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Against Happiness: Wilson’s Cheer for Melancholy
Ian Afflerbach

Among the founding myths of the American nation is the belief that 
this New World could be an escape from the troubles of Europe’s 
fallen states, that this land is a place where everyone could find true 
happiness.  In 2008, this myth has become a mandate, and the United 
States seems to be operating under the assumption that we must be 
happy at all costs. 

But have we stopped to think about what those costs might be? 
As a culture of producers and consumers, a nation following Ben 

Franklin’s early association of wealth and happiness, has our 
urge to “blot out the unpleasant” caused us 
to miss out on part of that which makes us 
human? This is the foundation for Eric 
G. Wilson’s new book, Against Happi-
ness, a study on the importance of 
sadness, or more precisely, of melan-
choly.

Wilson, a professor and former 
chair of the English department, 
asserts that unlike men or 
women who are perpetually 
happy, the melancholic 
individual finds himself 
continually dissatisfied with 
his current state of being. 
This critical or reforma-
tive urge (too often 

brushed off as negativity) is 
really a crucial means toward 

self-awareness. Melancholy leads individuals 
toward a “depressive realism,” which Wilson believes 

encourages them to face life as it really is—tragic as well as joyful-
and in doing so, to make more accurate assessments of the world.  
Though this stance often leaves people feeling uneasy and nervous, it 
can also be viewed as a call to vitality—to intense questioning of the 
“given” and to active contemplation of the deep mysteries of life. 

It is no surprise then, that Wilson identifies some of history’s major 
inventors, artists, and thinkers as melancholics. Individuals as far 
ranging as Emily Dickinson, John Lennon and Abraham Lincoln have 
all been urged on toward their profound successes by chronic sorrow. 

The book, Wilson insists, in no way conflates serious cases of 
clinical depression for artistic inspiration. And it certainly does not 
require that the reader immediately give up all things which give him 
cause to smile. Instead, Wilson’s book amounts to a cultural history of 
melancholy. It is a look at the importance of an often-neglected part 
of the human emotional spectrum, across a healthy breadth of geogra-
phy and time. 

Although Wilson’s book does not contain any forcible thesis of 
sorts, its main urge is to suggest the dangers of abandoning melan-
choly as a useful, even vital, component of our lives.  The American 
imperative for satisfaction can be a falsifying urge if any attendant 
sadness is simply pushed below the surface and deemed socially 
unacceptable. 

We become shallow, even hypocritical when we deny those things 
which make us sad. Furthermore, we put frightening limitations upon 
our culture’s potential for artistic innovation when such a powerful 
stimulus for creativity is deemed a negative trait. 

Wilson’s book, of suitable size for pleasure reading or as a compan-
ion to the curious English major, will help to illuminate the merits of 
an otherwise forgotten corner of the human psyche, and his flowing, 
excited and lucid prose will no doubt entertain both enthusiasts and 
melancholics along the way. 

Brett Noble
What, exactly, does an English professor 

do? 
I asked myself this question as an English 

major who, for the moment at least, plans to 
pursue a career as an English professor. And 
I realized that, outside of the few hours a day 
spent sharing one’s favorite literature with 
students in a classroom, I had only the vagu-
est of notions. 

I couldn’t find any professors standing 
among the big banks and marketing firms at 
the career fair, and posing the question to my 
fellow classmates also yielded no solid 
answers. Rather, it led to me believe that 
nobody but the professors themselves were 
privy to the knowledge of what comprises a 
day in their lives.

Spawned from this curiosity was the Hot 

Seat, a speaker series sponsored by the 
English Student Alliance in which English 
professors from Wake’s own department 
present a behind-the-scenes look at their 
current research projects. The goal of the 
series is for students to attain a broader scope 
of what encompasses the job of English 
professor.

Taking place in the cozy A.R. Ammons 
Lounge, the intimate setting allows both 
students and faculty to interact with the 
presenting professor, asking questions 
regarding not only the presentation at hand, 
but what goes into the processes of brain-
storming, researching, and writing a book. 

Students laud the idea that they can get the 
rare opportunity to learn what impassions 
their professors—straight from the mouths 
of the professors themselves. 

“The Hot Seat is a great chance for me to 
learn about what teachers are really 
interested in outside of the classroom,” said 
Nicholas Lepley, president of the ESA. “I 
had no idea how much work they put in to 
research and writing books until I got to see 
from them first hand. The best part is that 
they make it all so interesting and appealing 
to students.”

The series works well for all parties, as the 
speaker is presenting on unfinished work 
and seeks critical feedback from would-be 
readers. In addition to undergraduate 
students, several graduate students and 
faculty crowded in and even sat on the floor 
for the event.

“It was convivial and interesting, and the 
students took pleasure in it,” said Dr. Dean
        (Continued on page 4)

The Hot Seat 
New speaker series sheds light on research aspect of professorship
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Wake Forest Professors Offer Inside Look at Current Projects
(continued from page 3)
Franco, the inaugural occupant of the 
HotSeat, who shared with the audience a 
chapter-in-progress of what will be his latest 
book, Race, Recognition, and Rights in 
Contemporary Jewish-American Literature. 

“I also took pleasure in it because it let me 
work out some of the tenuous parts of the 
chapter I was working on.”

Speaking to the utility of the series from a 
professor’s standpoint, he added, “I don’t 
think the classroom is the best interface to 
present your most recent research. It’s too 
raw and advanced. It’s better to push it 
without curriculum.”

Feeding off of a large turnout and an 
encouraging buzz from the first presenta-
tion, the Hot Seat will feature two more 

professors, Dr.s Elizabeth Anker and 
Herman Rapaport, in the Spring 2008 
semester. 

While I can’t say the Hot Seat has made me 
or any of my classmates an expert on the 
working life of and English professor, the 
series has made us all more comfortable 
with the prospect of one day pursuing a 
career in the field.   

Senior Destinations 
Where you’ll find the class of ‘08

 

Exit 08:
All Seniors

Mary Beth Ballard: Marketing Coordinator for DISH Network
Ryan Bates: Law school
James Burnett: Law school
Martha Caffrey: Graduate school for Behavioral Neuroscience
Hannah Childers: Teach English in Asia
Mike Christatos: Masters of Management program at WFU
Jae Haley: Teach high school English
Drew Jack: Law school
Chris Jackson: Medical school
Ann Kashishian: Law school
Samuel Kies: Infantry Officer in US Army
Lane Lassiter: Master’s degree in Public Administration
Darren Lindamood: Wake Forest University School of Law
Annie Murphy: Teach Higher Achievement program in D.C. 
Taylor Oppermann: Human Resources manager Ann Taylor
William Parrish: Banking or policy
Ashley Riggs: Graduate school
Kati Sanford: University of Tennessee School of Law
Ashley Smith: Teach high school english in TX
Margaret Smith: Editorial assistant in a NY publishing house
Megan Smith: Law school
Tara Stratton: Government Relations
Sissie Strope: Language Corps in either Ecuador ,Chile, Argentina
Laura Waggoner: Graduate school for Secondary English Education
Brittany Wyche: Apply to Ph.D. Clinical Psychology programs

Alumni Updates
Wake Forest beyond Winston-Salem

John Sykes (’75)—a professor in the English depart-
ment at Wingate University, recently published a new 
book, titled Flannery O’Connor, Walker Percy, and the 
Aesthetic of Revelation (University of Missouri Press)

Hal McDonald (’83)—is publishing a mystery novel, 
The Anatomists, through Harper Collins in April. His 
Daughter Hillary will be a freshman at Wake Forest 
this fall. She plans to major in English

Amanda Snyder (’04)—recently presented her paper, 
“Proper Ladies and Girls About Town: Social Changes 
and the Changing Representation of the Domestic in 
the Victorian Novel,” at the Southeastern Women’s 
Studies Association meeting in April.

David Styers (’92)—became the Governance Consul-
tant for BoardSource in October. He is also a board 
member for both the Alexandria Volunteer Bureau and 
the Council for Certification in Volunteer Administra-
tion. 

John Garippa (’04)—started his own rare book dealer-
ship, Manor House Books, in Naples, Florida.

Alumni please keep us informed about your 
accomplishments! Send news to english@wfu.edu.
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