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book The Begging Question: Sweden’s Social Response to the Roma

Destitute. Noting precedents of geographers critiquing the
‘Swedish model’ of an equality-based, anti-racist ‘welfare state’, the review
encapsulates - and in places queries - key moves taken across the two
main parts of the book. Special attention is paid to the psychoanalytic
perspectives adopted in part one to dovetail with the political-economic
critique offered in part two, acknowledging the gains and challenges in
splicing together theories of ‘abjection’ with theories of ‘the Other".
Hansson's final proposals for a new stance on ‘equality’, different from the
fantasy of Sweden'’s originary ‘exceptional equality’, are also inspected.

n I A book review essay is provided, centring on Erik Hansson's 2023
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A beggar’s banquet

The phrase ‘beggar's banquet’ might suggest a meal to which all are invited but no food is provided,
the meagre rations served to a prisoner, or — as Major Calder Campbell, British soldier and poet, self-
described his despairing lines about the death of dear friend at the little-remembered Vellore Mutiny
in Madras, 1806' — “a beggar's banquet of unsavoury things, ... a sordid store” (Campbell 1844, 37).
Hansson's remarkable book, The Begging Question (Hansson 2023) is anything but an empty plate or
scanty provisions: rather, it is an extraordinarily rich and filling critical-scholarly inquiry into why
beggars in Sweden, particularly of Roma ethnicity or the déclassés (the unwanted, the vulnerable, of
negligible social status) of the European Union, became so widely loathed from the 2010s into the
present. It asks why, “in the end, there's only hate left” (Hansson 2023, 230), as one source put it, for
these beggars. Like Campell's poem, Hansson’'s book is replete with ‘unsavoury things', perhaps
inevitably so as he unpacks layer upon layer of hate: of hateful feelings curling around hateful actions,
economic malaise folding into political chicanery, spiteful words impelling abusive worlds. It is a
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‘sordid store’, a sorry accounting for Sweden's failure to do better by its most disadvantaged denizens:
a forensic investigation into how arguably universal animosities in the realm of ‘self-Other’ relations
have pressed down into the particular circumstances of a state, Sweden, often conceiving itself — and
sometimes heralded by others — as an enlightened model of social tolerance in the face of human
difference.

Hansson is not the first geographer to probe the gulf between Sweden's self-image and the reality
behind. Back in the early-1970s Olsson, Swedish spatial scientist turned jester, surrealist and
geographical philosopher, launched a fierce critique of regional and spatial planning in the Swedish
welfare state (Olsson 1974a). He noted the slavish application of

Pareto’s ‘optimality principle’, which defines an efficient equilibrium solution as a solution in which

no person can be made better off unless someone else at the same time is made worse off (Olsson
1974, 18)

He then explained how logically ‘rational’ technocrats, geographers included with their ‘social gravity’
and ‘distance-decay’ models, inadvertently translate the ‘is’ of current welfare landscapes into the
‘ought’ of what they should be. In consequence ‘equality’, in the sense of Swedish citizens having
equality of access to welfare service irrespective of class, residence or social attribute, becomes
confused with ‘equilibrium’ or the current status quo (complete with ‘elites’ and others).? This, for
Olsson (1972, 1974a), is the practice of ‘social engineering’, at once too a form of ‘spatial engineering/,
through which ideology, the mental labour of deciding what ought to be, translates into reality, the
physical configuration of what is. Two very different realms of being are thereby entwined, bridging
between “mental and physical objects lead[ing] existential lives as different as Devil and God” (Olsson
1974b, 58)inamannerthatOlsson (1978, subtitle) later casts as “a game of ontological transformations.”
The Swedish welfare state and its supposed guarantee of equality is central to Hansson's book, but
most abstractly its concern is precisely this (often lethal) game as — betwixt mentalities and
materialities — “things turn into relations and relations into things, visible into invisible, invisible into
visible” (Olsson 1978, 119).

Pred, US geographer with “a lifelong love affair with Sweden” (Watts 2007, no pagination) following
his early fascination with Hagerstrand's diffusion theory and time-geography, early identified the
country’s largely unacknowledged problem with racism. As he claimed in Pred (1997, 385, original
emphasis):

Inhidden or less apparent forms, as well as in blatantly open forms, racisms are currently flourishing

even in Sweden, a country long stereotyped as a paradise of social enlightenment, as an international

champion of social justice, solidarity and equality.

‘Even in Sweden’, a telling phrase that became the main title of Pred (2000), is acknowledged by
Hansson (2023, 3 [see also 178, 190]) when reflecting on the country's ‘exceptionalism’, its supposed
global leadership, as “explicitly moralist” with “outstanding welfare, social equality, ... and antiracism.”
Jansson, another US geographer with Swedish connections, similarly identifies Sweden'’s curious
status as ‘moral superpower’ — contrasting with US as ‘military superpower’ — despite being
“profoundly immersed in racism” and occasionally witnessing “violent attacks on refugees, immigrants
of colour, Muslims, and Swedes of colour” (Jansson 2018, 89). Pred situates “Swedish racisms ... as
local manifestations of the present hypermodern moment” (Pred 1997, 387), tracking from global
crises of capital accumulation to local crises of ethno-national identity fuelling “the scapegoating of
immigrants, refugees and long-resident minorities” (ibid., 388). The substantive heart of Hansson’s
book is captured here, if in barest outline, specifying the problematic that energises its author’'s many
and varied critical-scholarly excursions as he extends and updates insights from his three geographer
forebears (Olsson, Pred and Jansson).

The begging gesture in mind, body and society

Pivotal for the book is Hansson's relating of the moment on a train when the appearance of an elderly
Roma woman begging for money — with her noisy pleas, cup in hand and arms reaching out, the
begging gesture — prompted such anxious consternation for the other train-travellers. Reactions
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differed: eyes were averted, bodies turned; some were annoyed, with one man murmuring that she is
‘faking it’, while Hansson was annoyed with the man for being annoyed, responding that she must stil/
be ‘in need’ even if faking it. What arose between Hansson and the man was “a shared kernel of
passion between these political opposites” (Hansson 2023, 24), set within a broader emotional charge,
what Hansson calls ‘anxiety’, rippling through all witnesses to this one small begging encounter. It is
this form of anxiety about the presence of a seemingly alien other, one bodily demanding something
from ‘us’, that spurs Hansson’s inquiry, becoming a phenomenon to be explained and its myriad
(political) imbrications and implications tracked. Deploying a wealth of empirical sources — interviews
with Swedish citizens, news reporting, documentaries, social media, and even overhead conversations
— Hansson crafts an account that does an incredible amount of heavy-lifting, epistemically,
sociologically, geographically, ethico-politically and more, but never drifts far from the provocative
immediacy of the begging gesture.?

Marxist geographer Mitchell, a US geographer now working in Sweden who provides the book’s
‘Foreword’, helpfully clarifies that Hansson “blends historical-materialist and political-economic
explanation, ideology-critique and psychoanalytical theory” (Mitchell 2023, xv). Mitchell ‘surprises’
himself, moreover, accepting that, whereas his own preference is to stick with the material rather
than considering the mental, he detects merit in how Hansson shows “the ways in which psychological
affects are fully and ineluctably social (not merely confined to individual psyches), and it is precisely in
their sociality that they become causal” (xv, original emphasis). With specific reference to the Roma,
immigrants chiefly from Romania and Bulgaria, the déclassés, Hansson duly shifts between the
material and the mental, blurring them at every turn, in a manner that also maps, if loosely, on to the
two major ‘parts’ of his book.

Part 2, called 'Hegemony’, traces ‘the particular in the universal’, dissecting the political-economy of
capital and class in post-Cold War Sweden and, relatedly, narrating the recent political-electoral
history of class composition, class fractions and hegemonic control over the (Gramscian) ‘common
sense’ of Swedish national identity. The objective is to disclose how and why the country's elites have
squared the circle between maintaining a narrative of Swedish moral exceptionalism (with its
“exceptional equality”: ibid., 154) and orchestrating an increasingly authoritarian response to begging
and the déclassé Roma (edging towards municipal if not national begging bans alongside sanctioning
evictions and deportations).* Part 1, called ‘Anxiety’, traces ‘the universal in the particular’, attending to
the collective psychodynamic dimensions — hinted at in the details of that begging encounter on the
train — that so potently shape a deep-seated, Hansson will say ‘unconscious’ yet determinant, will to
preserve an imagined older ideal of Sweden against the grasping incursions of an unwanted ‘bad
object’ or threatening ‘Other’. The latter two terms are instructive, indexing somewhat different moves
within the horizon of psychoanalytic thought and, in effect, reprising key debates within the mutating
field of psychoanalytic geography (Kingsbury & Pile 2016).

Afirst cut here explores why “begging is ‘out-of-place’ in Swedish space” due to “a spatial aesthetic”
(Hansson 2023, 55) of Swedes being industrious, rich in well-being, considerate to one another and
impeccably clean, tidy and well-ordered. The déclassés scramble that self-image: they are lazy and
resort too-easily to the inconsiderate solution of begging, as well as exhibiting “spatial deviancy” (ibid.,
84) through both their embodied presence — especially if clasping the anxiety-inducing begging bowl
— and the assumed tendency to render their informal settlements chaotic, dirty and excremental (see
Hansson & Mitchell 2018).> Echoing how Sibley (1995) enfolds Douglasian anthropology (addressing
‘dirt, purity and pollution’) into Kleinian object-relations theory (addressing the ‘abjection’ of ‘bad
objects’), while also reiterating Sibley’s emphasis upon the hateful signifying role played in this context
by the ‘black’ of non-white racialised others, Hansson's first cut aligns neatly with early psychoanalytic
geography.

Hansson's second psychoanalytic cut borrows from both Lacan — with his distinction between
Real, Symbolic and Imaginary orders — and ZiZek’s reworking of Lacan to excavate the deeper causality
that arguably leads to the begging déclassés becoming, in the 2010s, the prime focus of anxiety and
indeed hatred. On this reading, the Swedes' “enjoy[ment] of the National Thing” (Hansson 2023, 142),
meaning their ‘desire’ to enjoy ‘national myths’ of their own moral exceptionalism and espousal of
equality for all, is especially compromised by the outstretched cup of Roma beggars, ‘the Other’, and
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their insistently gestured ‘desire’ to share in Sweden's (personal and collective) wealth and well-being.
It feels like a theft — the distance between ‘robbing’ and ‘begging’ is psychodynamically small — of
what should be the enjoyment earned by an ethnically- and territorially-bound people, the (‘white’)
Swedes in (‘pure’) Sweden, arising as eruptions in the Real elicit Symbolic content that enflames the
Imaginary with horribly consequential material outcomes. Citing Kingsbury (2007) on Lacanian
‘extimacy’, where the outside-material twists Mobius-strip-like into the inside-mental (and back again),
and Proudfoot (2011; see also Proudfoot 2019) on mainstream resentment at the jouissance
supposedly felt by ‘deviants’ in their deviancy — drug-users taking their drugs, beggars pocketing their
cash — at the expense of what should be the mainsteam’s monopoly on joy, Hansson's second cut
parallels more recent psychoanalytic geography. A query to Hansson, though, might be the extent to
which he views these different psychoanalytic cuts as complementary or contradictory? Or, to put it
another way, what is at stake in the ‘post’ of his advocacy of Lacan’'s “post-object relations theory”
(Hansson 2023, 94)?

Towards a different equality?

There is much more to say about The Begging Question, not least about how the two parts of the book
articulate together, and hence about how ‘the universal’ and ‘the particular’ do indeed get interspliced
here (inamongst a slew of other binaries familiar to geographers between nomothetic and idiographic,
global and local, structure and agency, society and individual, and more). In closing, though, | want to
note Hansson's hesitant thoughts about how the dismal story told in his book might be remedied.
While, as a Marxist he might thirst for “the global abolition of capitalism and class society — racialisation
included” (Hansson 2023, 280), throwing in his lot with an ‘abolition geography’ (Gilmore 2022), he
accepts the challenge of proposing less grand, even more practical, routes forward (what Gorz calls
‘non-reformist reforms’”: see Gilmore 2022, 467; also Schliehe & Philo 2024; Hogstrom & Philo 2025).
Hansson duly enumerates “modest’ policies” (Hansson 2023, 285), notably in the domain of housing,
speaking of what he admits are really quite “unspectacular’ material struggles” (ibid., 286).

Perhaps surprisingly, given the baleful results of hailing an imagined Sweden where claimed
equality for all disguises problematic inequality for diverse others, Hansson also urges new intimations
of equality-across-difference. “Somehow, the antagonism of human differences needs to be, in Zizek's
words, fetishistically disavowed” (Hansson 2023, 281), Hansson writes, acknowledging that ‘they’ (the
déclassés) are much like ‘us’ — imperfect, demanding, impatient, even violent — but also realising that
‘we’ are not like ‘us’ either (not as we puritanically pretend ourselves to be). “[SJomething akin to the
‘equality’ signifier is required,” he continues, “in order to appeal to the universality of the human
condition, both to garner sympathies and solidarities with the human Other and to counteract
anxieties regarding the same” (ibid., 287). He then proposes that, “[d]Jrawing from geographer Gunnar
Olsson’s Lacanian-influenced philosophy, we might conceptualise this signifier as =" (ibid., 287), thus
returning us to Olssonian ideas that | noted earlier. In one of his 1974 articles Olsson contrasts
accurate but uninformative identity-based uses of = (“a is considered identical with b if and only if a
and b have exactly the same properties”: Olsson 1974b, 55) with more creative but potentially
mischievous existence-based uses of = (when a is allowed to ‘equate’ to b even where a is really quite
different from b).¢ Without fully elaborating the point, Hansson advocates shifting from the former,
where = only traverses the sameness of ‘white’ Swedish citizens, to the latter, where = allows in the
difference of ‘non-white’ Swedish denizens, even with their begging bowls. It only remains to ask how
this highly speculative (and abstract) manoeuvre, one sharing much in common with the ‘speculative
turn’ now coursing through human geography and elsewhere (Bryant et al. 2011; Williams & Keating
2022), might mesh with the unspectacular practical interventions also being advanced as Hansson
seeks — so brilliantly and sincerely — to answer Sweden'’s ‘begging question’.
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Notes

' Sepoys (Indian soldiers employed by the British) mutinied against prohibitions on headgear, shaving
styles and ornaments/markings of caste, killing 130 British troops before themselves facing capital
punishments. Why these essentially cultural prohibitions impelled such passionately violent actions is
arguably unanswerable by a cold political-economic analysis, but rather demands a more
psychodynamically-inclined approach of the kind taken by Hansson.

2 The ‘optimality principle’ of Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923), Italian polymath and philosopher, has
become a standard of economic thinking ostensibly based in constructs of equality and fairness. As
Olsson explains, though, it tends to ossify what currently obtains as what should be preserved, since
in a situation of limited resources any redistribution is likely to leave some better-off and others
worse-off. Indeed, “a distribution in which one person receives all benefits is Pareto efficient, because
there is no rearrangement that will increase the utility of other individuals without at the same time
worsening the situation for the one who initially owned everything” (Olsson 1974a, 18). Olsson also
shows how planning of the Swedish welfare state conjoined Pareto’s principle with the standard tools
of spatial-scientific location theory.

3 Excepting odd moments where Hansson uses media sources that quote the words of Roma déclassés,
the ‘voice’ of the Other is not heard in his book. Given that many works in contemporary human
geography seek to avoid too much overt speaking for others, there is a line of possible criticism here
to which the author might wish to respond at some point.

4 Hansson circles repeatedly around claims — emanating from across the political spectrum — that
one should not directly give to these beggars because that is only a ‘short-term’ solution, but rather
should invest (charitably or maybe via state actions) in helping over the ‘long-term’ to improve
circumstances in the déclassés’home countries (so that they can return home or need not out-migrate
in the first place). Equivalent claims have a lengthy history in the likes of Christian or ‘Poor Law’
objections to supposedly indiscriminate alms-giving to the poor.

°> “Homeless déclassés do not, as a rule, have any Goffmannian backstage to which to withdraw —
neither when taking a break nor calling it a day, and for many, not even when one goes to sleep. At all
times they are forced to use public spaces as private places” (Hansson 2023, 115). Unsurprisingly,
outdoor spaces around their ‘camps’ can get messy, even littered with used toilet-paper (evidently a
common complaint).

¢ Olsson continually returns to the problematic of the ‘equals sign’, reckoning that these small parallel
‘lines of power’ (Olsson 1991) hold the deepest secrets of how power-knowledge operates in the
Greco-Judaic (Western) tradition. Hansson references Olsson’s Abysmal book (Olsson 2007), in a review
of which (Philo 2009) | particularly stressed Olsson's fascination with the duplicitous but potentially
generative work of the equals sign.
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