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Psychoanalytic Musings on the Dynamics of Greed and Its Containment: 
A Perspective from India

Parul Bansal

Myths, legends and folktales about pots of gold or buried treasure pervade every known culture. Capitalist societies have their own refined version in the form of what might be called the Corporate Dream, which is the symbol of oligopolistic or, better, monopolistic control over the so-called munificent marketplace. Yet all cultures also are distrustful of greed. Every religious value system admonishes the greedy. In Judaism, one of the Ten Commandments is “Thou shall not covet,” which forbids envying, and lusting for, the possessions of others. In Hinduism greed is one of the six passions that harm one’s spiritual life. In Sikhism greed is one of the “Five evils” one must shun. Christianity proclaims greed (or avarice) to be one of ‘seven deadly sins’. In Buddhism, greed is one of the three demons of defilement. In Islam the Quran despises the greedy miser. Besides condemnation of greed, all cultures uphold an idealized image of the pious individual (‘guru’, ‘holy man’) who attains spiritual enlightenment and is beyond the pale of the desire for need for physical possessions. 

Despite such condemnations, greed undeniably also enjoys a subtle sort of legitimacy too. In ancient Athens, greed, in the form of imperialism, was legitimized as an appropriate means to ensure the city-state's prosperity and dominance. Wealth, as a means of paying for defense, helped to keep in check, if not dispel, the justifiable fear among Athenians of being annihilated by Persian (and rival Greek) enemies. The ‘spirit’ of contemporary corporations pursuing profit does not differ much from that of classical Athens, insofar as greed is regarded as a sound means to overcome the fear of loss and/or annihilation by competitors, or bankruptcy (Sievers, 2012). Greed is the emotional motor that powers the contemporary capitalist economy, though it is capitalism as a structure that demands and nurtures greed, regardless of what any individual capitalist wants. Greed is believed by its acolytes to be indispensable for accumulating wealth through freewheeling enterprise. The hardcore conservative economist Milton Friedman (1970) declared that the ‘only social responsibility of business is to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game’ - omitting that the rules usually are decided by powerful economic players they are supposed to govern. So greed evokes dual and contrary reactions: antipathy and abhorrence, on one hand, and the seductive attractions of prosperity, on the other. 

This paper looks at greed as a psychosocial phenomenon. I tease apart the productive and pathological aspects of greed, and raise and address questions of how to differentiate between the person who strives for but actually does experience need satisfaction, and the individual for whom hunger for wealth is never slaked. What do money and possessions mean? How does one keep one’s own greed in check, and why? These questions are delved into through case narratives of two young men. The paper takes both personal-developmental as well as social-economic dimensions into consideration in understanding the genesis of greed. 

First, I outline salient features of greed noted in psychoanalytic literature so as to clarify differences between greed, envy, and jealousy. Then, I offer case narrative of Krishna, which is used to explicate the developmental roots and the societal origins of greed-related fantasies in subjects aspiring to fulfill what is termed in India the 'corporate dream.' The next section analyzes psychodynamic and socio-economic roots of greed, drawing from Krishna’s case, and discusses various unconscious meanings related to money. The second case narrative of Jayant is used to illustrate the dynamics of keeping greed at bay. Both of these young men were research participants in a project studying the psychodynamics of identity formation amongst youth in different work scenarios – neoliberal corporate world, spiritual activism, social activism and development work. These case examples dissect the dialectics of greed psychoanalytically. The conclusion offers insights into factors that may help to check unbridled materialism, at least on the couch.
Greed Since Aesop

In Aesop's fable a farmer found a goose that laid a golden egg every day. The farmer was exhilarated but soon became impatient waiting for the next egg. He imagined the goose contained many more eggs but was stingy in doling them out. The farmer’s restlessness grew with each passing day as he wanted all the wealth at once. He decided to cut open the goose. Much to his chagrin, he found nothing. All that happened was that the golden goose died and he also lost his daily supply of riches. 

The farmer in the fable was a greedy man. Does anyone feel sorry for him? This tale encapsulates the dynamic features subsumed under the rubric of guilt. One dictionary defines greed as ‘excessive and insatiable acquisitiveness.’ Akhtar (2015) posits that greed has primary and secondary components. Amongst its primary aspects are excessive desire, insatiability/inconsolability, and an infinite sense of entitlement. Greed is an excessive and unrelenting desire to acquire and possess goods. Its ‘excessive’ nature is revealed by the fact that the possessions desired far surpass actual need (for example, having 2000 pairs of footwear, like Imelda Marcos). Greed wants everything, nothing less. Its insatiable nature is demonstrated by the fact the person is only temporarily pleased with whatever riches he/she has attained, soon lapsing into dissatisfaction, emptiness and inconsolability, much like Aesop's farmer. There is a relentless vicious cycle of striving to amass and acquire which never achieves a feeling of fulfillment or enjoyment. Ironically, a desire obviously out of proportion with realistic need is subjectively experienced as a dire need. Experiencing greedy desires as needs renders them justified and guilt-free. The person beset with greed feels he/she is entitled to these needs. Who can quibble with satisfying a need? 

Amongst secondary manifestations of greed are impatience, ingratitude, deficient empathy and superego corruption. Impatience accompanies greed. To wait, to defer gratification, means tolerating a deprived state of body and mind. It also means acknowledging that the objects of desire are not to be magically summoned. The greedy individual, like Aesop's farmer, insists upon sustained satiety and cannot withstand temporal gaps in the appearance of desired objects. Ingratitude accompanies avarice. A greedy person is so caught up in their own experience of deprivation, real or imagined, that he/she gobbles everything, measures everything against the imagined depths of deprivation, feels ever dissatisfied, craves more, and refuses to acknowledge receipt of goodness, love and care from others. Greed disregards needs and rights of others, especially the providers. Defects in empathy are related to exploitative and unethical behaviour. This can spur a sense of unconscious guilt over being bad. 

"Greed is an impetuous and insatiable craving," according to Klein, "exceeding what the subject needs and what the object is able and willing to give. At the unconscious level, greed aims primarily at completely scooping out, sucking dry, and devouring the breast’ (1975, p.181). Envy is the angry feeling that the other person possesses and enjoys something desirable. The envious person feels that the other is depriving him/her of gratification and keeping the ‘good’ for itself. Envy seeks to spoil and destroy the good other. The farmer ‘envied’ the wealth of the goose and felt it to be withholding what it could give. His ‘greed’ apocalyptically wanted all at once. Envy led him to destroy the goose and ruin whatever riches it had to offer. 

Klein states that envy stems not only from deprivation but also from satisfactory experiences. The infant’s feelings when it is inadequately fed seem to be that the breast deprives it. Breast becomes bad because it keeps the milk, love, and care associated with the good breast all to itself. It hates and envies what it feels to be the mean and grudging breast. It is perhaps more understandable that the satisfactory breast is also envied. “The very ease with which the milk comes – though the infant feels gratified by it – also gives rise to envy because this gift seems something so unattainable” (p.183).

Jealousy is concerned with love that the subject feels is its due and has been taken away, or is in danger of being taken away by a rival. The realms in which greed can manifest itself vary greatly. Food and money are most prominent. Overeating that leaves one physically bloated but psychically dissatisfied is a telltale sign of greed. Similarly, an insatiable desire to amass wealth also gives evidence of greed, though one must recognize the structural imperatives of a global capitalist system that requires major players to "accumulate, accumulate, accumulate" or else lose market shares and perhaps even corporate control in the long run. Greed can also refer to other kinds of material acquisitions (e.g. clothes, jewelry, art and antiques), professional achievements (academic degrees, publications, and patented inventions), sexual liaisons and intangibles like fame, power and travel-related experiences.

What distinguishes greed from universal human strivings for possessions, wealth and success is traits such as insatiability, ingratitude and selfishness. As humans, we all experience inner lacks that spur the desire to have, to acquire, to possess. In moderate and normal forms, these strivings are instrumental in driving us towards our goals and achieving our ambitions; to make us productive. Winnicott distinguishes between greed and greediness. He held that greed, the primitive form of love and desire, is “synonymous with life, appetite and excitement” (1936, p.33). Inhibition in greed of young children can lead to inhibitions in creativity, spontaneity and play. So while greed is essentially indispensable to positive, joyful human experiences, greediness is the basis of ruthless and potentially ‘antisocial’ behavior. The child afflicted with greediness is, for Winnicott, a child who experiences deprivation and resorts to a desperate attempt to alleviate the anxiety resulting from it, with little or no regard for who will be hurt or dispossessed because of it. Thus, Winnicott finds that, in his terms, greed is life affirming but greediness is destructive. 
A Case Narrative: Intrapsychic and Social Origins of Greed

The case of Krishna highlights the psychosocial nature of acquisitive obsession.The inner world unavoidably is affected by larger socio-historical forces impacting our daily life. Capitalist society increases the likelihood that the psychological power of greed, envy and jealousy finds expression. Krishna, 24 years, was a final year student of management in a leading business school in India. He had a modest family background. His father started as a cleaner of machines in a government enterprise at the age of 17 years and worked his way up to become General Manager. He urged his son to study and acquire degrees. Krishna attested, 
Basically, he (father) wants me to add more to my profile. Probably, in his own career, he has seen that qualifications matter to be successful. He has picked up two masters’ degrees, an M.Phil degree, a law degree and he was intent on pursuing his doctorate degree. That’s what he is trying to reinforce in me. Ensure that I am loaded with degrees. So, he has always encouraged me to study, study, study (speaks with a tired expression).
Reviewing his educational journey, Krishna said that until class IX
 he was an underachiever in school. His passion was cricket, which he would spend a great deal of time playing. After the class IX exams, the school principal threatened to expel him because he was not performing well and the school didn’t want to incur bad results for itself in class X
 board exams
 (which may say something about the Principal's careerist greed). This incident was “a humiliation as well as a challenge to my (Krishna’s) ego” and changed his view of life. It became a dramatic turning point. He said that he “extracted himself from playing and just focused on studies.”  He began to study hard, solve math problems, and to understand science. 

His new and rigorous routine was to wake up at 3.30 AM, attend a math coaching class, return at 5.30 AM to read science on his own and then go to school. Returning from school, he would do his homework and work on more math. His mother sat next to him and helped him study. Krishna set targets to be in top five in school, get into a good engineering college, and get a good job. All of that study led to his isolation inside the house. He abandoned play, concentrated only on his studies and became obese. Krishna recounts, 
People used to say (in a derisive tone) ‘Oh! He is studying. What else he can do? Nothing! He will study, then go back home.’ During those years, I didn’t have friends with whom I could speak freely. In that sense, I was completely disregarded as if I was a nobody. I never used to go to people’s homes for parties. I wouldn’t go for freshers’ party, farewell party. I used to think that people will make fun of me. I am obese. I had this very, very deep inferiority complex..that I didn’t count for much, people don’t like to speak with me, I am not considered worthy of anything. I had very few friends..I was very unsocial. 
He consoled himself by saying, “Let them party. I’m going to get more marks than them or I’ll get a better rank than them in the engineering entrance exam. Ultimately, I’ll be the winner. Let them play their cricket. Instead of wasting three hours there I will spend three hours in solving more maths problems. That’s the attitude I developed. And that helped. None of my school/college mates have reached the level where I have reached now.”
Through Krishna I also understood the various elements of this alluring 'corporate dream' shared by other of his class of youthful associates. Below are excerpts from our sessions.

R: What is the lure of management degree?
K:If I am a technical guy i.e. an engineer and I work on a tech job, my average salary will be 3-4 lakhs
 per annum. Now, I see a manager who is a MBA and that person has been recruited in the same company as the manager. He is given salary of 11 lakhs, 15 lakhs, 17lakhs. I would wonder - What is the difference between that person and me? The only difference is that he is a graduate from a top business school. All the seniors at the top level are just MBAs and that’s what scares you sometimes.

R: What is the fantasy associated with fat pay cheques?
K: It’s got to do with ego and the sense of achievement. A feeling of winning. It’s like 10 years back, my parents were scolding me for not studying but now I have become successful. And also proving the detractors wrong. Everyone has had altercations with somebody in their batch or seniors or teachers. Just getting back to them and showing them they were wrong! See what I am getting and you made fun of me.  Secondly, it gives people bragging rights in their circle and everywhere else. I had once heard a quote - Money can’t buy love, but it improves your bargaining position. Also, the pride that the family feels when the person who gets 30 lakhs calls back home and says – It’s done! The parents feel great. They would call the neighbours and relatives and tell them – Look, what has my son done? Considering the kind of family backgrounds we come from, 1/3rd of a million is a dream. The actual salary figure doesn’t matter. It could be 28, 30, 35 lakhs. As long as it’s huge and is removed from the average figure, it’s great. It’s about satisfying people back home. Again this arises out of the expectations that people back home carry. There are few parents who would be easygoing and let the child be. Got a job, ok! Others will be – Be a topper! Do this, Do that.. He will do it for one’s folks. They would love it. Kids are programmed to satisfy the parents.
You know my basic salary in my next job will be more than my father’s current salary. And I am at the start of my career. 

R: People also change their jobs a lot.

K: Yes! Do you know the percentage of people who would leave their jobs after the 1st year? Close to 96%. Why? Because they are jumping. If they are managers in one company, getting a senior manager profile in a competitor company, they jump. From there, to someplace else…jump. Jump, jump, jump .The designation matters. Senior manager, Vice President, I am heading marketing in India, in South East Asia, I am heading corporate finance. All of this is a big ego boost. What matters to people is what goes out in public. How are they known to the outside world…and designations are big things. Why wait when you can get something fast?
R: So big money, brands, designations are the elements of corporate dream!

K: Yes. That’s what we aspire for to become successful. Success will mean promotion almost every year, max every 2 year; reaching the C level job in next 10-15 years. Ideally retire at 45 with loads of money and then enjoy with family. After that you wouldn’t have to work. You can always do consulting. Or you become such an expert that you are called for all the talks and make money out of that.

R:So, there is impatience in this pursuit – wanting a lot and wanting it fast. Is that right?  Where does it end?
K: Yes. You can’t wait or else you will miss the boat. You got to be selfish. You got to be fast. When I was preparing for my B.Tech exams, I was unstoppable. I wanted to defeat everyone else. Get the best and nothing but the best. Now, I see myself in the top position in my work. I don’t know what is top? It’s just about more, and more. 

R:Reaching your goals will give you happiness and satisfaction?

K: See, it is ego satisfaction. It is momentary. You have to just go on because there is no end to what you can get. Happiness….yes! (becomes silent) I was happiest playing cricket matches (smiles). 

Analysis of psychodynamics 

At one level, this is a kind of rag to riches story. Horatio Alger in supposedly Shining India. It is a story of hard work, toil and the resoluteness of the father and the son who steadily ascended the ladder of monetary success. So, where do we find greed animating the events in Krishna’s narrative? In the relentless parental pressure to “do well”. This is evident from Krishna’s own words, “Kids are programmed to satisfy the parent”. In line with Fairbairn on the development of the internalized objects, internalization can consist of (as in the case of Krishna and similar subjects) the parent’s insatiable expectations, of demands that, when internalized, serve as an internal voice, a voice that drives the individual throughout life, never leaving him/her content with what one has achieved or accumulated. The father craves ever more professional degrees to allay his own anxieties and urges the son to do the same. The son, while acknowledging the importance of qualifications for professional success, wants to surpass his father in terms of salary and status, perhaps in some compensatory form of ironic revenge.


In Krishna one senses insatiableness as well as an impatience to achieve. He says, "I don't know what is top? It's just about more and more.  You can't wait or else you will miss the boat.  You got to be selfish. You got to be fast."
The physical expression of this greed, this insatiableness, is Krishna’s obesity.  We know emotions influence eating patterns. What was he ‘taking in’ that was fattening him up? Krishna devoured books from morning to evening, and not for enlightenment or pleasure but for advancement. Better marks, top ranks in competitive exams, became the only object of his desire. This goal encapsulated all the richness that one could hope for in life. Greed came to fill the void created in him by this insatiable pursuit. As he gave himself up to aggressive pursuit of ‘goodies,’ accompanying such pursuit were great stress and tension. This created a powerful estrangement within him because it led him away from enjoyment in play. Klein (1957) noted that when there are increases in tension and privations, aggressive impulses are reinforced which can give rise to a response of greed. Greed is “hunger gone angry”. 

This greedy, destructive incorporation doesn’t satisfy; rather it soils the worth of what one has taken in. Greed does not offer undisturbed experience of enjoyment. Krishna admitted to never feeling as happy with his high rank in competitive exams and his salary cheques as he felt when winning cricket matches. Greed and envy interfered with the experience of enjoyment that he felt was due to him at achieving his goals.  

In Krishna’s narrative one also finds strong overtones of jealousy and competition. In Kleinian work, envy refers to the subject’s relation to one person, whereas jealousy refers to relation to two persons. Thus, jealousy involves a triangular relationship, in which the rival/competitor has taken or is given ‘the good’ which by right belongs to the individual. In the case narrative, jealousy was directed towards those who were getting promotions, bigger pay cheques, better job profiles – objects of one’s fervent desire. Jealousy intensifies competitiveness. In competitive situations, one is continuously assessing oneself in relation to others along the axes of perceived superiority and inferiority. This is succinctly stated by Krishna - “The actual salary figure doesn’t matter. It could be 28, 30, 35 lakhs. As long as it’s huge and is removed from the average figure, it’s great.” Competitiveness became an unchecked motive to defeat rivals, whoever they are or are imagined to be, with scant concern for the meaningfulness of this achievement or its consequences. It became psychologically necessary to project a self-image of superiority. Jealousy and competition create the clamour to be the ‘best,’ which is unlimited and frantic. 
Competitive rage is fueled by competition, a ubiquitous feature of neoliberalism, which decides the allocation of material success. This is clearly seen in India in the educational and job scenarios, in rankings for academic performance., admission to institutions of higher education, job placements and pay packages. It also extends to other domains such as fashion, opinions, and food choices. Competition stokes hierarchy, someone always must be better than others. Even when opportunities do expand, as in the first three decades of the post-war years, especially in the West, it fosters acutely felt scarcity among strivers, because the best is by definition limited. Competition itself generates neediness.

The social structuring of motivations 
While the above discussion highlights the inner forces underlying greed, in this section, the focus is on how external environments accentuates them.The emotional and social dynamics sketched out before are not peculiar to Krishna and his family. They are highly characteristic of modern societies which are marked by ever more limited opportunities and ever greater competition, enormous and regressive variations in wealth and income, and powerful concerns as to which end of the economic spectrum one winds up in. The pertinent questions to ask are: Why has the economic dimension of life become more important than social and spiritual dimensions? What whets insatiable hunger for goods and possessions? The answers to these questions require a wider vision, using cues that come from our developmental, intrapsychic terrain as well as those that come from the social-economic-historical contexts.


The capitalist model of growth rests on the idea of ever increasing production and consumption cycles which fuels greediness. The consumerist ethos of acquisition puts no ceiling on aspirations of good life defined largely by material success. Besides offering more opportunities for earning and spending, it also helped liberate material needs from any notion of self restraint and guilt. The exhibitionist display of one’s money and status has become a major source of self esteem. In a rigidly stratified society like India, the pressure for upward social mobility is immense and money is one of the best ways of climbing the social ladder of status. As children of liberalized-globalized India, a process that started in 1991, the youth in India today are living the middle class dream of liberation from limitation and want. They desire more and demand immediate gratification. In a consumerist society, one’s autonomous status is recognized in relation to the fantasy of omnipotent ‘right to consume’ objects of choice. Since there are many upwardly mobile flaunting their plush lifestyles, money inevitably becomes tied with the grandiose fantasies of happiness, freedom and power. Large quantities of money provide enough omnipotence and it becomes possible to imagine a more absolute form of invulnerability with only a little more money. The irredeemability of consumerist promise exploited by the multipronged advertising strategy of selling the lifestyle of rich and the famous, of encouraging all to believe that anyone can make it here and of linking consumption with utopian images of happy and secure life, keep people chasing money.
Advertising and mass media duly stir up desires for economic and status gains.  In consumer culture, shopping is presented as the all-purpose solution to feelings of emptiness, worthlessness and so forth. Retail therapy, for those who can afford it, becomes self-medication. Many people report that shopping creates for them feelings of symbolic renewal, of being ‘good to themselves’, a sense of ‘I deserve it’, that, if often hollowly defensive, is momentarily bolstering. Seductive television commercials belt out images of what the good life should be. While leisure is certainly an emotional as well as physical need, the gaudy image of ‘relaxing holiday’ alludes to the luxuries of resorts and retreats, encouraging belief that such accoutrements are required for real relaxation. So, one still feels needy in a way that serves the economic system but not oneself. 

Yet wealth and income determines whether one’s children will be well educated, whether it is safe to walk the streets around one’s home, and other crucial facets of life that are highly correlated with income. Capitalist society distorts the parameters of success. The bar for contentment is set very high. How big a house is big enough? How expensive a car is good enough? As Watchel (2003) points out, “Today’s average family would find unsatisfactorily small the home that the average family found perfectly ample back then, and would likely additionally experience as a deprivation the absence of air conditioning, dishwasher, clothes dryer, or other items that were relatively scarce luxury items back then” (p.113). Satisfaction at every new purchase fades leaving renewed hunger for acquisition.

Meanings associated with money

Money is the central motif and measure of the corporate dream. In capitalist society, money is the primary objective. Money seems tangible, concrete and unidimensional. Yet there is nothing more symbolic than money. It impedes and distorts self-knowledge. Psychoanalysis has drawn attention to psychic imperatives that money and material possessions serve. Below are the two meanings ascribed to money by Fenichel (1938). 

· A symbol of power – Fenichel sees the desire to accumulate wealth as a subdivision of the will to power. In capitalist society, the wealthy person is honoured and seen as truly powerful. He/she can satisfy not only his own needs but also that of others. He /she is not dependent on anyone. Money allows regaining the original infantile illusion of omnipotence which one has lost and for which there is a persistent desire to recover. This desire is "narcissistic need" and self-regard is the index of its quantity. It is highest when this desire is fulfilled and low when fulfillment is remote. The most primitive means of satisfying this need is the sense of being loved. The small child feels a diminution of his/her self-regard if he loses the affection of others, and a rise of it if the contrary is the case. There are various methods for regulating self-regard and meeting the narcissistic need of omnipotence. The drive to amass wealth appears to be one of the means of the ego for increasing self-regard, or for preventing a lowering of its level. Money is a narcissistic supply. In a world where power and respect amongst one’s fellow beings is contingent upon having money, it becomes an ego ideal. The drive to have money, then, leads to an enormous increase in one’s self regard. Money, not only buys, but also says something about us. The word ‘millionaire’ or 'billionaire' is a statement in itself; it defines the person. 
Note here an utterance of Krishna. 

Fat pay cheques give you a feeling of winning. It's like 10 years back my parents were scolding me for not studying but now I have become successful. And also proving the detractors wrong. Everyone has had altercations with somebody in their batch or with seniors or teachers. Just getitng back to them and showing them they were wrong.. See what I am getting and you made fun of me. Secondly, it gives people bragging rights in their circle and everywhere else. I had once heard a  quote - Money can't buy love, but it improves your bargaining position. The pride that the family feels when the person who gets 30 lakhs calls back home and tells them - Look what my son has done.  Considering the kind of family backgrounds we come from, one third of a million is a dream . . .It's about satisfying people back home.” 

· An object of possession - Possession is that upon which one sits. [Latin: possidere, to own, and sedere, to sit]. The miserly sits on his money; the dog sits on objects that he considers his own. The meaning of wanting to sit upon certain objects is the fear that these objects can be taken away. Fenichel (1938) states that objects of possession have an ego quality about them, i.e. that they are possessed in the same way as one’s own body and they mark out one’s space from the rest of the world. In the unconscious of the child, feces is its first possession. It is what belonged to him/her but could be taken away. As one grows up, many such objects take on the same quality, money being one. Thus anal retentiveness (the ability to hold back and accumulate a substance –feces - endowed with ego quality, and the fear of having to lose such a substance against its will) gets associated with attitudes related with money such as miserliness and orderliness.
Fenichel (1938) sees the will to power, and the will to accumulate possessions, as closely geared together. He states, “The will to power on the one hand, and the will to possession on the other, are roots of the drive to amass wealth. They cannot be laid side by side as parallels, but are most intimately intertwined. We need only remember how it happens that obstinacy develops as a character trait from the conflicts centering around anal eroticism at the time when the child is being trained in habits of cleanliness. Attaining control over the sphincters is an event of no small significance in the development of self-regard. The child who has acquired this ability, really possesses through it a bit of power, not only over its own body, but over the persons in its environment as well. Anal retentive pleasure, thus, contains along with its predominantly erogenous components, a component of self-regard or feeling of power as well” (p.87).

He makes it amply clear that the desire to accumulate and the desire to have power does not require only money for its gratification. It is the presence and the function of money in the capitalist system which furnishes these drives with this specific object.  Every psychological event is to be explained as the result of interplay between biological structure and the influences exerted upon it by the environment.

Freud and Ferenczi both underscored the relation between anality and money. In 1908 Freud in his paper ‘Character and Anal Erotism’ identified money with feces. This symbolic connection hinges on the observation of children taking enormous interest and pleasure in their own excreta and treating it as their prized possession (like money), which they feel reluctant to part with on the insistence of their parents. This sets the stage of conflict over toilet training characteristic of anal stage. Freud was also able to substantiate this equation of feces = money with his demonstration of how often anal characteristics such as economical, obstinacy and tidiness apply to money-related behaviours as well. He went on to say, “We have learnt that after a person’s own feces, his excrement, has lost its value for him, this instinctual interest derived from the anal source passes over onto objects that can be presented as gifts. Just as feces are the first gift of love to those who nurture him, so also the person comes to value highly just those items that he can possess, display and give away in order to show and earn love . . . this ancient interest in feces is transformed into the high valuation of gold and money” (p.12). 

Thus, money like the feces is one’s prized possession which one would like to hold on to derive pleasure from it for oneself and also to gift to those from whom one would like to get love and care in return. Ferenczi (1952) wrote that the ontogenesis of the interest in money as a progression from interest in feces through increasingly sublimated interest in mud, sand, prettily shaped pebbles and stones, other more sophisticated collectibles like pencil caps and stickers and, finally, money. He enlarged on Freud’s linkage of money with feces “by declaring that money can symbolize anything one can give or take: milk, breast, baby, sperm, penis, protection, gift (Turkel, 1988, p.525). 

Feces and money derive their importance from reciprocity in anal eroticism and correspondingly as an object of exchange in capitalist economy. Ferenczi opined that retention of excreta is really the first “savings” of the growing being and remains in an unconscious interrelationship with any activity, bodily or mental, that has anything to do with collecting, hoarding and saving. Money as feces substitute is also a gift to the loved one in return for food and love. Persons must save in order to gift/spend. The equation of feces with money suggests that a relinquishing of direct anal pleasures is substituted by another form of playing with and holding onto something dirty. Money is a transformation of preoccupation with material that society regards with disgust to material on which society places the highest value.  Krishna, too, refers to the big salaries and designations as gifts to parents as a way of satisfying them and earning their love and respect.

In Klein, we can find oral meanings of money too. Money, because of the function it serves, readily mutates into an object of greed. According to Klein (1957, 1975), greed has its genesis in the desire for breast, destructive impulses and persecutory anxiety that characterize the oral stage. Klein stated that breast is not merely a physical object for the feeding infant. Breast is imbued with qualities going far beyond actual nourishment; it possesses everything that the infant desires. In the same vein, money is idealized as the ultimate means for gratifying all wants. It is enriched with qualities far beyond its actual capacity. The infant's craving to have all the goodness for itself is analogous to the acquisitiveness for money at a later stage. The intensity of one’s neediness is so great that even a good breast is felt as depriving and frustrating; the infant feels that the gratification of which he was deprived has been withheld by the breast that frustrates him. This leads to envy of the breast and its destroying and despoiling. This dynamic explains why greed for material possessions is never satisfied; rather it fuels more hunger for money. Acquisitiveness doesn’t give one a genuine sense of enjoyment and gratification. 

Many studies indicate that economic success plays a strikingly small role in the people’s sense of happiness and that our society’s increased consumption over the decades has not been accompanied by a corresponding increase in happiness or contentment (Kasser, 2000; Kasser and Ryan, 1993; Myers, 2000; Sirby, 1998). Klein believed the “more often gratification at the breast is experienced and fully accepted, the more often enjoyment and gratitude, and accordingly the wish to return pleasure are felt” (1975, p.189). The destructive impulses of greed and envy interfere with the feeling of fullness and undisturbed enjoyment. They don’t allow the building of ‘inner wealth’ derived from “having assimilated the good object so that the individual becomes able to share it with others” (1975, p.189). Greed doesn’t engender a sense of gratitude for what one has, rather the opposite. This discussion understands greed and money as a two sided phenomena: one side pertains to excessive acquisitiveness (of oral determination) and the other to inordinate retentiveness (of anal determination). 
Another Case Study: Greed at Bay
Jayant's narrative reflects the dilemma of people struggling against an excessive focus on the materialistic side of life. The consumerist ideology intensifies needs and wants. Activities directed toward making and spending money become all-consuming. Yet if one resists this modish malaise, one can also become socially marginalized. So, is there a way out? Are our two clients doomed to be gripped by socially induced greed?  Or can we find a way of taking as per our need, not greed? Jayant's struggles with this question offer a few indicators.


Jayant, 27 years, was a socio-political activist, writer and coordinator of a political organization representing social action groups and peoples’ movements in Delhi, the capital of India. He had a highly politicized parentage: his father was a protestant priest who spearheaded the Dalit Christian
 struggle for equality of rights within the church while his mother was a party worker of Communist Party of India (Marxist) in Kerala, a state in India. He approvingly saw his parents as serving the cause of social equality, social justice and equitable social transformation. He closely observed and internalized his parents’ political behaviour and styles. However, one of the things that he remained unconvinced about his parents’ life was economics. He said:

One thing that never left me in the midst of all of this is the desire for money. Both my parents are against property. Both of them wrote off their ancestral property. But, there were times, when my mother would get very upset. These were times when she wouldn’t be able to give gifts in gold to her siblings’ children. This is a Syrian Christian tradition. For 2 days she would just cry and say that I am not able to do my basics as an aunt. She had also left her job to marry my father. So she complaint bitterly that I lost my economic identity and for everything I have to ask you for money. And he never had money so there was no question of any financial gifts to anyone. So my mother would come down from the pedestal that we had kept her at many times and talks as a very materialist person. She would be sad about the fact that she couldn’t make gold ornaments for her daughters, couldn’t get a life insurance policy for her son’s education and had to plead in front of others for his education. But that was her real self. Her emotional reactions were visible. She would be put back by setbacks. My father had something very gaudy about him. He always lived at that pedestal up there. He is detached from the material world. He always had this confidence that things will go on. But that agitated my mother a lot of times because she knew that things were not good on the ground. But at the end of the day she developed that resigned acceptance that if he says things will go on then probably things will go on. Let’s wait and watch what happens. (After a reflective pause, he continues to speak slowly) I never had my parents gifting me any clothes. It was when I got admission in a Delhi college, that for the first time in my memory my father bought me a shirt. Not because of any reasons for my not liking a foot cover that the first shoe I wore was when I came to Delhi. That’s the only thing in my personal life that I am not out of the clutches of – personal greed and ambitions.

He would find himself in a constant state of turbulence, battling with the “temptations” that surrounded him. After college he went to work at a media house. There he worked his way to the post of full-time reporter. Then he was offered the post of a newsreader which was a much more influential post because of the visibility aspect of it. He was also paid handsomely. That’s the moment when, according to him, his ambitions began to soar. He had a lot of opportunities. But when one of his stories was not aired for what he saw as indefensible reasons, he quit the media house. He labeled it as an instinctive decision, which made him realize that the political actor in him was chafing all along by the cold business mentality of that media house. Still, he wondered if he gave far too much importance to his political ethics. But soon he was offered other news’ anchor roles. He characterised the conflict thus: 

One wants to go back to mainstream media to aspire to be a Karan Thapar, VirSanghvi, Prannoy Roy
 20 years down the line. I must admit that these offers are very tempting not just because of finances, but also because of reach, fame, which affects your ego. Do you still want to be shunted out in some corner, just working with some limited people? Then you are making a choice to limit your own reach, you are actually making a choice to limit your own openness. It is a very nasty conflict one is in which involves money, social prestige, reach. Once in a while, an ear opens and you hear the Eden snake’s voice saying that what the hell are you doing? Why don’t you just eat the apple and get settled into reality?

Jayant strove to find a resolution to his conflict between personal well-being and social conscience. Realizing that since, much like Abhimanyu
, he had already devoted 20 years to political activism, why should he waste energy in another realm?  However, he decided that he would prioritize his economic needs equally with his political and intellectual needs. Here is how he portrayed his reconsidered position: 
If I have to be a full time activist, I have to be a paid activist. I don’t have the luxury of a [rich] house or parentage that will take care of my livelihood. If I am giving 18-20 hours of my day for this choice of life, then I have to earn from this. And this is not only for my own survival but all those who can’t earn right now. Now, I put a cheque for my parents who are not earning. I also send money for a cultural group in Kerala which is practically defunct because of paucity of funds. I am happy, I am doing it. I was much more miserable when I couldn’t do that. When I joined this place, I raised everyone’s salary. It was necessary. People were working for peanuts here.

Jayant characterized his own struggles as struggles with ‘greed’ and ‘temptations’. We can also interpret them as legitimate needs for money and fame for a young person. So why does he refer to his needs as greed? Perhaps, an answer lies in how he had witnessed his parents’ struggles with upholding their own convictions which has impacted his growing psyche. He had been involved in the common hopes and hates of a life of radical politics. He had experienced hardships (emotional and financial) that the family faced because of its political work. This experience kept resistance against materialism and striving for social justice as important ideals for him. On moving from Kerala to a big city like Delhi, he developed doubts about the economic stances of his parents, more specifically his father. The financial demands of making a living constantly pulled him away from the austere life that his father upheld. 

An austere attitude reworks the anal attitude towards possession which Freud and Ferenzci spoke of (discussed above). In austerity, no longer does one hold onto money, gold or property to derive pleasure from it for oneself or to gift to those from whom one would like to get love and care in return.  When Jayant was faced with opportunities to make money as well as financial demands of managing a decent lifestyle in a metropolitan city like Delhi, he could not sustain his father’s attitude towards materialism. The move away from internalized non materialized values had been ridden with shame about his “greed” for money and fame and guilt over his felt infidelity to the paternal values. 
Comparison of the Cases

Here, I compare Krishna and Jayant with respect to the emotional foundations and depth of their attitudes towards unchecked materialism. Krishna exhibits an unrelenting, if slightly ambivalent, striving to amass and acquire goods, triggered, shaped, and encouraged by family circumstances, which rob him of any genuine sense of fullness and enjoyment. There also are strong overtones of impatience, envy and competitive rage, which accompany such greed. Jayant is not snared in the same consuming way as Krishna. What Jayant calls his 'greed' is his need to make a decent living and to gratify desires for social recognition - concerns which appear to his superegoic side as disreputable when filtered through his internalized anti-materialistic upbringing and values.


The boundary between need and greed is indeed a slippery one. Greed often is disguised and excused by the pursuit of seemingly legitimate needs. How in such an uncertain economic environment do we decide what we need, whether we are doing well or not, whether we have enough? The intimate social milieu plays an important role in transmitting, negotiating and resisting the wider malaise.  While consumerist and materialist temptations are pervasive in a consumerist society, the contexts of family, peers and educational instruction are crucial in honing the messages. Krishna typifies the "Shining India" trope where old and young alike are supposed to bask in a climate of guiltless indulgence, assuming they have any access to it.  Lack of access is presumably their fault. With the increasing liberalisation of the Indian economy the parental generation is breaking away from the erstwhile socialist polity, characterized by constraint, scarcity, and simplicity. Through his parents and teachers, Krishna absorbed the corporate dream of abundance - endless material ambitions. By contrast, Jayant's parental values reflect a deep distrust at the ethics of materialism. The love of money is seen as corrupting one's political as well as spiritual essence, and represented a negative element which they resist but which, as in Jayant's image, was like "Eden's apple" offering immense temptation. His workplace context, which aimed at expansion of human rights, political inclusion of the marginalized, protection of the environment, and empowerment of the vulnerable groups helped to ground him in what he cared for and gave his life meaning. His task was to create a place for himself where he would not be trapped in materialistic strivings but also not be pointlessly self-denying.

Both Krishna and Jayant were conscious of their desires, but Jayant was clearly more alert to the risk of succumbing totally to the impulse. An important similarity is that they both experienced deprivations that marred their early childhood development. Krishna acutely lamented the loss of his sense of playfulness and of being forced into the initially unwelcome identity of an academic "grind." Jayant experienced deprivation of basic material essentials in his early years. Consumer culture operated on fertile ground in both cases. Greed, of this compensatory nature, thrives in a environment of loss coupled with seductive allurements. 

Containment of Greed

In Jayant's narrative, one finds a way of keeping greed in check. Rather than settling for one or the other way, he tried to balance his principles of life with the temptations of money and social prestige. One of the ways was resisting the inducement of “the Eden apple” (the lure of a well-paying media job) by resolving to look at “other fruits on offer in the garden of political activism” which will keep him close to the political work of social justice without seriously undermining his needs of money and fame. His life is an example of that when people grow up with an inner sense of riches which stems from meaningful connections with people, cherished values, and deep absorption in chosen activities and interests, they do not feel depleted and empty. A stable sense of inner resources militates against the fears and temptations of materialism. 

As a professional activist, Jayant especially mulled over the politics of funding. He also agonized over the temptations and trappings of urban life and his own needs for money and power. Knowing that there weren’t any final settlements to conflicts like these, Jayant struggled to contain his acquisitive urges so that he would not be impelled to act against his values. He was learning to contain it by employing it in ways that took care of the needs of others such as certain cultural groups in Kerala and the other employees in his organization. Greed, he learned, can be moderated if we grow together rather than at the cost of each other. 

Should greed be controlled or contained? Controlling implies forceful suppression, whereas, containing implies giving it its place within a relationship or within oneself and then working through it to make it less ruthless. It creates a space for converting greed into appetite. Containment allows for feeling guilt, mourning and reparation. Greed expresses the fear of loss of what one wants and/or has, and the effort to defend against it.  The greedy person is constantly aware of the threat of loss.  He/she must keep safe what he/she has from the depredations of others.  Thus, greed exists in a system of loss, real or imagined. The "free market" is a structure where threat of loss is built into economic life.  It is not surprising then to find that where free market policy dominates, forms of greed flourish. One response is institutional change that would eliminate greed by reducing or eliminating competition or by enforcing a stringent norm of equality. The question then is – Is this solution good for a developing economy like India? Perhaps, not. Institutions that repress greed may also attack the self and its original vitality.  As a result, they impose the same loss that is associated with the institutions they would replace, and thereby may wind up recreating the cycle of greed. 
What is perhaps needed are social institutions organized around the goals of limiting threat to the self and facilitating the expression of self-interest on a collective or communal basis. Institutions which ensure stability and security to all its members can minimize threats to self and maximize self-sufficiency. Klein’s work on greed and envy alerts us to the fact that enjoying one’s sufficiency creates a sense of satiety with what one has, and gratitude towards those who has given/from whom one has taken. It also provides opportunities for satisfaction through the accomplishments of others. Self-interest can be channelized in pursuits based on needs of self-expression and self-improvement rather than competitive strivings.  
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� Class IX in the Indian educational system corresponds roughly to the end of secondary school education in the UK system. This class is usually entered into by children at the age of 15 years in India. 


� Class X in the Indian educational system is entered at the age of 16 years. It is crucial for the student as the choice of subjects in the senior secondary classes (classes XI and XII) is dependent on the results of the class X exams held by an independent educational body of the government and not by one’s own school.





� One lakh is equal to 0.1 million. 1 million is equal to 10 lakhs.


� Dalit Christians in India refer to the people from low castes who convert to Christianity from Hinduism. 


� These are famous TV news analysts of India.


� Abhimanyu is a mythical figure in the Hindu text Mahabharata. He was the son of a brave warrior Arjun and his wife Subhadra. The legend states that Abhimanyu learnt the art of breaking chakravyuha (a military formation used to surround enemies) in his mother’s womb when Arjuna was narrating the technique to his pregnant wife. 
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