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Uncanny Presence: The Foreigner at the Gate of Globalization

Rebecca Saunders

Before Nietzsche’s proverbial house of philosophy there
stands an uncanny guest.1 As with other foreign presences,
this one is both strangely familiar and productive of anxiety; it
is destined to remain outside (foras), both there and not there,
neither recognizably present nor unambiguously absent. Is
there such a guest at the gate of globalization?

I believe that we shall find that there is and that this
“global foreigner” bears, however unwillingly, the stigmata of
an ambivalence, of an infantile and “primitive” past, and of a
confusion between psychic and material reality that Freud
associates with the uncanny. This essay seeks to consider
within a series of material and philosophical contexts, the
spectral presences that haunt the circumstances and dis-
courses customarily gathered beneath the name of globaliza-
tion.2 It elaborates a figure of a “global foreigner” who, I ar-
gue, bears a particular relation to both temporal and material
presence. This project evinces both a disruption and a conti-
nuity in the narrative of foreignness: a new configuration of
the foreigner that emerges with globalization—one delineated
less in terms of the nation-state, a language, or an ethnic
identity than by a cosmopolitan lifestyle, electronic forms of
communication, and investment in transnational markets and
finance—but in which the semantic location assigned to for-
eigners remains largely the same.

Let us begin with the simplest of questions: is there such
a thing as a “foreigner” in the era of globalization? Don’t
processes of globalization make the very concept of the for-
eign obsolete? Benjamin Barber seems to have argued as
much: “modern transnational corporations in quest of global
markets cannot really comprehend ‘foreign policy,’” he writes,
“because the word foreign has no meaning to the ambitious
global businessperson.”3 And to be sure, processes of global-
ization have conditioned a significant reformulation of the
concepts of nation, citizenship, home, and belonging around
which the foreigner is constituted in the modern world.4 The
nation no longer bears exclusive sovereignty over its people or
their transactions with those of other nations; it is superseded
in certain economic and legal arenas, for example, by the
World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank, and challenged by both
human rights covenants and environmental mandates.5 The
nation is, hence, neither the only foundation for rights (many
of which have been reformulated as “human” rather than
“civil”) nor the sole determinant of political legitimacy: indi-
viduals and organizations increasingly pursue economic and
political engagements independently of nation-states. Citizen-
ship has been revalued accordingly, rendered more “flexible,”
in Aihwa Ong’s terms.6 The shuffling of the constituents of
identity and the realignment of borders that accompany glob-
alization may well mean that one’s sense of belonging is or-
ganized around a mobile and cosmopolitan society—what
Leslie Sklair has named “the transnational capitalist

class”—rather than a geographical place, a home, or a nation.7
A member of that global tribe may well be more “at home” in
an urban center where she is not a citizen than in the working
class or rural neighborhoods of the nation where she is. He
may well be more adept at an anglicized and computerized
lingua franca than at the majority of dialects from his country
of origin. The sense of familiarity constructed by the com-
puter running on her lap may well eclipse the foreignness of
immediate physical surroundings.

But if globalization has, in specific ways and for certain
actors, effaced traditional meanings of foreignness, this is by
no means to say that the figure of the foreigner no longer
exists. On the contrary, there are a number of very significant
and highly consequential survivals of foreignness in the era of
globalization, one of which is churned out in the most pre-
dictable way by resurgent nationalisms. A by-product of glob-
alization, such nationalisms (and equally virulent nativisms of
other sorts) strive to ward off the perceived homogenization
of culture associated with globalization, often quite rightly
equated with American cultural imperialism, secularism, and
consumerism. Barber contends that a deeply dialectical rela-
tion exists between what, on the one hand, he calls
“McWorld”—a secular, uniform, and universalizing mass
culture that, spread through the “infotainment telesector,”
displaces diverse indigenous traditions, “forges global mar-
kets,” and insists with apparent impunity that “the laws of
production and consumption are sovereign, trumping the laws
of legislatures and courts”8—and what, on the other hand, he
calls “Jihad”—the reinvigoration of local cultures, ethnic and
religious identities, tribalisms and nationalisms, a frenzied
“preservation” of culture threatened by outside influences
and, above all, by modernity. Stuart Hall has made a similar
point, arguing that the nation does not just “bow off the stage
of history,” but “goes into an even deeper trough of defen-
sive exclusivism” marked by “a regression to a very defensive
and highly dangerous form of national identity which is
driven by a very aggressive form of racism.”9

Frederic Jameson articulates this principle of globaliza-
tion’s role in producing nationalisms in terms of a negative
relativity that also describes the structure of foreignness. De-
rived from the Latin term foras (outside), the word foreign
designates a quality or an entity conceived relatively: the for-
eign is always relative to the inside, the domestic, the familiar,
a boundary. A container without contents, it can only be de-
fined negatively: to be foreign is not belonging to a group, not
speaking a given language, not having the same customs; it is
to be unfamiliar, improper, i ncomprehensible, unnatural, un-
canny. This structure of binary opposition, according to
Jameson, is not only reproduced but fortified by globalization,
which he describes as “an untotalizable totality which intensi-
fies binary relations between its parts—mostly nations, but
also regions and groups.” Such relations are, he argues, “first
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and foremost ones of tension or antagonism, when not out-
right exclusion: in them each term struggles to define itself
against the binary other.”10

Not only does globalization spawn some very familiar
versions of foreignness, it also readily absorbs, co-opts, and
commodifies foreignness, aggressively marketing exotic fash-
ions, objects for the home, music, food, and other “ethnic”
artifacts. Indeed one’s membership in the transnational capi-
talist class is, to a large degree, certified by appreciating and
possessing such foreign goods. Nothing so persuasive as
handmade Italian ceramics, a “world music” selection, or a
lovely South African wine to confirm one’s global citizenship.
These lifestyle accessories, decontextualized repositories of an
only slightly updated genesis amnesia, not only signify one’s
access to “unique” objects made elsewhere, but also that one
belongs to a “nation” of consumers with the where-with-all
to recontextualize, to make of one’s life an artful bricolage of
foreignness. For those members of the “First World” without
such privileged access, there’s always Club Med or the Epcot
Center, or Pier One Imports, where prepackaged foreignness
can be sampled less expensively and without risk.11

But I wish to concentrate less on the foreignness pro-
duced by nationalism or for bourgeois consumption than on
those foreign to globalization itself, those alien to (and alien-
ated from, in a fashion not unlike that described by Marx) the
economic class, work culture, and lifestyle inhabited by the
“global citizen.” Globalization has created vast numbers of
low-wage jobs not only in production and assembly, but also
“through the demand for workers to service the lifestyle and
consumption requirements of the growing high-income pro-
fessional and managerial class.”12 These workers, which I am
calling “global foreigners,” enable the time and space of
“globalization,” but it is not their home; they do not possess
its products and only rarely share in its benefits.13 Often,
though by no means always, these “global foreigners” are
migrants, foreigners in the most traditional sense. As Saskia
Sassen has shown, while foreign investment seeks to keep
“Third World” low-wage workers—the prototypical foreign-
ers to globalized modernity—in their place, it in fact produces
circumstances that condition migration: it displaces people to
industrial zones, disrupting traditional work structures, and
making it difficult for them to return to rural communities; it
simultaneously accustoms individuals to uprooting, making
them subjectively open to moving again, and exposes them to
“Westernization”; and it creates a reserve of unemployed
wage laborers. Thus, “the very measures commonly thought
to deter immigration—foreign investment and the promotion
of export-oriented growth in developing countries—seem to
have had precisely the opposite effect.”14

The transnationalization of labor has not only dramati-
cally increased global migration, but solidified the association
of the foreigner with poverty, and with particular ethnic
groups. This deeply engraved, negative image of immigration
contains, Sassen notes, “an implicit valorization of the re-
ceiving country and a devalorization of the sending coun-
try.”15 Moreover, “because immigration is thought to result
from unfavorable socioeconomic conditions in other coun-
tries, it is assumed to be unrelated to U.S. [or European] eco-
nomic needs or [to] broader international economic condi-
tions. In this context, the decision becomes a humanitarian
matter; we admit immigrants by choice and out of generosity,

not because we have any economic motive or political respon-
sibility to do so.”16

This interested misrecognition has no doubt fed the anti-
immigrant sentiment that has swept across “First World”
countries and functioned as the alibi for a veritable panic of
regulation and discipline, reinforced borders, pageants of
criminalization, and laws that very considerably erode immi-
grants’ rights. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, although
Western European countries made efforts to integrate per-
manent second generation immigrants, they also closed legal
labor immigration, actively encouraged voluntary return mi-
gration, instituted punitive measures to control immigrants
(such as deportation and penalties for those who employed
illegal immigrants), witnessed increasing public outcry over
Überfremdung (Overforeignization), and saw the rise of anti-
immigrant parties such as the National Action Against Over-
foreignization of People and Fatherland in Switzerland and
Jean-Marie Le Pen’s Front National in France. In the later
1980s, dramatic increases in the number of those seeking
political asylum not only led to both the Schengen Treaty and
Dublin Convention (which set out procedures for restricting
an influx of asylum seekers and refugees) but also raised the
thorny issue of who has the right to claim such status: does
extreme deprivation, for example, constitute a violation of
human rights? How does one sort out politically imposed
deprivation from globally produced poverty?17

In 1993, The E.U. Working Group on Immigration be-
gan preparing a common list of undesirable aliens to be cir-
culated among law enforcement agencies, initiated common
training of officials, and established a center for information
exchange on border crossings and immigration; Germany
reinforced its borders vulnerable to Eastern European immi-
gration, and France, implementing harsher naturalization re-
strictions, revoked its policy of automatic citizenship for sec-
ond generation immigrants.18 In the U.S., the “Illegal
Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of
1996” provided for, among other things, an increase in border
patrol agents, improved technology, harsher penalties for ille-
gal entry, wiretap authorization for investigating alien smug-
gling or document fraud, expedited removal of inadmissible
arriving aliens, a broadened range of offenses for which one
can be deported, further exclusions from the family unity
program, increased funds for removal of aliens, limitations on
public assistance and benefits, greater surveillance of non-
immigrant foreign students, and, creatively, a border patrol
museum.19

If these regulations at first appear to be all about securing
borders along national lines, on closer inspection, they reveal
themselves to be less about distinguishing between aliens to,
and citizens of, particular nation-states than between global
foreigners (migrant workers or the underemployed) and
global citizens (transnational capitalists, their retinue, and
partners). For the latter are provided streamlined and com-
fortable provisions that make borders much less obstructive,
but such provisions (which require, for example, the capital to
travel frequently) come at too high a price for the former to
purchase. These new foreigners produced in opposition to the
global citizen are less politically than economically delineated,
less defined in terms of national, linguistic, or ethnic cultures
than in terms of an elite global culture.20 But, I would con-
tend, they nonetheless bear a distinct family resemblance to
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the foreigners societies have long constructed: they are rele-
gated to the unconscious, perceived as improper, experienced
as uncanny.21 These terms, it should be emphasized, are not
unrelated: improprieties, both individual and social, are regu-
larly consigned to the unconscious; when they appear—as
they inevitably will—they do so in the uncanny instants of
symptoms and dreams.22

Freud’s personification of the repression barrier as a
border guard casts the unconscious as a foreigner (as, argua-
bly, do the cartographic metaphors of his early work or his
imagery of movement, drives, displacement, and transfer-
ence). And if the unconscious is a foreigner, so too is the
foreigner the repository of a social unconscious.23 In the re-
gime of globalization, this unconscious is comprised, I would
suggest, of the noncorporate actors crucial to the functioning
of global industry and finance who remain largely overlooked
by economic and political discourse on globalization; they are
that which globalization does not recognize in and as itself.
Not only do these global foreigners remain largely unac-
knowledged (das Unbewusste) in global media, national econo-
mies, corporate reports, and the language of trade and devel-
opment, but they are quite literal objects of repression: of
forgetting, public erasure, disenfranchisement, dismissive
stereotyping, and economic marginalization.24 In this context,
Lacan’s language games, which position the unconscious as
the slave of Hegelian dialectic, become particularly evocative.
I borrow from Françoise Meltzer’s excellent synopsis:

…the term “consciousness” can easily replace that of
“master”; and that of “unconscious” can stand in for
“slave.” The unconscious, like the slave, is repressed. But
the unconscious works, while consciousness sleeps and
catches the latter unawares. The unconscious, further, will
produce the materials which allow for the very existence
and shape of consciousness…. Without the material
“goods” supplied to consciousness by the unconscious,
the first has nothing by which—or with which—to func-
tion.25

This depiction is particularly resonant in the context of global
economic relations where “global foreigners” remain the
(largely unacknowledged) producers of goods and services
for “First World” masters and in which, for example, the gap
in wages between corporate CEOs and line workers is ap-
proximately 531 to one.26

Repressed into social and discursive oblivion, the global
foreigner can only appear as the improper (which, not inci-
dentally, is a common synonym for foreign); he is a creature
disqualified from the realm of the proprius and this semantic
disqualification bears very significant social and material con-
sequences. Derived from medieval French and English propre
and, ultimately, from Latin proprius (one’s own, special, par-
ticular; a peculiar characteristic; lasting, permanent; or, adver-
bially, exclusively, particularly, characteristically, or in a proper
sense), the root proper designates what the foreigner by defini-
tion lacks: identity (what identity she possesses is fundamen-
tally derivative, a repository for what the domestic conceives
itself not to be); propriety (he misreads signs, responds inap-
propriately, makes errors); purity (she is imbedded in stereo-
types of both physical uncleanliness and metaphysical confu-
sion); literality (his words fall outside of proper meaning);
property (she is, by quite logical extension, restricted from
owning property). This cluster of symptoms can be glimpsed

in the codes of propriety established by transnational entities
and global culture, in the improprieties assumed to character-
ize labor immigrants, and in the pathologization of certain
(aspects of) local cultures.27

They are also manifest in the increasing degree to which
the global foreigner, falling outside the economy of the
proper, must devise ways of circumventing the “proper”
economy, that is, of operating in the informal economy, in-
formalizing work space and relations, subcontracting, shifting
market functions to the community or household, engaging in
“income-generating activities occurring outside the state’s
regulatory framework.”28 These practices—pathologized,
criminalized, disciplined—are, tellingly, suspected of being
foreign imports. Sassen writes:

Until recently, theorization about the informal economy
has focused on the shortcomings of less developed
economies: their inability to attain full modernization, to
stop excess migration to the cities, and to implement
universal education and literacy programs. The growth
of an informal economy in highly developed countries
has been explained as the result of immigration from the
Third World and the replication here of survival strate-
gies typical of the home countries of migrant workers.29

But if he is both relegated to the unconscious and exiled from
the proper, in what consists the uncanninness of the global
foreigner? In his essay on the subject, Freud not only associ-
ates the uncanny with the operations of the unconscious but
with the foreign, signaling the degree to which the German
word unheimlich [uncanny] connotes foreignness. It is, he
writes, “obviously the opposite of ‘heimlich’ [homely], ‘heimish’
[native] (or belonging to the home), and we are tempted to
conclude that what is ‘uncanny’ is frightening precisely be-
cause it is not known and familiar.”30 He corroborates this
association via the Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache, where the
primary meaning of heimlich is “belonging to the house, not
strange, familiar, tame, intimate, friendly etc.” (222). But,
Freud hastens to point out, the root heimlich also carries a sec-
ondary meaning: “concealed, kept from sight, so that others
do not get to know of or about it, withheld from others”
(223).31 Now it would seem, he continues, that we are con-
fronted with opposing meanings: “[O]n the one hand, it
means what is familiar and agreeable, and on the other, what
is concealed and kept out of sight” (224-5). This double entendre
leads Freud to quote a formulation by Schelling that is an apt
description both of the psychoanalytic symptom and, in our
context, of the presence of the global foreigner: “Unheimlich is
the name for everything that ought to have remained…hidden and secret
and has come to light [or become visible]” (224, emphasis in origi-
nal).

Freud, however, concludes his etymological investigations
with a slightly different, albeit equally suggestive, point: “Thus
heimlich is a word the meaning of which develops in the direc-
tion of ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite,
unheimlich. Unheimlich is in some way or other a sub-species of
heimlich” (226). The uncanny—like the global for-
eigner—coincides and coexists with its “opposite.” The hiem-
lich—let us hear in it those new transnational home spaces
opened up by globalization—is non-self coincident, it is not
(merely) itself.

Uncanniness, then, is a kind of presence and this strange
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presence might, like foreignness, be described as a kind of
disjunctive immediacy. For being foreign has long entailed
bearing a mediated relation to the present. Kristeva, for ex-
ample, describes the way such mediation was institutionalized
in ancient Athens in the person of the proxenus, who func-
tioned “as the middleman between the polis and those belong-
ing to a foreign community, providing a remedy to their
statutory incapacity.”32 In modernity, such mediation often
entails taking a detour through the immigration service, a
refugee board, a translator, the settlement house, or a social
work agency. What “natives” do in unmediated fash-
ion—speak, work, shop, set up homes, raise children, social-
ize—is mediated for foreigners by an “in-between” figure
capable of translating and negotiating with the dominant
culture and its institutions. Meaning might also be described
in these terms of (im)mediacy: if being at home means having
access to (ostensibly) immediate meaning, to be foreign is to
be encumbered by an awareness of mediation, to be detained
by language, by practices and speech that must be thematized,
reflected upon, interpreted.

If uncanniness inheres in the mediated relation to
presence that characterizes the experience of being foreign, so
too is it produced, as we shall find following Freud, by the
experience of encountering the foreign. While Freud pursues his
exploration of the uncanny in multiple directions—through
analyses of Hoffman’s tale of “the Sandman,” the castration
complex, the repetition compulsion, death—I want to
concentrate on several less conspicuous parts of the essay
that are, I believe, particularly germane to the uncanny
presence of the global foreigner. Freud describes the uncanny
as a “class of the frightening which leads back to what is
known of old [or something long known to us] and long
familiar” (220) and, following his analysis of the figure of the
double—in which “the extraneous [or foreign] self is
substituted for [one’s] own” (234), he proposes that this and
other manifestations of uncanniness are a kind of “harking-
back to particular phases in the evolution of the self-
regarding feeling, a regression to a time when the ego had not
yet marked itself off sharply from the external world and
from other people” (236). Further on, and in less
individualistic terms, he contends that the uncanny also makes
itself felt when an event seems to support primitive
beliefs—omnipotence of thoughts, instantaneous wish-
fulfillments, secret power to do harm, and the return of the
dead—which ostensibly have been surmounted in modern
society.33 Resuscitating old, discarded beliefs, the uncanny is
the survival of something archaic.

From these analyses of both individual and cultural re-
gression emerges an evident association of the uncanny with
an infantile and primitive past that might also be described as
a kind of temporal nonpresence. This uncanny temporality is,
I would argue, analogous in significant ways to the manner in
which global foreigners remain alienated from modernity, that
is, from the present. When they appear—in corporate space,
the news, economic analyses or, perhaps, in the consciousness
of the “global citizen”—they are uncanny, threatening, the
unsettling sign of something society has ostensibly left be-
hind.34

The genesis of this temporal uncanniness begins with
high modernity, in which the “modern” is intimately con-
nected with the formation of nation-states. Conceived as a

specifically modern political formation, the nation becomes
the very sign of modernity: not to be a nation, not to bear the
identifying marks of well-defined territorial boundaries, a
centralized bureaucracy, secular political power, and an indus-
trialized economy, is to be foreign to modernity.35 If the na-
tion imagines itself in terms of cultural stability, continuity
with the past, a timeless identity—in which the foreigner ap-
pears as the threat of mobility and impermanence—a com-
peting narrative of modernity reads the nation as the site of
ceaseless development, progress, dynamic change, and the
constant revolutionizing of instruments and relations of pro-
duction.36 With the advent of globalization, it is the latter of
these narratives, I would argue, that triumphs as the “essence”
of modernity, and with it, a version of foreignness that is less
a disruptive movement than an intransigent stability, an im-
mobilization in a remote temporality. For the geography of
foreignness characteristic of high modernity is largely one in
which “the West” is conceived in opposition to “the rest”
(referred to alternately as the “non-West,” the “Third World,”
the “underdeveloped,” or “developing world”). And in this
temporalized geography of modernity, to be foreign means to
be backward, dependent, immobilized in time past.37

As James Clifford points out, modernity has also cus-
tomarily been conceived in opposition to “tradition.” He
notes, for example, that “anthropological culture collectors
have typically gathered what seems ‘traditional’—what by
definition is opposed to modernity.”38 The term “traditional,”
moreover, has been known to function as a synonym for
“non-Western” and this schema entails the double effect that
“what is different” about peoples in modernity “remains tied
to traditional pasts, inherited structures that either resist or
yield to the new but cannot produce it,”39 and that the “tradi-
tional” is relegated to an irrelevant past, rendered trebly for-
eign: “non-Western,” temporally nonpresent, inessential.
What has changed with the onset of “globalization” (when
homes and nations are increasingly loosened from both geo-
graphical and temporal fixities and when “time-space com-
pression” has altered the way we measure such distances) is
that the global foreigner has increasingly been defined as a
kind of pathological stability within, and intractable obstacle
to, global imperatives of mobility and speed: of accelerated
production and exchange, rapid travel, instant communica-
tion, immediate financial transactions, and a dizzying turnover
of fashion, knowledge, entertainment, and lifestyles.40 What
remains the same is the equation of foreignness with the op-
posite of modernity—a common synonym, it should not be
overlooked, for the present. This figure signals the degree to
which the global foreigner is positioned less as a producer,
than a (quickly obsolete) product, of globalization, a reification
that becomes even more evident if we recognize presence as a
matter not just of temporality, but of materiality.

We have been speaking of globalization and its foreigners
in temporal terms, but their presence is also physical. The
conceptual spectrality of foreignness, the logical difficulties of
pinning down its presence, have long been resolved by refer-
ence to the presence (or absence) of specifiable material ob-
jects—such as ethnically-marked foods, clothing, or other
artifacts. And global citizenship is, as Sklair contends, largely a
matter of possessing “relatively expensive global brands in
order to forge some sense of identity with what we can only
call, in a rather crude sense, ‘symbols of modernity.’”41 The
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presence of globalization is also physically determined; it ex-
tends in space, is built of, and recognizable by, particular ma-
terial configurations. Although the glossy cover of globaliza-
tion promises a physically deterritorialized cyberspace devoid
of material presence, the phenomenon itself is more place-
bound than such representations suggest: globalizing infor-
mation systems require an extensive infrastructure, the mate-
rial presence of buildings, machines, and workers that are (as
a matter of fact and a fact of matter) located within particular
national boundaries (and not within others). Indeed, the new
forms of inclusion and exclusion created by globalizing proc-
esses can, to a large degree, be spatially mapped in terms of
urban centers and their tuberous peripheries of foreignness.

But Freud’s essay leads us to a perhaps even more conse-
quential uncanniness inhabiting the global foreigner’s material
presence. His analysis of exemplary events arousing a feeling
of uncanniness begins with reference to a certain E. Jentsch,
who has published a paper entitled “Zur Psychologie des Unheim-
lichen” and who, like himself, has analyzed Hoffman’s tale of
the Sandman. Jentsch, Freud writes, “has taken as a very good
instance ‘doubts whether an apparently animate being is really
alive; or conversely, whether a lifeless object might not be in
fact animate’” and he cites Jentsch’s argument that “in telling
a story, one of the most successful devices for easily creating
uncanny effects is to leave the reader in uncertainty whether a
particular figure in the story is a human being or an automa-
ton” (cited in Freud, 227). Freud largely dismisses this point,
however, arguing that Jentsch’s focus on the figure of Olym-
pia, the doll that apparently comes to life, misses the “main
theme” of the story, which, for Freud, is the Sand Man who
tears out children’s eyes—a literary displacement of the cas-
tration complex. But I want to suggest that Jentsch’s analysis
may be more prescient than Freud allows and particularly
germane to the uncanniness of the global foreigner. For this
uncanniness is arguably produced by a kind of structural and
social ambivalence over whether such foreigners are, precisely,
animate beings or automatons, sentient presences or instru-
ments of labor, active human agents or passive functions
within a service apparatus. The latter, to be sure, are strange
and threatening when they take on life, sensations, and desires
of their own.

Global foreigners are, moreover, often perceived as mate-
rial objects: they are the subjects of reification, their value
assessed in terms of capacity for physical labor or embodied
service, their presence confined to the body. And subtending
this confinement to material presence is, I would argue, a
time-honored presumption that foreigners cannot (or should
not) transcend the material body, a conception that positions
the foreigner in the lower social classes and nourishes the
simultaneously repelling and alluring nature of foreignness:
the foreigner is tainted by the debased social status of physical
labor while exoticized by an association with carnal pleas-
ures—and closer to the animalistic in either case. Bourdieu’s
depiction of the customary equivalence between the bour-
geoisie, “culture,” and transcendence of the body on the one
hand, and the lower classes, nature, and embodiment on the
other, translates, in many contexts, into a distinction between
the global citizen and the foreigner: “The antithesis between
culture and bodily pleasure (or nature) is rooted in the oppo-
sition between the cultivated bourgeoisie and the people, the
imaginary site of uncultivated nature, barbarously wallowing

in pure enjoyment.”42

This logic also works in reverse. If foreigners are essen-
tially material, one can be made foreign by being reduced to
the materiality of the body. Indeed the evidence is all too clear
that the presence of foreignness is routinely verified on the
body: in post-apartheid South Africa, immigrants from other
parts of the continent, perceived as a threat to native em-
ployment, have increasingly come under physical attack;43

Amnesty International, documenting instances of violent
punishment, torture, sexual assault, and denial of medical
care, reports that “foreigners in Japan are at serious risk of ill-
treatment at the hands of the authorities”;44 the European
Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia, in their 1998
report, documented hundreds of incidents of “vicious at-
tacks, intimidation and discrimination against racial
groups…while recognizing just how few cases are ever re-
ported”;45 Germany’s Federal Interior Minister recently dis-
closed that “xenophobic acts of violence,” including murder,
bodily injury, arson, and bomb attacks had risen by 40 percent
in 2000;46 and since September 11 in the U.S.,

Hate crimes have been reported in over thirty states all
over the country, against people who are Muslim, Sikh,
Hindu, Arab, Pakistani, Afghan, Indian, Iranian, Turkish,
Greek, Latino and Native American. In a New York
parking lot a man tried to run over a Pakistani woman
and threatened to kill her for “destroying my country.”
In California, a Yemeni shopkeeper was shot and killed
after receiving threatening phone calls and notes. A
Creek Native American woman in Tulsa was told by a
group of White men to “Go back to your own country!”
before she was run over by their car and killed.47

Such events, the list of which could, unfortunately, be contin-
ued indefinitely, at once concretize the intangibility of for-
eignness, degrade the foreigner into nothing but the material
of the body, and ensure that the foreigner is made sensibly to
experience her foreignness.48

The physical pain at the core of these incidents is itself a
form of foreignness, an aversiveness experienced as alien, in
which one’s own body is rendered adversarial.49 But perhaps
even more relevant to our discussion is the fact that pain, as
Elaine Scarry contends, robs one of the presence of the
world; it is, as foreignness, a distinctive relation to presence:

a destruction experienced spatially as either the contrac-
tion of the universe down to the immediate vicinity of
the body or as the body swelling to fill the entire uni-
verse. Intense pain is also language-destroying: as the
content of one’s world disintegrates, so the content of
one’s language disintegrates; as the self disintegrates, so
that which would express and project the self is robbed
of its source and its subject.50

In this scenario, the foreigner’s body is hyperbolically present,
while his or her world is effectively eradicated: “the absence
of pain is a presence of world; the presence of pain is the
absence of world.”51 Further, because pain is language de-
stroying, it has the effect of rendering people foreign by lik-
ening them to animals, infants (infans = without language),
and barbarians, by making them, as literally as possible, zoon
logon ouk exon (animals not possessing language/reason).

Near the end of his essay on the uncanny, Freud adds
“one more point of general application” that is, I think,
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pertinent to our understanding of the global foreigner. “[A]n
uncanny effect,” he writes:

is often and easily produced by effacing the distinc-
tion between imagination and reality, as when
something that we have hitherto regarded as imagi-
nary appears before us in reality, or when a symbol
takes over the full functions and significance of the
thing it symbolizes, and so on…. The infantile ele-
ment in this, which also dominates the minds of
neurotics, is the over-accentuation of psychical real-
ity in comparison with physical reality—a feature
closely allied to the belief in the omnipotence of
thoughts. (244)

“Effacing the distinction between imagination and reality”:
might not the same be said of the hyperbolic discourse prolif-
erated by the Bretton Woods institutions—the IMF, WTO,
and World Bank—and ritually echoed by American corpora-
tions, politicians, and media? Has not the symbol globalization,
in many instances, taken on a life of its own, outrun and
overshadowed the thing it symbolizes? What Freud identifies
in infants and neurotics as “over-accentuation of psychical
reality in comparison with physical reality” might well de-
scribe, I would argue, the degree to which the discursive vi-
sion constructed by these entities occludes material circum-
stances. Indeed, when material evidence of poverty, negative
growth, or depression invades this discursively protected
space, it appears as something uncanny, unreal, the product of
some unhealthy imagination.52 Expressed in linguistic terms,
global financial institutions have constructed a truth effect by
hermetically sealing off the relation between signifier and
signified. Words refer to meanings that seem increasingly self-
evident the more they are reiterated and that do not require
irrelevant detours through the alien turf of materiality. Refer-
ents—material presences—are rendered foreign: improper,
irrelevant, uncanny.53

Let us be more specific. The language purveyed by global
financial institutions is one of free trade, liberalization, elimi-
nation of barriers, openness, maximized profits, economic
growth, increased efficiency, investment opportunity, fiscal
discipline, and monetary stability. It thus clearly casts those
that oppose or do not comply with their policies as reprehen-
sibly constrained, illiberal, closed, inefficient, undisciplined,
and unstable.54 The incessant reiteration of this rhetoric,
moreover, threatens—and, I would argue, aspires—to eclipse
material conditions. Michel Camdessus, former Managing
Director of the IMF declares, “Globalization is a positive
development for the world economy…. To begin with, glob-
alization is the continuation of the trend of growing open-
ness and integration among economies that has brought the
world a half century of unparalleled prosperity.” 55 The
WTO’s website asserts: “GATT and the WTO have helped to
create a strong and prosperous trading system contributing to
unprecedented growth.”56 And it avers, in disingenuously in-
clusive language:

Trade barriers around the world are lower than they have
ever been in modern trading history. They continue to
fall, and we are all benefiting. If trade allows us to import
more, it also allows others to buy more of our exports. It
increases our incomes, providing us with the means of
enjoying the increased choice.57

The World Bank, beneath the banner “Our Dream is a World

Free of Poverty,” claims to support “a broad range of pro-
grams aimed at reducing poverty and improving living stan-
dards in the developing world.”58 These are the thoughts in-
vested with omnipotence, the “psychical reality” constructed
by global financial institutions.

Yet for much of the developing world the “physical real-
ity” is quite different: during the decades of rapid globaliza-
tion since the 1970s, poverty has dramatically increased and
living standards decreased. For seventy developing countries,
most operating under “structural adjustment programs”
(SAPs), average incomes were less in the mid-1990s than in
1980, and for forty-three less than in 1970.59 Among 159
countries with available data, fifty had negative average annual
growth in GNP per capita in 1990-98.60 Even in Mexico, the
IMFs poster child of the eighties, the living standard of more
than half the population was lower in 1996 than it had been
in 1980.61 Worldwide, one third of the world’s labor force is
either underemployed or entirely unemployed;62 1.2 billion
people live on less than one dollar a day;63 and some 50,000
people die daily from preventable, poverty-related
causes—lack of food, shelter, clean water, and sanitation.64 As
the International Forum on Globalization (IFG) reminds us,
“too often conventional measures of economic performance
such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Gross National
Product (GNP) create an illusion of growing prosperity even
as a country is depleting its real capital and mortgaging its
future to foreign bankers to finance luxury imports for the
rich and military armaments to keep the poor in check.”65

Narda Melendez, the Coordinator of the Asociacion Andar in
Honduras, puts the matter more starkly:

What has structural adjustment meant for our people?
Greater poverty, greater inflation, and great unemploy
ment. According to data from the Honduran College of
Economists, poverty grew from 68 to 73 percent, over 54
percent of the economically active population is unem-
ployed, and inflation has increased 63.4 percent since
1990. Misery is reflected in the faces of men, children,
women, and old people, who must wander through the
city in search of food, housing, and work. The World
Bank officials who have visited the country must have
seen this misery from the moment they disembarked
from the plane….66

But is it possible that, in some sense, they could not see?
That such material evidence has been rendered ghostly and
imperceptible (a statistically irrelevant detail, an improper
consideration) by the World Bank’s own discursive vision?
Would not such a “seeing” indeed amount to a foreign
incursion into the discursive hegemony of the World Bank
and its partners, a debilitating threat to the fantasized
omnipotence of their language?

If the language of globalization deters such recognition,
so too does the breach between the material world occupied
by global citizens and that inhabited by its foreigners. Marking
the dramatic increase in inequality both between and within
societies since the 1960s, the U.N. Human Development Report
2000 testifies “that the richest 20 percent of the world’s
population consume 86 percent of the world’s resources
while the poorest 80 percent consume just 14 percent.”67 In
1999, the world’s richest 200 people had combined wealth of
$1.14 trillion while the 582 million people in the least
developed countries had a combined income of $146
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billion.68 Merrill Lynch-Cap Gemini reports “total wealth
controlled by people with assets of at least $1 million nearly
quadrupled from 1986 to 2000.”69 In the U.S., since 1983,
almost all the growth in household income and wealth has
accrued to the richest twenty percent.70 The top twenty
percent of U.S. households own 84.6 percent of all wealth in
the country.71 The net worth of the top one percent of U.S.
households now exceeds that of the bottom ninety percent.72

These are the material conditions that haunt the discourse of
globalization. In a strange inversion, they have become more
spectral, apparently more difficult to believe, than the
language that purports to describe them: a foreign presence,
uncanny.

We have already noted the degree to which entities such
as the WTO, its cohorts and cheerleaders, make use of a lan-
guage of liberation: of free trade, the elimination of barriers,
liberalization, and openness. Let’s look more closely at this
language; it has been particularly potent in “effacing the dis-
tinction between imagination and reality.” Freedom, of
course, comes well qualified with moral credentials; it is the
inverse of bondage and slavery, of oppression and constraint;
it nearly always bats for Team Good. And there is little doubt
that this inference of goodness is counted upon to slip
into—and bathe in blinding light—the entire range of prac-
tices carried out by global capitalist institutions, such that
these global “freedom fighters” seem to be liberating not only
trade, but nations, ideas, and people. A staple of this language
of liberation, as evinced in our citation from the WTO web-
site above, is the trope of eradicating trade “barriers.” But just
what are these barriers, these obstructions and obstacles that
hinder “free trade”? As a number of activist groups and
NGOs have been at pains to point out, they are largely labor
laws, living wages for workers, small businesses, self-reliant
farming, environmental protection, and, most ironically, de-
mocratic governance.73 The “liberation movements” champi-
oned by global financial institutions have, that is, created large
numbers of low-wage jobs that are temporary and without
benefits, carried out in deplorable work conditions, and easily
terminable. “Freeing” the economy to attract foreign business,
as the IFG notes:

…often translates into the lowering of minimum wages
and the weakening of collective bargaining laws. By the
end of 1997, Haiti’s minimum wage was only $2.40 a day,
worth just 19.5 percent of the minimum wage in 1971.
Costa Rica, the first Central American country to imple-
ment a SAP, saw real wages decline by 16.9 percent be-
tween 1980 and 1991, while during the first four years of
Hungary’s SAP, the value of wages fell by 24 percent.74

Thus if such policies make trade more free—and that is dis-
putable—they clearly do not make people more free. For as the
U.N. Human Development Report quite rightly insists, “poverty
limits human freedoms;” it restricts one’s capacity to benefit
from basic human rights.75 Neither do such policies make
economies more free; in fact, they have increased the eco-
nomic bondage of developing countries by augmenting their
debt loads. For the forty-one most heavily indebted countries,
total external debt rose from $55 billion in 1980 to $215 bil-
lion by 1995.76 The mantra of freedom chanted by global
capitalist institutions is, in Freud’s terms, tantamount to an
infantile and neurotic belief in the omnipotence of thoughts,
in a wish fulfillment untested by “the material reality of the

phenomena” (249), in the fantasy of an absolutely performa-
tive language.

Liberation from trade barriers not only produces a highly
dubious form of freedom, but leaves an uncanny material
residue: the ghosts of local businesses and small industries,
the remnants of small-scale farms, phantom democracies.
Under the sign of being made more “efficient” and “com-
petitive,” many small businesses have been ruined by the re-
moval of protective tariffs, thereby creating greater reliance
on imports: another form of economic servitude difficult to
reconcile with the fantasy of freedom. Similarly, IMF policies
and the WTOs “Agreement on Agriculture” have transmogri-
fied many small farms growing food for local people into
large-scale, export-oriented agri-businesses focused on high-
profit luxury items such as flowers, shrimp, cotton, coffee,
and exotic fruits and vegetables, often under absentee man-
agement by global corporations. The net effect is to under-
mine many societies’ ability to produce food for themselves
through subsistence agriculture or, as Carlos Andres Perez,
former President of Venezuela, put it somewhat more bluntly,
“the IMF practices an economic totalitarianism which kills
not with bullets but with famine.”77

Perhaps the most ironic “barrier” to fall before transna-
tional capital, the most ironic signified to be eaten by its own
signifier, has been democracy itself, for as Jerry Mander, Debi
Barker, and David Korten dryly note, “it is not efficient for
global corporations when individual nations are permitted
their own expressions of what is best for their people via
their own democratic laws.”78 Indeed, despite the unctuous
language that routinely associates “free trade” with political,
social, religious, and personal freedom, the Bretton Woods
institutions have not hesitated to support repressive regimes
when they are financially advantageous, nor to fund forced
population transfer schemes, such as that carried out by the
Suharto government in Indonesia.

The IMF’s allegedly liberatory practices are customarily
effected through the mechanism of Structural Adjustment
Programs—and the term adjustment (to settle, put in order,
regulate, make fit for use, alter slightly) merits its own analy-
sis—which insists on privatization of health services, water
supplies, education, public housing and transport, safety,
sanitation, and other public services. These services, that is,
are transferred into the hands of transnational corporations
to be operated as profit-generating businesses, which will, in
turn, produce revenue to service the debt. But we should no
doubt pause to consider whether “privatization” can be rec-
onciled with the notion of “free trade” at all, that is, whether
the fantasy can be reconciled with itself. To privatize means to
restrict access, to close to the public, to reserve exclusively for
individual or personal use. And how “free” is a trade to which
one has no access? We should perhaps also bear in mind that
the term privatize derives from the Latin verb, privare, meaning
to deprive or bereave, a meaning trace that takes on consider-
able significance when we look at some of the devastating
effects of privatization schemes:

In Zimbabwe, spending per head on healthcare has fallen
by a third since 1990, when a World Bank Structural Ad-
justment Program was introduced. The quality of health
services has declined by 30 percent since then; twice as
many women were dying in childbirth in Harare hospital
compared to 1990; and fewer people were visiting clinics
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and hospitals because they could not afford user fees.79

Privatization has also meant increased (i.e., profit-generating)
prices for water. When in Cochabamba, Bolivia, the city “was
forced to privatize its water services by the World Bank and
IMF, rate increases as much as tripled for some of the poorest
customers. In a country where the minimum wage was less
than $60 per month, many users received water bills above
$20 per month.”80 In addition, residents who had possessed
family wells or irrigation systems for decades were suddenly
required to pay for the right to use this water. In KwaZulu-
Natal, South Africa, when those who were too poor to pay
for their water had their supplies cut off, they resorted to
polluted river water, resulting in a deadly outbreak of chol-
era.81 It is of no small significance that greater expense and
effort have been dedicated to eradicating such contamination
from the global Imaginary than from the world’s drinking
supplies.

Not only are IMF and World Bank practices—no matter
how well-dressed in a language of liberation—difficult to
reconcile with any notion of human freedom, they are also a
very awkward fit with that much more strictly delimited ver-
sion of freedom, “free trade.” To trade ostensibly means to
exchange, barter, buy and sell, and, as we have already noticed,
the practices of transnational corporations and capitalist in-
stitutions often exclude actors from precisely these activities.
A good example is the “liberalization” of soybean and soy oil
import policy in India in August of 1999, which resulted in
subsidized imports of soybeans being dumped on the Indian
market. “Within one growing season,” reports Anuradha
Mittal, “prices crashed by more than two-thirds, and millions
of oilseed-producing farmers had lost their market.”82 In this
instance, and it is one among many, so-called “free trade”
meant precisely the inability to trade, exclusion from the sys-
tem of exchange. One might make a similar argument about
the practice of devaluing currencies. Isn’t the effect of de-
creased purchasing power precisely to exclude actors from
trade, a barricading rather than an “opening” of the econ-
omy? But perhaps the most egregious instance of this liqui-
dation of trade in the name of “free trade” is the case of the
Trade Related Intellectual Property Agreement (TRIPS),
which regulates patents, copyrights, and trademarks, and
which, by recognizing corporations as owners of seed, for
example, has “convert[ed] farmers into thieves when they save
seed or share it with their neighbors,”83 and which has aggres-
sively prevented pharmaceutical companies outside of the
U.S. and Europe from manufacturing life-saving drugs at
prices affordable to populations in “developing” countries.
This “agreement” in effect restricts trade in, and profit from,
intellectual property to industrialized countries, which hold
ninety-seven percent of all patents, and to global corpora-
tions, which hold ninety percent of all technology and prod-
uct patents. The human devastation caused by TRIPS regula-
tions—a ghastliness purged from the discursive fantasy
purveyed by the WTO—has already been enormous.84

The discursively  constructed presence of
globalization—a vision of free trade, liberalization, openness,
and opportu-nity—is, to borrow Freud’s language, an “over-
accentuation of psychical reality in comparison with physical
reality” that renders uncanny the foreigners left at its gate. For
while processes of globalization have shifted borders and
redefined belonging, they have by no means done away with

foreignness. The concept of the foreign appears not only, as I
have suggested, in resurgent nationalisms and exotic
commodities, but in a figure we have named the “global
foreigner,” who is a by-product of the service and
consumption demands of global citizens, the transnational-
ization of labor, revised immigration regulations, and the
“structural adjustments” mandated by the IMF and World
Bank.

The global foreigner we have described is, in conclusion,
less ethnically than economically defined, less delineated by
national borders than by the cultural and lifestyle boundaries
erected by a global elite. Nonetheless, this global foreigner
resembles a long line of ancestors through her position as a
societal unconscious, her impropriety, and her uncanny
presence. It is on the last of these terms that we have
concentrated, marking the degree to which the global
foreigner is defined by a certain quality of both temporal and
material presence: a mediated presence, associated with an
infantile and primitive past, a presence reduced to materiality
through labor and sometimes violence, a discursively hidden
presence that appears only in uncanny times and spaces.
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