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m This review focuses on Erik Hanson's The Begging Question. It is a
magnificent book that is both beautifully written and develops a
.

highly innovative, perceptive, and incisive analysis of the political,
economic, and cultural processes shaping the issue of (Roma) begging in
public spaces in Sweden over the past two decades. The book’s argument
combines critical political economic analysis with psychoanalysis, resulting
in an insightful and pioneering perspective that opens a vital area for
considering progressive action and politics aimed at creating a more
inclusive society in a world increasingly leaning towards the conservative
Right. In this engagement paper, | want to explore some of the ways in
which psychoanalytical thought is indispensable and insightful when
considering the future of progressive politics more broadly speaking
beyond the specific questions that the book explores.

Keywords: Psychoanalysis, Lacan, Roma population, Sweden,
political economy

Erik Swyngedouw (https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7494-2824), Geography,
The University of Manchester. UK. E-mail: erik.swyngedouw@manchester.ac.uk

Introduction

Erik Hanson's The Begging Question is a magnificent book that is both beautifully written and develops
a highly innovative, perceptive, and incisive analysis of the political, economic, and cultural processes
shaping the issue of (Roma) begging in public spaces in Sweden over the past two decades. The book’s
argument masterfully combines critical political economic analysis with psychoanalysis, resulting in
an insightful and pioneering perspective that opens a vital area for considering progressive action and
politics aimed at creating a more inclusive society in a world increasingly leaning towards the
conservative Right. The psychoanalytical perspective, in particular, offers a unique and compelling
insight that is essential to consider if one wishes to keep progressive politics alive and thriving under
very challenging political, social, and cultural conditions. This book is an absolute essential reading for
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anyone concerned with the future of radical politics today and with exploring the key role unconscious
desires play in shaping both daily life and social or political stances regarding one of the most
significant issues facing societies in the Global North, namely the shift towards more xenophobic,
populist, and authoritarian sentiments, as exemplified by the Begging Question in Sweden.

The book opens an entire research program on the relationship between begging (and the position
of the multiply excluded or ‘Déclassé’), political-economy, and psychoanalysis that demands utmost
attention. In this engagement paper, | want to explore some of the ways in which psychoanalytical
thought is indispensable and insightful when considering the future of progressive politics more
broadly speaking beyond the specific questions that the book explores. | argue that a Lacanian-
influenced psychoanalysis provides particularly insightful new perspectives on what constitutes
radical action today. In doing so, | also address some (though by no means all) of the key issues that
The Begging Question seeks to tackle.

Psychoanalytical thought offers an inherently diverse, sometimes confusing, and often captivatingly
intricate perspective. This complexity becomes even greater when linking psychoanalytical insights
with social and political processes. Nevertheless, as the book shows, valuable insights arise from such
interactions. The Swedish citizens' social response to begging has uncovered a series of troubling
dynamics that have infiltrated Swedish society and influenced political attitudes: widespread racialised,
xenophobic, and nationalist sentiments on one side, and a disoriented left that fails to offer progressive
alternatives capable of navigating the contradictions of the present on the other. These dynamics
have been explored in detail by Critical Marxist political economy and the critique of neoliberalisation.
However, mobilising psychoanalytical theory demonstrates that these political and economic
processes are closely and deeply intertwined with libidinal attachments and subconscious affects. The
latter must be examined and emphasised in any pursuit of a progressive solution and alternative.

In what follows, | shall critically, albeit briefly, engage with four key psychoanalytical moments that
are mobilised to excavate the contours of the Begging Question and conclude with considering the
(Political) Act from a psychoanalytical perspective. The latter is not directly present in the book but
nonetheless requires attention in our desire “for something else than what is” (Hansson 2003, 292),
namely a revived and universal progressive political project.

Enjoyment/desire

The question of Enjoyment is fundamental to the Lacanian psychoanalytic framework and closely
relates to Lacan’s concept of the subject. For Lacan, the subject is always lacking, marked by a void
that constantly seeks to be filled. When an infant enters the symbolic order (language and social
norms), the subject leaves behind an imaginary sense of wholeness and fulfilment. Although this
sense of completeness was never originally there, this ‘oceanic’ feeling (to use Freud's term) is
retroactively constituted as irretrievably lost. This loss becomes the catalyst for unleashing an infernal
process of desperately attempting to regain fullness and wholeness. Enjoyment is produced through
this persistent and often painful process, where subjects continually try to fill the void to recover this
coveted sense of completeness. This process persists until death, which is why Lacan refers to it as the
death drive. Enjoyment is always mediated by the Other, meaning that it is the social bond (the Mother
or primary carer, social conventions and rules, ideals and ideologies) that dictates what and how the
subject should enjoy. Enjoyment, therefore, remains elusive and subconscious to the subject.

The drive to enjoy invariably attaches to a particular object, what Lacan calls the object-cause of
desire or objet a. This objet a sets desire in motion, and becomes the stand-in for the larger, often
deemed inaccessible Other, to which the subject moors its libidinal attachment. The cause of the
subject’s drive lies in the phantasmatic promises imaginarily attached to the objet a. For instance, in
mainstream society, obtaining a good academic degree, winning the lottery, finding the right romantic
partner, buying a house, or securing a good career, among others, often serve as such object-cause of
desire. However, and this is crucial, while achieving objet a may offer some temporary satisfaction, it
ultimately fails to provide the coveted sense of fulfilment. The cycle then repeats itself on an endless
(and often painful) treadmill in the relentless pursuit of an elusive sense of completeness. Within this
framework, it is easy to see, for example, how the commodity form of capitalist consumer culture
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relies on the promise that each new commodity will finally deliver ultimate fulfilment, only to be
surpassed by another the next day, thereby sustaining enjoyment as the frustratingly and perpetually
failing attempt to attain total wholeness. Indeed, the central injunction of neoliberal consumer culture
is ‘Enjoy!".

As the book skillfully demonstrates, enjoyment lies at the heart of Sweden'’s Begging Question. The
politically and symbolically constituted fantasy of Sweden as a society of “exceptional equality” (ibid.,
153) has, for much of the post-war period, been the objet a to which the Swedish social-democratic
consensus model attached itself. It is a fantasy that promised equal and inclusive participation in the
Folkhem, the welfare state that underpinned the moral and political consensus around the Swedish
socio-political model. The dominant view within this was, first, that this “exceptional equality” (ibid.) of
the welfare state could be achieved permanently within a state-regulated but nonetheless capitalist
society, and second, that all Swedes could equally participate in this process (provided the symbolic
rules were followed). However, this fantasy is predicated on disavowing or foreclosing what Lacan
would term ‘the Real'. The latter refers, first, to the class character and polarizing dynamics of
capitalism and, second, that despite the libidinal attachment to the fantasy of a Swedish Folk, there is
no such thing as a unified Swedish Folk subject. The Swedish ‘People’ do not exist outside the fantasy
that sustains its presence. Thus, the desiring fantasy of radical equality for all was not only never fully
delivered, but it crumbled systematically as neoliberalisation imposed more strongly the inegalitarian
dynamics that sustain capitalism, including the increasing mobility of labour force, and the migration
of the Roma people. These processes intensified the sense of lack. The crumbling of the coveted
desire of ‘excessive equality’ became experienced — both left and right — as something stolen or
threatened by an outsider whose presence became the experiential demonstration of the loss of the
object of desire (‘excessive equality’ in this case).

Simultaneously, and equally important, this threatening Other was staged as having privileged
access to the enjoyment that was withheld from hard-working ‘real’ Swedes: the Roma get money
without working (through begging), can freely roam European space including Sweden, can ‘profit’
from their multi-locational identity, they party a lot, and use welfare services without contributing to
it. In sum, Roma begging was staged both as stealing enjoyment from ‘real’ Swedes, while at the same
time possessing a more authentic enjoyment that the average Swede lacks. From a psychoanalytical
perspective, this is the standard tactic through which the subject’s internal lack and void is blamed on
an external intruder, or other. In this context, domesticating, evacuating, or exiling the distorting
intruder becomes seen — and politically often nurtured — as the key means to recover an imaginary
wholesome past (one that never really existed in the first place). This theft of enjoyment and jealousy
of the Other’s enjoyment becomes a powerful affect that influences — albeit in different ways — both
Right and Left-leaning political narratives and practices.

Fear/anxiety

The second pair of psychoanalytical signifiers crucial to the book’s argument is fear and anxiety. Here,
the book’s argument can be developed further, | believe. In Freudian psychoanalysis, fear is linked to
a specific object (such as spiders, Muslims, Jews, crowds, Roma, etc.) with real or imagined negative
qualities. Anxiety, on the other hand, is an uncanny feeling of unease and distress, but it is not directly
connected to any identifiable object. Jacques Lacan pushes this argument further, however. He
emphasises that “anxiety is not without its object” (Lacan 2014, 158). For Lacan, the object that causes
desire also relates to anxiety. This is essential for understanding the deeply rooted hatred or fear of
those who are constituted as outsiders. When confronted too closely with the object of desire
(objet a), anxiety becomes more intense. In Swedish society, the socio-political anxiety surrounding
the crumbling of ‘exceptional equality’ is heightened by the public visibility of Roma beggars. This
visibility creates an uncanny sense that things are not right, that there is a serious flaw at the heart of
the Swedish phantasmagoria of a generally happy and inclusive society (Folkhem), which combines
solidarity and equality with high moral grounds. Anxiety runs deep and uncanny, with no clearly
symbolisable causes and processes. Yet, such intense anxiety is often ‘translated’ into objectifiable
conditions — like Roma begging — that are seen as the main cause. Turning anxiety into a fear of a
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particular object makes it seem more manageable and easier to act upon, but also disassociates it
from the underlying causes. The imagined threat of a destabilising outsider can then be addressed by
domesticating or eliminating the intruder, although this will never truly resolve the underlying sense
of anxiety linked to the decline of the welfare state.

Fetishistic disavowal/the Real

While fear and desire activate the imaginary (we fantasise about what we fear or desire) and the
symbolic (we can represent what we fear or desire), enjoyment and anxiety relate to the third instance
in Lacan's understanding of the realities of life, namely the Real. The Real refers to what escapes both
the imaginary and the symbolic register, yet still exerts a powerful affective pull, albeit unconsciously.
The Real is what is not or cannot be represented, an unknown known. It pertains to a set of knowledge
or understanding that cannot be explicitly symbolised, but nonetheless we all ‘know’ that they matter;
hence this unconscious knowledge is displaced onto something else. Confronting the Real is a
traumatic event, one that radically alters the coordinates of subjectivity and can lead to dramatic
forms of subjective destitution, the process through which the subject's sense of self is fundamentally
overhauled. The disavowal or denial of such unknown known operates through a process that Mannoni
described as ‘fetishistic disavowal’, a potent mechanism whereby a traumatic and overwhelming Real
is displaced by something else, around which action, imaginaries, and symbolisation can start to be
articulated and become actionable. Fetishistic disavowal can be best encapsulated by the statement:
‘Despite the fact | know very well that ....., | still act as if | do not know’ (see Mannoni, 2003). Translated
to the begging question, it becomes: Despite knowing very well that the greatest threat to universalising
‘exceptional equality’ is the neoliberal capitalist configuration combined with an attachment to the
Swedish Folkhem fantasy, | nonetheless act as if the Roma destitute and their begging practices are
the main cause of the dwindling ‘exceptional equality’ in Sweden.

Fetishistic disavowal operates across both the left and the right of the political spectrum. Consider,
for example, how this also functions with respect to climate change ‘I know very well that it is sustained
capitalist extractivism and accumulation that produce the still expanding accumulation of greenhouse
gases in the atmosphere, nonetheless | act as if CO2 and methane gases are the real culprits’ (see Pohl
and Swyngedouw 2027). Fetishistic disavowal provides subjects with a sense of understanding and a
trajectory for action that nonetheless sidesteps the real processes producing a particular societal
condition. Facing the Real would be too traumatic and painful, as it would require critiquing and also
acting to transform the existing socio-economic configuration in ways deemed dangerous, highly
risky, or even impossible in order to sustain the subject's libidinal investment in its object-cause of
desire.

The (political) act

Here we arrive at the key question: what are the political implications of the psychoanalytic reading of
the begging question? How, if at all, can a progressive politics and progressive political acting cut
through the political stalemate symptomatically expressed by the begging question? | tentatively
suggest expanding Erik Hanson'’s brilliant analysis with two additional political perspectives that a
psychoanalytical reading can bring.

First, enjoyment must be regarded as a central affective part of progressive politics. While the
pursuit of enjoyment cannot be eliminated, its roots in forming subjectivity should be acknowledged.
As mentioned earlier, subjects desperately seek, until death, a supposed lost wholeness, completeness,
and a sense of total happiness, based on the belief that this can genuinely be achieved if not for the
(enjoyable) obstacles that stand in the way. The crucial insight of psychoanalysis is that this idea of
reclaiming some lost wholeness is a fantasy; in other words, subjects are beings of lack and
incompleteness, something that the neoliberal injunction to Enjoy! conceals. What all human beings
share as a universal experience is being in a state of lack and incompleteness. Roma, Swedes, migrants,
black, white, or any others, we are all beings of lack. This shared experience of lack lays the groundwork
for a new form of universality — one not based on an imaginary, rose-tinted, cohesive and organic
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future for all or recapturing an imaginary lost Arcadia, but on the realisation that a better life for
everyone is possible while recognising this lack in being. This lack is not caused by some Other (the
state, the Roma, Muslims, or anyone else), but is inherent to existence itself. Recognising the
universality of this lack that defines every being changes the political outlook by dismissing the idea
that one’s fulfilment depends on excluding others.

Second, the issue of (political) acting needs to be foregrounded. Freud introduced the term Agieren
(acting) as a form of subconscious resistance by the analysand during the analytical process. Agieren
was translated into English as acting-out and into French as Passage-a-I’Acte. Lacan distinguishes these
two concepts as referring to two fundamentally different gestures. Acting-out involves staging a scene,
oriented at the Master (i.e., those in power), whereby existing relations are preserved. It can be seen
as a form of hysterical acting that calls on those in power to act but does not lead to meaningful
change. Instead, it keeps the acting agent in their libidinal attachment to a particular object cause of
desire. A typical example is Extinction Rebellion climate activists throwing soup at a famous painting
in @ museum or gluing their hands to a road surface. It affirms and sustains their enjoyment in
activism, provokes those in authority, but ultimately maintains the current socio-political structures
(see Pohl & Swyngedouw 2027). Acting out is also linked to political activists desperately trying to
preserve Folkhem’s ‘'exceptional equality’ while insisting that consumer culture and welfare capitalism
are maintained for everyone. Racialised acting that points to the State or other powerful figures to
demand action against a destabilising intruder is also a classic example of acting-out.

Passage-to-the-Act, in contrast, refers to radical outbursts, often, albeit not necessarily, of a violent
nature. Passage-to-the-Act intrudes into the situation in ways that radically abolish the subject's being
and transforms or annihilates the conditions of the subject’s being. Suicide is the classic example, but
violent or terrorist acts are also illustrations of the passage-to-the-act. Firebombing refugee centers,
physically attacking or killing Roma beggars, or such forms of radical intervention aim at totally
eradicating one's subjective being in a desperate attempt to annihilate what is imagined to be the
cause of the problem.

What both forms of acting, albeit radically different, share is that they basically leave the basic
contours of the social and political configuration intact. They have no transformative capacity.

The (Political) Act, in contrast, is linked to ‘transgressing the fantasy’ that sustains the current order
and revolves around the repressed Real. This ‘return of the repressed'’ is often associated with a deep
subjective destitution, where everything one believes in becomes questioned and uncertain. The Act
aims to replace existing power structures and challenges the fantasy of a lost ‘Folkhem’ that can be
reclaimed while adhering to (enjoying) neoliberal capitalist consumer culture. It also dismantles the
fantasy that some organic whole can be reassembled (because it was never there in the first place). It
fully affirms that all human beings are subjects of lack. In doing so, the political act revolves around
the creation of a different objet a, one that is structured around the urgency to produce a new socio-
political framework, articulated through universal inclusion and shared organisation. This is a political
imaginary that has always historically circulated around the signifier ‘communism’. However, it is a
‘communism’ that, to paraphrase Freud’s quip on the outcome of the analytical process, transforms
the suffering of some into a shared recognition of lack (and related unhappiness) experienced by all.
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