Editorial
Kerstin Stenius

Hüzün or Nordic melancholy

In one of the more beautiful and intriguing chapters of his childhood memoires, Orhan Pamuk introduces the reader to the special Turkish melancholy – hüzün. Hüzün is a collective feeling in Turkish culture, says Pamuk. It is something that binds the inhabitants of Istanbul
together as they regard the glory and decay of their city, as if through
a smoky glass. Hüzün is not only the loss and pain one feels over vanished and spent goods and pleasures, but most of all, it is the sadness
and anguish over the insight that one has not suffered enough to reach
the most gratifying unity of all, that with God. In this way, hüzün is not
only the result of the sorrows in life, but a cause, a melancholic vice to
nurture, which feeds a passivity in relation to your surroundings. Only
by suffering, by dwelling in the melancholy over loss, can the Turk
even imagine reaching the ultimate community. “It gives the surrender
a nimbus of worthiness, but also explains why they have chosen to accept failures, indecisiveness, defeat and poverty with a philosophical
and proud attitude”.
The Nordic welfare state has often been referred to as a secular religion, an organizing higher principle, that binds the citizens together.
The erosion of this construction, which emphasised similarity and universalism, is a common theme in today’s welfare research. It is likewise
something of a well-worn thread in alcohol policy studies. Globalisation, EU, consumerism, erosion of solidaric thinking all seem to threaten our restrictive policy, where the focus was on the maximum benefit
of the collective, the nation.
Research on welfare is easily tempted towards melancholy, as if we
walked through a city landscape where certain proud monuments of
our blessed, but austere, past remain while others have dissolved into
ruins, to be replaced by new and alien structures.
Pamuk remarks that the western European melancholy is not collective, but rather associated with an intensified feeling of individuality
and sometimes even a happy loneliness. This implies that the relation between the individual and the greater system, the community,
is different than in Pamuk’s country. Individualism is also paradoxiNORDIC STUDIES ON ALCOHOL AND DRUGS
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