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In Praise of Failure
Costica Bradatan

Significance and contribution. The opposite of failure is not success, it is self-overcoming. The pair
failure-success may in fact be a false, misleading dichotomy; the two terms should perhaps be set free
because they belong to different orders of reality. In terms of what the human condition is ultimately
about, failure is something inherent and structural, while success is accidental and epidermal. Failure is
essential to what we are, and how we relate to it defines us, while success is auxiliary and fleeting, and it
does not reveal much about us. We always know, instinctively, what failure is, but success is not easy to
pin down because it is often subject to society’s changing fashions, tastes, and whims. We can live
without success, but we would live for nothing if we didn’t come to terms with our finitude and
precariousness, with our imperfection and mortality, which are all epiphanies of failure. Indeed, the self-
overcoming that comes from a good grasp of failure is more enduring than any success. For a life-project
acceptance of failure is a reliable foundation to build on; to take success as a point of reference would be
to build on sand. Success often makes us arrogant, insensitive, un-reflexive, and eventually shallow. “Any
success, in any realm,” says E.M. Cioran, “involves an inner impoverishment. It makes us forget what we
are, it deprives us of the torment of our limits.” On the contrary, failure, if processed properly, can open
us up to a wiser, richer, and more meaningful life. This is the premise of In Praise of Failure.

The book (under contract with Harvard University Press) explores failure philosophically along several
lines of argumentation. First, failure allows us to see our existence in its naked condition. Whenever it
occurs, failure represents the sudden irruption of nothingness in the midst of our existence. Failure poses,
in some degree or another, an “existential threat”: when it fails something comes at its closest to its not
being anymore. That’s why failure helps us realize the miracle of our existence, the fact that we are at all
when there is no reason that we should. Second, whatever we make of ourselves, we owe it to failure —to
coming to terms with it, learning from it and overcoming ourselves in the process. Gandhi said once of
his evolution as a political figure: “Every one of my failures has been a steppingstone.” If the capacity to
fail is essential to what it means to be human, it is crucial that there is always a space left between what
we are and what we can be. Whatever human accomplishments there have been in history, they have been
made possible precisely by this gap. Third, because of failure we have been looking for earthly paradises,
building utopias and dreaming of the world as a better place. Dreams and utopias are by definition
unrealizable, but without them we would dry out as a species. Because of failure we have kept producing
better versions of ourselves. Fourth, as mortal beings we are designed to fail. A grand failure (“biological
failure”) is the fate of us all, but that’s not the point: what really matters is how we fail and what we gain
in the process. Here we should learn from Antonius Block, Bergman’s hero in The Seventh Seal who
plays chess with Death, the grand failure. He not only turns failure into an art, but manages to make the
art of failing an intimate part of the art of living. That’s reason enough to approach failure exhilaratingly
and celebrate it as a blessing in disguise.

As conceptualized in this book, failure stems from a certain ontological arrangement in which we find
ourselves. This is a failure “by design,” an ontological deficit that comes from our being human and
therefore defined by impermanence, imperfection, and death. This kind of failure cannot be “fixed” — you
have to learn how to live with it. In Praise of Failure is primarily about our “big failures” (our
fundamental precariousness, vulnerability, imperfection, mortality) and how we relate to them. The
“small failures” (failing at an exam, failing to pay attention to what someone says, failing to stop at a red
light) may flare up at different points in my argument, but they are not the focus of my book.

Importantly, for reasons of both argument and rhetoric, the book features — incorporated into the texture
of each chapter — five large biographical essays on Diogenes the Cynic, E.M. Cioran, Mahatma Gandhi,
Che Guevara, and Yukio Mishima. These figures are not, by any means, “failures,” but not entirely

“successful” either, which, again, undermines the failure-success dichotomy. These are people in whose



life, work, and sometimes death failure played a crucial, complex role. Recounting their life-stories — as

seen from the vantage point of their relationship to failure — is meant to enrich the book, making it more

sophisticated at the rhetorical and compositional level, but also more intuitive and relatable to the reader.
This way the project is not just about argument, but also about people in flesh and blood.

In Praise of Failure is an exercise in locating a middle way. In some way or another, as individuals or
communities, we often find ourselves caught up between two excesses. One is the excess of total
hopelessness: all is lost, we are doomed, and nothing can save us. The other is the hubris of indefinite
optimism: everything lies in our power, science will solve all our problems, because of the constant
technological progress we can be like gods one day. This book is a manifesto for humility and realism at
once: we cannot do everything, but the little we can may be enough; we can never become gods, but
that’s no loss because we were never meant to. Engaging with both secular and religious traditions of
thought, Western and non-Western, In Praise of Failure will make the case for a renewed importance of
humility as a moral, political, and epistemic value.

Above all, by seeking to put failure back where it belongs — at the heart of the human condition — this
book is an exercise in therapeutic philosophy meant to induce a self-realization process, in the way Pierre
Hadot theorized it. For failure can, once it has been digested properly, help us look at ourselves with
different, better eyes, allowing us a glimpse into our darker side, the place where our vulnerabilities,
weaknesses, and shameful acts come from. This can be a sobering, but also a redeeming experience. We
can return from there healed, bringing with us the realization that not only can we live with failure, we
can also flourish; not only doesn’t failure kill us, but it can help us live more meaningful lives.

Perhaps surprisingly, failure has been rarely approached philosophically in the English-speaking world.
There are academic studies where the topic is discussed in relation to the work of individual thinkers
(Augustine, Pascal, Heidegger, etc.). There is also a rich literature on how failure, along with error, can be
used instrumentally in science — see, for example, Karl Popper’s fallibilism. Yet failure as such has rarely
made the object of a philosophical monograph in English. One exception is Colin Feltham’s Failure. The
book has its merits, but also some important limitations. The situation in French scholarship is different.
Not only have French philosophers from Pascal to Simone Weil and Cioran meditated on failure, but
there is a significant body of secondary literature, which I will bring to the English reader’s attention.

Work Plan. I am working with the following plan. The substantial Introduction (“A Philosophy of
Failure”) maps out the conceptual and thematic space of failure, and lays down the book’s main
argument, justification, and intentions, as sketched above. The micro-biography associated with this
chapter is dedicated to Diogenes the Cynic, a philosopher who not only placed failure at the center of his
philosophical project, but also turned it into a brilliant career. He undermined all the social and cultural
conventions of his time, but most of all the meaning of “failure” and “success.”

Chapter One (“Failure and the naked existence”) deals with the ontology of failure. To experience failure
is to start seeing the cracks in the fabric of being; failure is the sudden irruption of nothingness into the
midst of existence, and that’s why it allows us to see our existence in its naked condition. Indeed, gazing
into this nothingness brings in us a sense of humility: we realize that we may well not have been at all.
Here | will engage primarily Gnosticism, where the notion of cosmic-divine failure plays a major role
(“The world came about through a mistake,” reads the Gnostic Gospel of Philip), as well as with a line of
existential thinking about failure, present especially in Heidegger. In the biographical essay featured in
this chapter | will discuss E.M. Cioran, “the philosopher of failure” par excellence.

In Chapter Two (“Something to treasure: our capacity to fail“) I make the point that our capacity to fail is
essential to what we are. It is crucial that we remain fundamentally imperfect, incomplete, erring
creatures, that there is always a gap left between what we are and what we can be. It is within this space —
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which | will approach here phenomenologically — that people can accomplish anything and realize
themselves. Failure will be discussed here in terms of a personal experience, and therefore in constant
relation to a network of related topics such as error, sinfulness, impatience, procrastination, slowness,
disappointment, hopelessness, as well perfectionism, virtuosity, sainthood, and others. The broader
philosophical framework of this discussion is that of self-fashioning. To make the argument more
palpable, I will consider the case of Mahatma Gandhi, a paradigmatic example of self-overcoming.
Gandhi struggled with an oppressive feeling of personal failure for most of his life; even when others
were celebrating his successes (India’s independence, for example), he was meditating upon his failures
and shortcomings (that he could not prevent the partition, for instance).

The gap between what we are and what we can be is also the space where utopias are built, and in Chapter
Three (“Failure and Utopia™) | adopt a social-political perspective and approach failure from the point of
view of the utopian traditions. Utopian literature, at its best (take More’s Utopia), may document in detail
our struggle with personal and societal failure. While often constructed in worlds of excess and plenitude,
utopias are a reaction to the deficits and precariousness of existence. In this chapter | explore the
fundamental ambiguity that lies at the heart of our notion of utopia: on the one hand, we need utopias, we
need to dream better versions of ourselves, but on the other, our utopias need to fail so that we can keep
re-imagining ourselves, and remain alive. This chapter’s biographical insertion is dedicated to Che
Guevara, a revolutionary hero who missed the chance to govern the “utopia” he helped create, remaining
and thriving in the public mind as a blameless, Messianic figure.

Chapter Four (“Playing with the grand failure™) takes the reader back to the ontology of failure, which
made the object of the first chapter, but via a different route: death as the ultimate, inescapable,
“biological” failure. As mortal human beings we are, by definition, designed to fail. This chapter engages
with Existentialist philosophers’ meditations on death and finitude, as well as with works of literature
(Leo Tolstoy’s “Death of Ivan Ilyich™) and cinema (Ingmar Bergman’s “The Seventh Seal”). The notion
of humility is brought here again, but taken to another level. This time humility is related not to the
nothingness we feel when we experience failure, but to a sense of ultimate mystery; the “grand failure”
can also be a form of initiation. In the biographical essay associated with this chapter I will recount Yukio
Mishima’s complex relationship to failure throughout his life, and his final dancing with death, when he
committed ritual suicide (seppuku), following a most spectacular, carefully planned failure.

In Praise of Failure is in a relatively early stage; | am currently doing the preliminary research, which —
given its complexity and breadth — will take a while. Once the research is done, | will start working on
individual chapters. By the time this grant would start, | will have completed the Introduction and Chapter
One. The grant would allow me to take one year off from teaching; | would work on the book full-time.
What | would like to complete during the tenure of the grant would be Chapters Two, Three, and Four
(with about three months for each chapter). Then, |1 would use the remaining three months to go through
the whole MS again, do as much rewriting as necessary, and revise and prepare it for submission to the
Harvard UP in July 2018, as per contract.

Competencies, Skills, and Access. I’ve come to believe that the academics’ isolation from the rest of
their communities is one of the major neglected crises in today’s academia. Especially humanists need to
find their way back to an educated, yet non-specialist readership. If they cannot establish and maintain a
meaningful conversation that goes beyond their strict specialties, then the humanities are unable to fulfill
one of their primary functions. My latest book, Dying for Ideas. The Dangerous Lives of the Philosophers
(Bloomsbury, 2015), is an exercise in public humanities, a form of participation in such a conversation. (I
use this book’s “Introduction” as a writing sample for this application). | am glad to see that most
reviewers have noticed this fact, just as | am happy that the book has started crossing linguistic barriers: it
is being translated into a number of languages: Dutch, Chinese, Vietnamese, and Turkish, while other
renditions (into Danish, Romanian, Hungarian, Portuguese) are under consideration.



The same need to enter a larger humanistic conversation determined me to accept the invitation to become
the comparative studies/religion editor of the Los Angeles Review of Books, which is emerging as a major
venue for public humanities. And for the same reason | review books for such venues as Times Literary
Supplement, Times Higher Education, Boston Review, The Globe & Mail, and The Daily Beast, and write
op-eds and essays for Washington Post, CNN.Com (CNN Opinion), The New Statesman, Dissent, and
Christian Science Monitor. To the New York Times I’ve contributed a series of essays on what may be
called “the philosophy of everyday life,” dedicated to such topics as exile and marginality, walls and
separation, failure and self-sacrifice (this is an ongoing project). As a matter of fact, that’s precisely how
the idea of this book was born: in December 2013, | published a short essay called “In Praise of Failure”
(http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/12/15/in-praise-of-failure ). Soon after publication the piece
was translated into Chinese, Arabic, Farsi, Viethamese, Italian, Portuguese, and Kurdish, and discussed
not only in the US media (on Inc.com, the NPR’s blog, “13.7; cosmos and culture,” Religion & Science
Today, Arts and Letters Daily, etc.), but also, as far as | could track, in the British, French, Brazilian,
Indonesian, Croatian, and Iranian media. These were strong indications that there were an empty market
as well as an eager readership for such a book. Impressed by such a response, | put together a book
proposal; the positive reaction of a major publisher such as Harvard UP confirmed my initial impression.

In Praise of Failure is meant for an educated, yet non-specialist readership. Since this is chiefly a project
in public humanities, any unnecessary jargon and technicalities will be avoided. Indeed, the book will be
written in a deliberately “literary” style. In the unfolding of its argument I will use some of the technics |
employed in my previous book (Dying for Ideas) to create rhetorical coups de théatre, as well as a sense
of “emplotment of ideas” and dramatic climax. The book’s texture and structure are meant to increase its
“literariness.” For in each chapter, as | mentioned earlier, the philosophical argument is intermingled with
the biography of an individual historical figure. Thanks to the change of rhythm, writing style and genre
that their occurrence induces, these biographical essays bring a certain degree of fluidity, openness and
“experimentalism” to the book as a whole.

While the book will come across as a “literary” text, behind the scenes there will be a complex
methodological machine at work. | am a scholar of philosophy with a phenomenological bent, which will
obviously mark my project. | will approach the subject from several distinct angles. First, as a matter of
methodological choice, failure will be considered phenomenologically. I will constantly look at it as an
experience, actual or possible, which is to be articulated in language. Second, to expand the horizon of
this experience, as well as well as to bring in a sense of cosmopolitanism, | will engage with comparative
philosophy. Failure will be considered not only though Western, but also non-Western eyes; | will engage
with figures such as Marcion, Augustine, Montaigne, Pascal, Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and E.M. Cioran,
but also Confucius, Gandhi or Mishima. | will touch on Judeo-Christian and Gnostic perspectives on
failure, but also Buddhist and Confucian. Third, because of the micro-biographies scattered throughout,
the book will also presuppose a mixture of biography and intellectual history; these “stories” will be
placed in their proper historical and cultural contexts. In Praise of Failure, above all, is an
interdisciplinary project, where philosophy is constantly combined with theology and intellectual history,
as well as with literary, religious and film studies. | work comfortably with the European languages
needed for the project (e.g., Spanish, French, Romanian). For the Mishima essay, | will have to rely on
translations and consult with Japanese scholars if necessary. The same goes for some texts by Gandhi.

Final Product and Dissemination. In Praise of Failure is a trade book and Harvard University Press
plans extensive publicity for it, as you can gather from the editor’s letter; they usually do a very good job
at that. In addition, to create a sense of public awareness and expectation, | will publish fragments from
the book (most likely in Los Angeles Review of Books, but possibly in other locations as well) before its
actual release. Since the topic of failure is massively present in a variety of discourses (religious, ethical,
political, scientific, etc.), | anticipate significance public interest in the book.
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2015 (Spring): Outstanding Researcher Award (Texas Tech University), $1,500
2013 (May): Bogliasco Fellowship (Bogliasco Foundation, New York), ~$5,000
2013 (Spring): Visiting Faculty Fellowship (IHR, Arizona State University), $25,000
2012 (Fall), Distinguished Guest Fellowship (NDIAS, Notre Dame University), $30,000
2012: Title VIII Summer Research Scholarship (Woodrow Wilson Center, Washington DC), $6,400
2009-2010: Solmsen Postdoctoral Fellowship (IRH, University of Wisconsin-Madison), $40,000
2009: Outstanding Professor, Texas Tech University’s Phi Beta Kappa Chapter, April 17, 2009
2008-2009: The Clark Library Short-Term Fellowship (UCLA), $5,000
2004-2006: Post-Doctoral Fellowship (Havighurst Center, Miami University), ~$74,000
2003-2004: Knight Post-Doctoral Fellowship (The Knight Institute, Cornell University), $35,000
2000-2003: Durham University Research Studentship (University of Durham), ~$60,000
2000-2003: Overseas Research Scheme Award (Committee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals of
the Universities of the United Kingdom) ~$27,000
Current Editorial Appointments:
e 2014-current: Series Editor, Philosophical Filmmakers Book Series (Bloomsbury).
e 2014-present: Associate Editor, CounterText. A Journal for the Study of the Post-Literary
e 2013-current: Section Editor, The Los Angeles Review of Books, Los Angeles, CA
e 2013-current: Contributing Editor, Angelaki. The Journal of the Theoretical Humanities






