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“Our mistakes and failures are always the first to strike us, and outweigh in our imagination what we have accomplished and attained.”





Goethe


In the quote above, Goethe makes a simple, yet profound, statement on the weight we place on mistakes and failures in our lives. He says our failures influence and affect us more than our accomplishments.  We all know this is true, by the simple fact that we have all experienced it.  Although knowing the fact is nice, it is of no use to us if we do not try to understand why failure carries so much influence, and how that influence manifests itself in our lives.  These questions of why and how must be not be disregarded, because this knowledge will allow us to comprehend the basic relationship of failure and the human person.  With an understanding of this relationship, we can then use it to further understand the influences in our lives.  When we are able to understand an influence we can control it, and see things, not through eyes tainted by outside influences, but as they really are.  

Let us first answer the question of why our failures and mistakes carry so much weight and influence.  We know from experience that our accomplishments in life usually come with the cost of many failures.  As the adage goes, “if at first you don’t succeed, try, try again,” a simple statement we like to recite when we have failed numerous times to achieve a goal.  Yet, this statement also illustrates an important point, that we understand there are many failures along the way towards success.  It shows we are prepared to accept our failures and move on, hopefully making at least a little progress towards our goal. 

But we are still missing the underlying theme.  The more powerful theme is that failure leads to accomplishment.  Without failure in the journey, a goal is simply reached and not accomplished.  Therefore without failure, there can not be accomplishment.  The struggle is what makes accomplishment difficult, it is also what gives us the strength to achieve something greater than what we have done before.  The strength comes from knowledge that we were able to achieve our goal although we may not have believed we could do it in the beginning.  This courage and confidence that we gained in this journey will then translate itself to the next journey, where we will remember our failures, and what we had accomplished in spite of them.  


 The second facet of the answer to why our failures and mistakes carry so much weight and influence is probably the most important of them both.  We are beings shaped by our individual experiences, and both failure and accomplishment are significant experiences.  Therefore, our failures shape who we are and how we live our life.  Since the ratio of failures to accomplishments in our lives is usually large, we fail in more of the experiences than in which we accomplish our goal.  We can then imply that failures have an advantage over accomplishments in their influence over us simply by their quantity.  


The most persuasive argument for the idea that our failures shape us employs the method in which we learn.  We are well aware that to understand a lesson we must experience it first hand.  This is the idea of trial and error, or “learn from your mistakes.”  If somebody forbids us to do something, usually they know from experience, probably an earlier failure of theirs.  Yet in some occasions, we do not follow their directions and we learn for ourselves why they forbid it.  In most cases, we will not make the same mistake twice if we have learned from our earlier failures.  This is a classic example of how our actions are slaves to failure.  We are, in some situations, forced to fail at least once, because we have not yet learned a lesson.  When we fail, we learn something, either about ourselves, or about our actions.  We incorporate these lessons into ourselves by means of adapting our actions, behavior, and character in such a way that we will not make the same mistake again.  Therefore, since the failure causes us to change, we are shaped by the failures we make.  


Let us now look at the answer to the question, how does this influence manifest itself in us?  The answer is in our everyday lives.  The manifestation occurs during a normal action for humans, decision making.  As we learn and change due to our failures, these lessons then get translated into physical form by the simple act of making a decision.  The decision could entail whether to pick up a cup we know is hot, or whether to lend our friend some money.  If we have failed in either of those actions previously, be it the cup burning us or the friend not repaying us, we will choose the action opposite our failure.  This is simply putting to use what we know.  The object of knowledge that we used was gained by a previous failure; therefore, failure does not work against us, but for us, in a way to learn to protect ourselves.  


Goethe’s use of the word ‘strike’ seems to imply a categorization of mistakes and failures as debilitating, yet they are not.  As the saying goes, we should “learn from our mistakes.”  We should not be too proud to admit them, and then use them to our advantage.  Our mistakes and failures outweigh our accomplishments because they are how we experience the world.  They shape who we are by our inherent method of learning, trial and error.  They also influence what we do by allowing us to make informed decisions.  We should reflect on, not forget or deny our failures.  For if we were to forget our failures, we would be denying our own humanity.  We must remember that we are humans, not gods.  Humans do error and fail, but it is how you learn from and accept your failures that determines how much you will accomplish and attain.  

