.W. 1989 ‘Representing the Colonised: Anthropology’s Interlocutor’, Critical 
Inquiry, winter 



author and subject” (NP:4). Significantly Said proclaims Berger’s work as a “superb guide” to 
the “opening of culture to the experience of the Other”, a gift of empathy, which is attentive to 
‘other ways of telling’ through “interferences, crossing of borders and obstacles, [and] a 
determined attempt to generalise exactly at those points where generalisations seem 
impossible” (Said in NP:16) 

One of the guiding precepts of Said’s Orientalism could readily apply to the way Papastergiadis 
tries to “interfere” with Berger. Though it is not quoted in Modernity in Exile, Said provided a 
methodological precept which could well be thought to govern this book. He declared that “the 
things to look at are style, figures of speech, setting, narrative devices, historical and social 
circumstances, not the correctness of presentation nor its fidelity to some great original” (Said 
1978:21). What Said points out is that the machineries of understanding employed by Western 
scholars are inseparable from the political structures within which and for which they write. 
The same danger might attend Berger’s efforts to understand “his” others, with, I think, the 
same failure to extend the contextual analysis of such structures beyond a first 
acknowledgement. 

To push this further, in Said’s more recent book Culture and Imperialism  (1993), gestures 
towards a global analysis — as a context for Said’s particular readings — promise much but do 
not deliver. Said often quotes Fanon: “Europe is literally the creation of the third world” (Fanon 
1961:96) and contends that the politics of knowledge still operates to occlude much of what is 
important in world history. He then argues that “most accounts of European cultural history 
take little notice of the empire” and that “today’s scholar and critic is accustomed to accept 
[great novels etc] without noticing their imperial attitudes and references along with their 
authoritative centrality” (Said 1993:289) 

While extending the focus of his project to an interest in the “globalised process set in motion 
by modern imperialism” (Said 1993:xxii-iii), and in “new alignments that now provoke and 
challenge the fundamentally static notion of identity that has been the core of cultural thought 
during the era of imperialism” (Said 1993:xxviii), he still confines his studies to the past and to 
specificities in a way that remains, perhaps, too local. His recognition of all cultures as “hybrid, 
heterogeneous, extraordinarily differentiated and unmonolithic” (Said 1993:xxix) is all well and 
good, but just saying the word ‘hybrid’ does not in itself go beyond the protocols of academic 
essentialisms. Said’s orientation might usefully be carried beyond his historical texts of empire, 
into a consideration of the ongoing ‘orientalisms’ of today and a theorisation of the global 
culture that is our ‘element’. What is required, beyond historical commentaries which would 
rewrite European cultural history (however important this remains), is an intervention which 
challenges the identities so described, and which can begin to challenge the continued 
operation of those identities in contemporary cultural relations  

However this accords with Berger’s project, Said’s celebration of the hybrid, and his gestural 
references to the global, do not seem enough to offer a contrapuntal take on all this. At the least, 
his suggestions require further elaboration and work before they can be acknowledged as 
anything more than the sentiments of pastoral care now expected of the post-colonial theorist 
who resides in the heart of the Empire. Perhaps this is ungenerous to Said, but certainly his 
reflection on the politics of place in textual productions such as those he provides of a Dickens 
or a Kipling does not often extend to consideration of his own textual work, (except for his 
inspiring activist-oriented volumes: After the Last Sky (1986), and Covering Islam: How the Media 
and the Experts Determine How We See the Rest of the World (1981)). In addition his attitude to the 
university — the context of his own textual production — is perplexing: he refers to “the 
utopian space still provided by the University” (Said 1993:xxix). This is just a little naive given 
that his university is Columbia, heavily implicated in U.S. military research, counter-intelligence 
training and corporate grooming for a global capitalist elite. Sande Cohen has recently taken a 
different tack on this, opening the book Academia and the Luster of Capital with the sentence: 
“Even a critic as skeptical as Edward Said succumbs to the temptation of university, academic, 
employment: the university’s self-legitimations stand unchallenged” (Cohen 1993:ix University 
of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis). But this is Said, not Berger. What of Berger’s political 
credentials? 

 

Romantic Marxism? 



Berger writes at one point: “perhaps I am a bad Marxist” (Berger in NP:35). If Berger is both a 
romantic and a Marxist, then the “antagonism” of the two might be the most fruitful 
contradiction of his work. Berger’s art criticism was also a demystification of the 
correspondences of painting and capitalism, of art and alienation, of creativity and the limits 
imposed on life by the ways we live. At such junctures, as this book shows by way of 
commentary on Berger’s early essays as art critic and as author of books like Art and Revolution, 
Berger continually articulated a passionate and politically literate drive “to give meaning to 
experience” (NP:37). His essays carry the burden of a strategic drift across quite diverse 
positions — “romanticism, humanism, modernism, realism and Marxism. To his credit he does 
not seek to define a meta-discourse that embraces all” (NP:37). 

The context of Berger’s ‘romantic Marxism’ is painted as that of a kind of solidarity work with 
those who are “without power ... the underprivileged” (Berger in NP:35). Berger did not claim 
the position of the outsider or the exile as his own. Although he becomes an exile, he retains the 
authority of a writer, which gives a degree of distance. In this dialogical and empathetic realm 
the danger is always one of an appropriation or romanticisation of the other. “Speaking for” 
rather than “speaking with” is the conventional way of expressing this danger — yet for all the 
efforts to present “speaking with” dialogically in texts this can still be an appropriation rather 
than emancipation. Authorial titles of dialogical texts are still catalogued under singular names. 
Biography. 

• 

 

There is much here that still might need to be worked out in terms of the figure of the shuttle 
and the Marxist dialectic. While Gayatri Spivak might also construe a project of “narrating the 
displacement and tensions between insiders and outsiders” as an emacipative project (NP:41, but 
see also Spivak 1990 where she also uses the shuttle metaphor in a similar way), I wonder if the 
textual specificities of romantic narrative production correlate all that well with a dialectical 
orientation (for an excellent consideration of this issue see Raya Duneskavaya’s discussion in 
Philosophy and Revolution). Is it the dialectic of history leading to emancipation that is to be 
narrated, or is it that a dialectical narration of history facilitates an emancipative project? What 
place do the interlocutors presented in these narrations have in this highly theorised struggle? It 
would seem to me that there is still a great difficulty here with regard to the avowed Marxism of 
the romantic Berger. 

My problem is with the version of Marx that Berger is seen to follow. Marx is made here to seem 
more like an Althusser or Foucault, full of discontinuities (NP:25) which leap from point to 
point, rather than a dialectical materialist. Which Marx, among the multitude, is Berger reading? 
That Berger can be applauded for a methodology which is not an anti-methodology but is 
“formed through metaphor” (NP:25) cannot be supported by the “precedent” (NP:25) of Marx 
(M.Raphael notwithstanding NP:25), although the sleight of hand is subtly disguised under the 
cloak of “the revolutionary innovations of Cubism” (Berger in NP:25). Revolutionary 
innovations do not a dialectic make (although Cubism should surely be understood 
dialectically). 

It is in the chapter on Berger as a romantic Marxist that the shuttle metaphor is elaborated. The 
question of the contradiction between Berger’s romanticism and a Marxist project is to be 
resolved in a “shuttle between the outsiders and the insiders” (NP:41) — it is important to stress 
that this is not the dialectic. It is at this point too that a footnote refers to “the liminal” and the 
power of those who control the means of representation. Elaborating this point involves an “in-
betweenness where the subject constantly shuttles between one pole and another” (NP:81). This 
sense of liminality is to be “differentiated” from the position of an anthropologist who writes in 
a liminal space with the privilege of technologies of representation “not necessarily equitable 
with the liminal rite de passage, initiation or migration which is an irreversible process”, or at 
least “a phase of transition” (NP:81). This is a subtle point, although I am not sure the shuttle of 
Berger is less privileged than that of the anthropologist. It is here that a more complicated notion 
of dialogue is at stake. Perhaps debates over the relation between the party, the masses and 
those who speak in the position of the (self-appointed) vanguard could be invoked here. And 
this is also where it is important to stress that the means of representation are a major site of 
contemporary struggle. And for all its gestures, neither the academy nor the publishing 



industry, will be giving up any control by choice. A dialectical understanding of reflexivity 
might recognise that such reflexive manoeuvreing is also a recuperative force, always 
recovering that which unfolds within its grasp, always recalling the aberrant to its fold, in 
dialogue, even with a maverick like Berger. This is the global reach of a violence that is 
misnamed exchange.. 

[Is the shuttle enough? (remember Dipesh Chakrabarty asked us in a Melbourne seminar if the 
shuttle had blown up in the text! Challenger!) More could also be said on Berger and this text as 
a memoir, also on the relation between Berger and a Marxist project as a travel/adventure 
metaphor] 

In the penultimate chapter of Modernity in Exile, the three “stages” of exile offered by Julia 
Kristeva are examined. The first entails a “shattering” of home and a “loss of certitudes, the 
second a dual lament over the loss of the past with a resentment of the lack in the present The 
third is the mode of exile which moves to an “affirmative reconciliation with liminality, 
fragmentation and difference” which “goes beyond the violence of negation” to a “reinscription 
of identity” (NP:182). These three stages may be significant for the path that has been traced in 
this review, from the singularity of Berger’s exile, through the opposition and duality of the 
contradictions of dialogue, and romantic Marxism, towards a resolution and a way forward. The 
dilemma, however, still rests with the “reinscription” of identity in modernity after the violence 
of these earlier stages and the political realities of who it is that gets to perform this scripting. 

Papastergiadis steps between these pitfalls, I think, by not claiming to present the aspirations of 
“any particular group who lack institutional power to define their place in the world” (NP:6), 
but instead tries to provide a few suggestions which offer “a contribution towards the rising 
challenges against the categories which legitimise domination and exclusion” (NP:6). This is 
crucial — the political key to the entire text, it offers much. And yet I wonder if this is enough 
for the global predicament we find ourselves within, but barely able to comprehend. Certainly 
this is only the beginning for a larger project within which Berger is only a shuttle stop on the 
way. But again I despair that the metaphor of weaving is insufficient to unravel the very 
powerful chains of domination which prevail. Textuality will need to be tougher than this to 
combat international capitalism. Nikos may note that “these metaphors may seem redundant, 
but the project is not” (NP:6). Yes! But if violence is to be named in an analysis of the global 
system of production, then I think the project needs more militant metaphors yet (it is also not 
without irony that this weaving metaphor is published in Manchester and I am reading it in 
Calcutta — histories of colonisation and texture overlap again)2. 

These tools do not easily admit of dialogue — the weaver of the loom becomes entranced in a 
solitary rhythm, muttering or singing to self, an internal commentary. Such I think is this book 
— a fine cloth but not yet a jacket for motorcycle warmth. 

Nikos clings on too tightly on that motorcycle (as he did when I took him to the airport on his 
first trip abroad). But riding with Berger is not for everyone: this is a difficult inaccessible book. 
Wild; and a challenge for all — but worth the effort after all, since who could possibly prefer a 
pedestrian biography? 

All this leaves me with some unanswered questions. What would be a Marxist reading of 
Berger, or of the so-called emancipative project of speaking with others? If Berger might be 
described as a loose Marxist and a loose romantic. Does his literariness afford a revolutionary 
politics? What contribution? And what would a revolutionary ‘dialogic’ engagement look like? 
Strange indeed. 

                                                             

2 To return to an earlier point. There is a good deal to be said, which must be left 
along the wayside, of the violence of the thread from Ariadne. The violence of 
weaving history — for example the colonial outrage of the British administration 
forcing amputations of Bengali weavers’ thumbs to prevent them producing in 
competition with the Manchester cotton mills. 

 



 

____________________ 

Afterword: on Dialogue 

To take up the issue of dialogue in both an area where the terrain is more familiar to me, and 
where the notion of “dialogue” is taken more literally(?) as conversation (which can be 
recorded), let us consider recent debates in anthropology. This departs somewhat from Berger, 
but brings out the political resonances of the dialogic metaphor. 

The fashionable themes in social science storytelling of recent years — those of “dialogue” and 
“text” — might challenge the voyeuristic tone and outlook of previous studies. This has 
sometimes been more explicitly politicised where anthropological “conversation” with its 
others — never unproblematical — is understood with various degrees of reflection upon 
hierarchies of power between interlocutors placed differently — culturally, socially, 
institutionally, and so on. 

I think the most productive area of the social sciences for this debate has been ethnography. 
The recognition that meaning is socially constructed, and that texts are not simply produced by 
singular “authors” goes some way towards elucidation of the political stakes of social science 
writing, but never far enough. The versions of this debate with which I am most familiar came 
to me in the form of a review essay by Crick (1982) and subsequent work on debates about 
fieldwork and texts, eventually resulting in the publication of Writing/Culture edited by Clifford 
and Marcus (1986). That volume of essays has been the departure point for interesting 
developments beyond Writing/Culture up until the early 1990s. 

The main point to emphasise in the debates surrounding Writing/Culture is that the production 
of any text is not something separate from the social and political context in which it is made. 
However, those who have discussed the “text metaphor” in recent years have, I think, largely 
missed this point. The discussion of dialogue as a fragile trace of lived experience difficult to 
capture to some degree responds to this dilemma. 

True, the linearity of writing cannot capture the life-world in full, as Fernandez noted in is 
essay on “misgivings” about the text as metaphor for ethnography. He has recognised the 
argument that “a great deal of the rich complexity of communication is lost in ‘writing it 
down’” (Fernandez 1985:16). Textuality then is hardly going to be dialogue. Much of the debate 
that animated anthropology in the eighties entailed a close attention to the writing process 
glossed as a joint authorship of texts and meaning with “participant-informants”. Fernandez 
went on to criticise faith in the textual metaphor for social life by pointing out that even “the 
most complex orthographic system, abundant with diacritical marks, cannot capture all the 
nuances of human communication en vive” (Fernandez 1985:16). 

A political edge to the commentary on “postmodern ethnography” which seems to be missing 
in Fernandez’s approach to texts is offered by a Chicago based group who take up the issue of 
textuality and recast it as a negotiated politics. The self-reflexivity of so-called postmodern 
ethnography keeps attention focused on the point of authorial control and does not challenge 
the political privilege and “location” of the author of texts. The Chicago group elaborate this by 
pointing out that a writer is “born” partly into a set of affiliations that are not chosen: 

so the affiliation of your knowledge is less the product of a free choice than 
something to negotiate. Affiliations are relations you make, and part of the question 
is how you deploy the ones you’re in (CCSG 1992:548). 

I think it is strange that Fernandez wonders whether any further working of the “terrain” of the 
text metaphor would be “superfluous” (Fernandez 1985:26n). His “chosen deployment” is to 
stress the importance of dialogic texts, saying that “the voices of [our] interlocution must be 
present in some form in the final form of our work to be sure that we do not wilfully substitute 
our own voice for those local voices” (Fernandez 1985:20). 

The crucial slippage, is that these recordings are never local, they are already globally inflected. 
Nevertheless, Fernandez retains the ideal of an anthropology that, “if it was practised right 



[would] return...from the field with much recorded text, recorded as faithfully and as 
accurately as method and rapport would allow” (Fernandez 1985:15). In what the Chicago 
group might call a “self-congratulatory tone”, these recorded texts are the “local voices” to be 
allowed expression through the anthropologist’s conscious effort at “turn taking” (Fernandez 
1985:23). They are not to be distorted by the analyses applied by practitioners of the “textual 
approach” who monopolise control by insisting on “reading” and ‘interpretation’, which 
simply sets up a new (equally false) objectivity. Fernandez sees the “attitudes of distance, 
removal and irony” that he finds in the “model of the text”, as an “ethnocentric celebration of 
tradition” (1985:15). 

In an earlier intervention into this debate, Paul Rabinow had applauded the work of Kevin 
Dwyer. The deficiencies of the usual anthropological interpretations were, according to Dwyer, 
to be countered by emphasizing the “dialogic” nature of work in the field. Anthropologists 
engage in dialogues with “others”, thus transcribed dialogue was seen as the most approximate 
representation of anthropological contact. When Dwyer proposed to the Faqir — his Moroccan 
“informant” — that taped conversations made on a visit three and a half years earlier might be 
published, the Faqir’s assent was transcribed in the subsequent book in dialogic form (Dwyer 
1982:xix-xxi). In this way, the assent was authenticated through this transcription, even though 
tone and context were not discernible in the written words. In verité social science, the cassette 
recorder is taken to be unable to misrepresent the actual spoken. Recording is a technology of 
authority. 

Vincent Crapanzano has recently drawn attention to the status of recorded dialogues and takes 
issue with the “interpreters” who assume they “can engage in dialogue” with: “recordings, 
texts, and other materials” (Crapanzano 1992:197). This is an error in three parts; the first of 
these is the error of “taking a metaphorical relationship (the interpretation of a text is like a 
dialogue) nonmetaphorically. The second involves a failure “to recognise that the dialogue 
with which the interpreter is now dialoguing is no longer a dialogue but is a ‘dialogue’ — the 
theme of another dialogue”. The third, and rather more acerbically expressed, error grants to 
the interpreter “a super-human ability to bracket off secondary dialogues and their language” 
(Crapanzano 1992:197). Crapanzano’s scepticism of the dialogic “turn” is worth taking 
seriously. 

In Moroccan Dialogues, Dwyer claims that: “the Faqir’s deeper aims ... were somehow satisfied 
too” (Dwyer 1982:xvi). Yet the Faqir is recorded as saying to Dwyer that “All of this is good, all 
of it, because it serves your purposes. But for me, not a single thing serves mine” (Faqir in 
Dwyer 1982:226). Are we also to accept the veracity of this recording? 

The issue of dialogue could quite possibly sustain a separate study in itself. Robert Ulin has, in 
a review of the reflexive anthropology debate twenty years since the publication of Reinventing 
Anthropology (Hymes 1974), loosely mapped this debate between poles he names as Marxism 
and postmodernism: “The postmodernist emphasis on representation can provide a powerful 
corrective to positivist social science and the tendency in some versions of political-economy to 
reduce symbolically mediated social action to the instrumental process of labour” (Ulin 
1991:64). Ulin’s attempt to “bridge the impasse” (Ulin 1991:63) between postmodernism and 
Marxism is possibly both too simple in construing its opposition, and too ambitious in 
attempting such a bridge, nevertheless despite this Habermaniacal naivéty and optimism, I 
agree that a “grounding of reflexivity in the metaphor of representation as ‘dialogical’” does 
come dangerously close to a “contemplative stance” which ignores “praxis and the plurality of 
subjects that negotiate the historical and political process” (Ulin 1991:64) of contemporary life. 

If anthropologists like Paul Rabinow and Fernandez want to turn to studies of “power and 
privilege” so as to “move back into the world” (Rabinow 1985:12), they cannot extricate 
themselves from the worldly politics of textual production and dissemination. They have not 
given up their own textual affiliations, for they write in a global marketplace. 

in an episteme where representation is privileged, the site of presence is always 
contested and power derives not only from controlling information but from 
controlling what people consider information to be. The site of presence and power 
now lies with people who are not only defined by ownership but by their control 
over information systems and systems of communication (Stratton 1990:26) 



 

Notes 

 

 


