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Erik Hansson's book is first described in general terms. The commentary
then focuses on three salient aspects: the relentlessly consistent
performative character of the narrative; the challenging and innovative
combination of historical-materialist, anti-racist and psychoanalytic
theoretical frameworks; and finally, the larger symbolic significance both
of the issue of begging in 21t century globalized capitalism and of
mainstream Swedish political culture’'s profoundly damning abdication of
the kind of humane social policy for which it had previously been known.
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When personal encounters crystalize structural problems

Hansson's (2003, 8) argument in The Begging Question can be succinctly summarized in its dialectical
structure. The first half is dedicated to answering the general question “Why does begging constitute
asocial problem in the first place?” and seeks thereby to identify “the universal in the particular” of the
“begging question”in Sweden since the 2010s. Here Hansson deploys an original and potent concoction
of historical-materialist, anti-racist and Lacanian / Zizekian psychoanalytic theory. The second half
addresses “the particular in the universal”, and concerns “What happened in the Swedish begging
question” (ibid., 10), that is how Swedish cultural and political discourses, party politics and policies
have concretized these larger forces and dynamics in responding to the presence of (mostly) Roma
‘EU-déclassés’ over the past two decades.

The evidence-base is a robust combination of over 1300 news articles, social media commentaries,
interviews and personal experiences over many years both as a private citizen and in the context of
volunteer work. It is difficult to imagine anyone in Sweden having deeper expertise on the ‘begging
question’ than Hansson, and indeed this expertise has resulted in media appearances and interviews.

The two-part structure of the book, however, is not a simple matter of theory, then empirics: the
details of the Swedish situation speckle the conceptual narrative, and the critical-theoretical categories
in turn suffuse the more case-specific pages. It is especially at the more fine-grained level of the exact
route Hansson takes through all of this material that guidance becomes crucial. On page 160 a graphic
depicts a “topological map of the book's theory of hegemony”. Readers are strongly advised to fasten
a sturdy bookmark to this page before embarking on the ride Hansson has prepared for them. If this
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diagram is thought of metaphorically as a textile loom, Hansson’s narrative moves the shuttle almost
manically back and forth, from left to right, top to bottom, diagonally, and zig-zagging through the
network of concepts and empirics.

A profoundly performative effect emerges from the experience: just as in the opening scene of the
book, where Hansson relates his own experience of extreme discomfort as a Roma woman begging
on public transport refused to take no for an answer, Hansson refuses to allow readers to feel ‘done’
with the issue but continues to explore it until there is little left to be said. He is clearly an astute
psychological observer (not least, of himself). He knows that for many readers — however ‘critical’ —
the urge to feel like we have now read enough about ‘the begging question’ in Sweden may well be a
subconscious echo of the primary urge to turn away from, or buy off and be done with, ‘the begging
encounter’itself. Itis difficult not to discern a subtle, almost mischievous glee in the very relentlessness
of the narrative.

Of course this impression is rooted in an argument that is serious in all senses of the term. Again,
the theoretical ambition of The Begging Question is to articulate historical materialism, critical analysis
of racism, and critical psychoanalytic theory. The figure of ‘the beggar’ and the dynamics of ‘the
begging encounter’ are convincingly interpreted as points of unmasking at which the concrete
dynamics and the ideological promises of capitalism are exposed as fundamentally deceptive and
inhumane, and at which our historically conditioned psychological responses to being confronted
directly by the needs of other human beings produce intense anxieties. Hansson details with great
care how nationalist and racist ideological overlays regarding ‘Swedish’ and Roma identity further
heighten the social-psychological destabilization-effects, leading to a range of responses at the
individual and institutional levels ranging from benevolent but confused to viciously aggressive.

The narrative is peppered throughout by subtle observations and gems of insight, many highlighting
the contradictory character of the phenomenon of begging as well as of responses to it. For example,
Hansson (2023, 68) notes that, in contrast to theft, “begging is inherently ethical and political — it
expresses objective inequality, while recognizing the other's ownership and the option to give it away".
Later on, discussing some typical reasons his informants give for their negative attitudes toward
people begging, he points out that the oft-cited excuse of “not knowing where the money goes” is a
conveniently forgotten feature of most everyday economic transactions (ibid., 113).

As for the ‘structural’ excuse not to give to beggars — in effect, the belief that the problem is
structural and will not be solved by individual acts of generosity, Hansson offers the following
response:

Even if [advocates of this view] are right, after all, that doesn’t undo their disavowal of individual

responsibility for answering the Other’s interpellation. If | give a bill to a begging neighbor, they will
not stop being poor immediately, but they will be less so than before. Abstract politicizing will not

change this fact. (ibid., 123)

Hansson is of course not merely advocating that we give people begging the money they ask for;
structural aspects of the problem are repeatedly foregrounded throughout the book. Broadly
speaking, he does a convincing job of showing that the anxieties and aggressive emotions expressed
by his interviewees and large parts of the Swedish public discourse on begging are anything but
purely ‘individual’ or ‘subjective’. They are rooted in complex, transindividual ideological and cultural
materials relating to labor, purity, otherness, belonging, and ‘imagined communities’. The Lacanian
psychoanalytic theorical scaffolding consisting of the Real, the Symbolic and the Imaginary is at least
generally plausible, in the sense that it focuses attention upon the power of being confronted with the
Other as a center of living needs beyond ourselves. Zizek's compelling insights into the “obscenity” or
“totalitarian structure” of the question-form by which begging individuals interpellate their addressees
(Zizek, as quoted in Hanssen 2023, 106-107) gives this general scenario a sharper point and is brilliantly
parsed by Hansson as a key aspect of the begging encounter.

The momentwhen the social responsibilities we think we do not have — or think we have discharged
by paying taxes — take on an individual human face, extend an upturned hand, and stand before us
as irrefutable evidence of ongoing social need should indeed be recognized as a central, symptomatic
moment of our capitalist present. Making this plain — and showing how poignantly damning the
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response has been in a country long held up as an unsurpassed model of social solidarity — is the
greatest service of The Begging Question.

The sticking point in Hansson's theoretical argument, for me, is not so much whether it is possible
to articulate historical-materialist, anti-racist and psychoanalytic theoretical frameworks in the way he
does. | think it is. It would be simply implausible nowadays to claim that emotional, affective or
subconscious factors play no — or only a modest — role in how socio-economic injustices are
experienced and interpreted, or in how social and cultural discourses and policies work. More
specifically, | am convinced by Hansson’s explanations of why begging and the begging encounter
simultaneously offer key windows into psychodynamics and into social injustice under neoliberal
capitalism more broadly. Where | hesitate to go along is in the way he seeks to lend the psychoanalytical
strand of argumentation credibility.

In the early chapters, Hansson establishes an explanatory strategy that is, in one sense, doomed to
fail. In essence, he seeks to assemble, piece-by-piece, a kind of additive tally of different factors that
could motivate the intense hatred and aggression directed at Roma people engaged in begging in
Sweden. The capitalist veneration of productivity and self-reliance, the Swedish national self-image of
everyone pitching in and doing their part, racist constructions of the Other, notions of purification and
so on. These and more ideologemes are trotted out and then portrayed as, in the aggregate,
insufficient:

When treating killings, arsons, hate speech and public complaints against solidarity with déclassés

as different degrees of the same antipathy againstimpoverished, racialized, homeless, and begging
individuals, neither a theory of Swedish welfare society nor a critical race theory of capitalism and

class society can explain the passions within this fundamentally “irrational” hatred (ibid., 78).

Why treat these as “different degrees of the same antipathy"? (ibid.) Hansson presents antipathy as
generic, seeks to assign different quanta of it to different factors, and then weighs the ‘sum’ of these
factors against some kind of estimate of what an ‘appropriate’ level of animosity would be absent the
psychological factors he theorizes. This path strikes me as unpromising and ultimately unnecessary.
What if some or all of these factors interact in ways that intensify animosity exponentially? More
fundamentally, what if the intersectional position occupied by begging Roma in Sweden provokes a
qualitatively different form of antipathy than ‘class + race + foreigner + homeless +...” A more serious
engagement with the literature on intersectional injustices might have taken the narrative in this
direction and allowed Hansson to avoid these kinds of questions.

The book provides a compelling aggregate explanation of why begging individuals of Roma
extraction have been so strongly targeted in Sweden apart from these questions. As the testimony
Hansson has gathered from various sources makes clear, neoliberal capitalism, racialization, ideologies
of Swedish identity and the anxiety-producing psychodynamics of the begging encounter as theorized
especially by Zizek, are all in play at once in a potent mixture. ‘Adding’ the psychoanalytical component
does indeed produce a ‘better’ explanation, but not because it adds a last, clearly distinguishable
increment of explanatory power. The psychological argument is more like salt in the stew: it suffuses
the other ingredients with a more convincing ‘personal’ flavor, one most readers should readily
recognize as capturing something important. It is not ‘in competition’ with an historical-materialist
reading but rather enriches the latter.

Perhaps the biggest danger in reading The Begging Question would be to think of Sweden as ‘just
an empirical case study’. As Hansson shows in great detail, not only is the begging encounter arguably
one with enormous transcultural significance. At least as important, what has happened in Sweden
— for decades a key anchor-point in the imaginative geographies of justice-oriented, socially minded
and critical people the world over — reveals perhaps more clearly than any other case study could just
how far it is possible to fall from a commitment to solidarity and humanity.

The contortions and self-serving arguments politicians and private citizens invent to protect their
(national) self-image as progressive or humane make The Begging Question a comprehensive primer
on the full spectrum of forms of ideological mystification. Among the many instances, one that struck
me as particularly crass is the claim — made not by a right-wing extremist but by a coordinator for
‘vulnerable EU citizens’ — that unhoused déclassés are not actually homeless: “you are not homeless
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just because you have your home in another country” (ibid., 218). That a culturally enlightened and
humanely-governed country could descend so rapidly into such a self-deluding, conscience-assuaging
but ultimately toxic and dangerous mix of authoritarian neoliberalism and racist xenophobia is
shocking and sobering.
Hansson writes at the end of the book that he believes the greatest obstacle to the abolition of
class society is “anxiety regarding the Other's desire” (ibid., 289). This desire signals
the acknowledgment of need and dependency; the very existence of Other wills against one’s own;
the lack of certainty; the lack of control; the inescapability of suffering in ... our relations to other
beings (ibid., 291).

Unfortunately, the current wave of what Mitchell in his Foreword calls “authoritarian populist
neoliberalism” (Mitchell 2023, xvii) seems to be driven by the expert mobilization of just such anxieties,
with the purpose of diverting the attention of whole national populations from the real sources of
their suffering. This doesn't bode well for the people at the extreme lowest end of the socioeconomic
hierarchy. What happens to people living on the streets, begging, the déclassés of wealthy as well as
poor societies, will be the real barometer of how the world gets through the coming years.
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