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In this review of Erik Hansson’'s The Begging Question: Sweden'’s Social
Responses to the Roma Destitute, | explore the book's critical excavation
of the circular logics that produce begging as a social and moral problem
in Sweden. Drawing on Lacanian and Marxist theory, Hansson traces how
begging produces anxiety by challenging Sweden'’s self-image as a welfare
state. This review focusses on Hansson’s intriguing ‘topological map of
hegemony’, which models the interrelations of ideology, social conditions,
national mythology, racialization, and unconscious processes. In my
critical reading, | probe the limits of Hansson's sophisticated analysis by
asking whether psychoanalytic insights might destabilize rather than
reinforce Marxist frameworks. Bringing Hansson’s analysis into
conversation with Graeber and Wengrow’s The Dawn of Everything (2021),
| contemplate whether alternative, nonhegemonic understandings of
need and reciprocity may unsettle the very category of ‘begging.’ The
review closes by reflecting on the affective dynamics of begging across
contexts, from Sweden to the United States, and on the possibility of
counter-histories in which asking and giving are normalized acts of shared
humanity.
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In the beginning, to beg

To beg the question, in English-language idiom, is to make a fallacious argument in which one of the
premises of the argument already includes the conclusion (though perhaps disguised in other words).
For example, the proposition that abortion is murder (defined as the unlawful killing of a human
being) begs the question, because it assumes the very point that needs to be proven (that a foetus has
the same right to life as a born human). The premise that needs to be defended has been taken as a
given. Hansson's brilliant book is full of examples of how circular logics have framed begging in
Sweden, producing it as an issue precisely by taking as commonsense the socio-ideological conditions
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that make it so. Begging is a problem for Sweden because begging has no place in Sweden. Over the
course of this empirically and theoretically rich book, Hansson uses the tools of Lacanian and Marxist
theory to dig up and overturn this fundamental fallacy. The churning of his critical apparatus and the
upturned soil of the Swedish national myth and twenty-first century social conditions make The
Begging Question an immensely rewarding read. In what follows, | try to convey some of the excitement
of my own reading and the places it took me, while also probing the book for where it might break
open and expand its own possibilities.

The topological compactor

As someone who loves schemas and diagrams, | was thrilled to find a “Topological map of the book’s
theory of hegemony” at the centre of The Begging Question (Hansson 2023, 160). The figure is fascinating
and difficult. A network rather than a surface topology, the field is girded on two sides like a trash
compactor: “UNCONSCIOUS SOCIALISATION OF PLEASURE AND SUFFERING" pushes in on one side,
while “SOCIAL RELATIONS REPRODUCING CAPITALIST CLASS SOCIETY” send an army of arrows in from
the other side (ibid., 160). The complexity of what the network topology holds together is in some
ways mindboggling. To offer a sense of what this entails, | present a random selection by extracting
every third element, moving in horizontal bands right to left: extimate ego-other relationship, subject,
'bad’ other, regulation of the National Thing, moral economy of rights and duties, counter-ideologies,
industrial reserve army and the declassed, union power, working class, capital. But taken as a whole,
one can see regions and relations — clusters concerning social groups, racialisation and racism,
ideology, national mythologies, and unconscious processes.

Between the elements, there are circuits, mostly endless. That is, there are no dead ends, no
elements that lack an outgoing arrow, though some only discharge via double sided arrows, implying
that what arrives there can (only) be sent back into the system by the same channels through which it
arrived. The arrows indicate “relations of influence” (ibid., 159) — something less than determination
but nonetheless indicating that there is (some) effect of one element upon another. Of course, the
nuances of how connected elements affect one another cannot simply be read off the map itself.
Between these elements, each arrow, whether unidirectional or bi-directional, refers to an argument
that Hansson has made in this book, much to the credit of this rich and careful text. Travelling the
arrows generates hypotheses, most of which one can find reflected in the text, though occasionally
something anomalous crops up. For example, no arrows point inwards to the capitalist class, only
outwards, as though the capitalist class alone creates autonomous effects in the system as a whole.

Undoubtedly, Hansson knew what he was doing when he put capitalist mode of production at the
base of the diagram and unconscious processes above the structure. But in good post-structuralist-
Marxist style, the forces are at work from both directions (hence the trash compactor). And yet, the
positioning of under and over is still significant. Although, topologically speaking, orientation ought
not matter, the map would suggest a different conceptual reading if the positions were reversed and
the unconscious socialisation was at the bottom (base) while the social relations of class were at the
top of the diagram. It is hard not to feel that Hansson’'s theoretical apparatus pulls unconscious
processes into the analysis in order to plug the theoretical hole with which Marxists have long
struggled: to account for the yawning abyss between how the masses ought to feel and act and how
they nonetheless do feel and act. This question is of course what spurred ideology theory to take a
central role in cultural and post-structural-Marxism in the second part of the 20th century. It is a
question is at the heart of the Gramscian theories of hegemony that Hansson draws upon, and also
(differently) at the root of Zizek's formulation of ideology. Notably, Hansson's study extends these
Marxist and psychoanalytic approaches to ideology by robustly integrating the role of racialisation
and racism in the construction of the begging question in 21st century Sweden. Further, for Hansson
the problem of anxiety in the begging encounter does take on an almost ‘universal’ quality, since he
argues it pre-exists capitalism and Christianity.

All of this is effective and puts Hansson in stellar intellectual company. And yet | want to question
whether, in The Begging Question, psychoanalytic insights are ultimately deployed in service to shoring
up a Marxist imaginary, when in fact they also might have potential to destabilise what this analysis
takes for granted. For example, on the topological map, | can trace a route from “union power” in the
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lower left to “fantasy of enjoyment” in the upper right (indicating a possible thesis that union power
contributes to the enjoyment of the National Thing), but what would allow me to conceptualise a
route in the other direction (ibid., 160)? Indeed, how might the very categories of “the social relations
reproducing class society” (Labor, Capital, State, Civil Society on the topological map) themselves
function as idealised representatives of the Marxist Thing (ibid.)? | recognise that such questions may
simply be undesirable for Hansson, who maintains a strong Marxist commitment in this book (and is
certainly entitled to do so!). | raise them in the spirit of pushing his powerful theoretical apparatus —
the one that has so churned up the question begged by begging as to transform this reader’s
perceptions of what begging is — towards further use.

Baseline communism

One example of how Hansson'’s analysis of ‘the begging question’ might be taken further to open up
premises otherwise taken for granted came to me from a book | just happened to be reading
concurrently: Graeber and Wengrow's The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity. For Graeber
and Wengrow, whose aim is to recover an ability to imagine the world otherwise, all the stories of how
human civilisation has arrived at current structures of state and capitalism are thrown into question.
What | found particularly relevant in relation to Hansson’s book is how they consider what it means to
respond to someone who is in need and who asks for something. The following passage arises in the
context of discussing 17th century colonial encounters in North America. The argument that Graeber
and Wengrow are building is that ‘communism’ need not only be conceptualised in terms of a property
regime of communal ownership. They write

There's also a certain minimal, ‘baseline’ communism which applies in all societies; a feeling that if
another person’s needs are great enough (say, they are drowning), and the cost of meeting them
is modest enough (say, they are asking for you to throw them a rope), then of course any decent
person would comply. Baseline communism of this sort could even be considered the very grounds
of human sociability, since it is only one’s bitter enemies who would not be treated this way. What
varies is just how far it is felt such baseline communism should properly extend.

In many societies — and [indigenous] American societies of that time appear to have been among
them — it would have been quite inconceivable to refuse a request for food. For seventeenth-
century Frenchmen in North America, this was clearly not the case: their range of baseline
communism appears to have been quite restricted, and did not extend to food and shelter —
something which scandalized [indigenous] Americans. (Graeber & Wengrow 2021, 47-48).

Hansson argues that ‘begging’ is always uncomfortable. He traces the denigration of the hungry back
to Middle Bronze Age Mesopotamia, concluding

Thus in my quest to find explanations as to why begging causes such overly invested, negative
emotional responses, | have gone as far back in history as the earliest written records of humankind
(Hansson 2023, 67).

Hansson goes on to draw upon Engles’ Landmarks of Scientific Socialism to explain how the
condemnation of begging, alongside stealing, is rooted in the moral regulation of property relations.
This is certainly illuminating — indeed, the way that Hansson situates begging in relation to ideologies
of work and ownership is part of the excitement of reading this book — but it might stop a little short
in the path of critique. For indeed if we consider that asking for what one needs (‘to each according to
their needs’) could, potentially, be entirely normalised (amongst people living in complex and
differentiated societies, as Graeber and Wengrow underline), then the very concept of begging seems
to beg its own question. When and how does asking become begging? Perhaps if one looks for ancient
examples of the demonisation of the hungry that then gives rise to the denigrated category of
‘beggars’, one finds them — but this doesn't mean that it was always, everywhere thus.
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Curiosity

Perhaps a little wiggle room is needed, a little play in the system, an egress where the possibility of
difference can shake the structure. | was interested, for example, in how the anxiety about begging in
Sweden (especially where those on the streets patently do not have the same rights as Swedish
citizens) is not entirely the same as the anxiety about begging in the U.S. As an American, when | see
begging on the streets in the U.S., the people in this position are not (only) an Other who shames me,
but an other who is potentially me — an alternative version (a semblable, in Lacanian terms). In a
society without social safety nets or healthcare provision for nonworkers, the fear that begging
presents, | would venture, is of the Real of precarity. This is not empathy, as Hansson advocates for in
the Swedish case. It is something far more disconcerting: identification. To be clear, Hansson is aware
of these sorts of dynamics and considers the Imaginary relationship (with the other, rather than
Other) in relation to the theft of enjoyment throughout the book. But what | want to highlight is that
the anxiety of the one who encounters begging might be refracted through difference. Certainly, this
is true internationally, but is it possibly true in Sweden as well? Is it different for those who are now
naturalised citizens but weren't always? Or for others whose toehold in Swedish society is less secure?

If the psychoanalytic frame can be jostled and made to admit a range of different (conscious and
unconscious) investments and affective responses, so too perhaps the historical materialist framing
could use a little jiggling. One might ask, for example, is hegemony itself a myth? Is it one of those
objects “that never existed in the first place” (ibid, 179), that is only always falling apart? As Hansson
well notes, even within his topology of hegemony, counter-ideologies are always present. | wonder
whether counter-ideologies (perhaps non-urban, not reflected in mainstream politics, or subaltern) of
asking for what one needs might be worth seeking out, difficult as this might be given that these
nonhegemonic alternatives by definition don't leave major traces, only minor (as Graeber and
Wengrow explore).

As | spin around these ideas that Hansson has provoked me to consider, one thing is clear: reading
The Begging Question has been a challenge and a joy. It has taken me on a journey. Somehow, | now
find myself curious about counter-histories of ‘begging’, in which asking and giving happens (or has
happened) to each according to their needs — an interest that would never have occurred to me
without Hansson's brilliant book. What more can one hope to come away from a book with than new
understandings, ideas and curiosities?
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