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Consciousness of Failure  1

Rafael López-Pedraza 

Dedicated to Adolf Guggenbühl-Craig

In a world in which success-oriented propositions and formulas are the staple 

fodder, writing an essay entitled “Consciousness of Failure” puts the writer in diametri-

cal opposition to the pressing demands of the collective consciousness. The theme I 

want to reflect on, however, is the product of a psychic movement that puts pressure on 

us from within, so that we become aware of what I call here the Consciousness of Fail-

ure. For the fact is that failure as a subject for discussion is excluded from the anxieties 

of our time. Failure and its attendant circumstances are severely repressed; it is as if it 

were the last thing we want to hear about. 

Consciousness of failure has been haunting me for years. Undoubtedly the sub-

ject is connected with my practice as a psychotherapist, which has made it a little easi-

er for me to realize that if people come to see and talk to me – in other words, to under-

take psychotherapy – it is because something in their life has failed. The way in which 

they have been living no longer functions. The person sitting opposite me during psy-

chotherapy is experiencing a failure that usually hides unsuspected complications, in 

spite of the superficial levels at which it sometimes appears. There is a big difference, 

however, between calling this failure by name and moving towards an awareness of it. 

What we euphemistically call crisis or something similar, secure in the reductive knowl-

edge that a crisis can be easily resolved, can, in reality, be altering a whole life, whether 

we perceive it or not. On the other hand, failure or crisis does not always give life a new 

meaning or direction. For about fourteen or fifteen years, during my studies and in my 

discussions about cases with other psychotherapists, I have used such phrases as  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“Yes, so-and-so’s psychotherapy is under way, but there is a long way to go yet; above 

all, he lacks a consciousness of failure.” The fact that someone comes into psychother-

apy having failed in life does not necessarily mean that he is really aware of that failure. 

It is even less likely that he is reconciled to it as the propitiatory vehicle propelling him 

towards what we are calling Consciousness of Failure. Often a patient expects, and 

even demands, that psychotherapy support and reinforce his fantasies of success. But 

sometimes (which is even worse) much of present-day psychotherapy is reduced to 

bolstering up the one-sided devotion to success in which the patient has lived, cleaning 

him reductively of everything that opposes success as a personal and collective goal. 

 Although I have been referring to these ideas for the last fifteen years at least, 

knowing full well that they have been on my mind for much longer, I have never before 

ventured to put them forward. It is as if the whole business actively ‘refused’ to be dealt 

with. Although I have used the term colloquially, it does not mean that it is entirely clear 

to me. Moreover, if the patient finds it difficult to accept or even pronounce the word, 

‘failure,’ the same thing happens to the psychotherapist. If there is a consciousness, it 

is better that we call it a ‘certain’ consciousness, or an intuition, discarding any claim to 

a clear definition and accepting its inherent obscurity. Psychotherapists themselves 

may be the best people to understand what I am trying to say, because I find it ridicu-

lous to conceive of a psychotherapist who identifies with his “successes” and has a 

“triumphalist” attitude; he must inevitably identify himself with the failures as well, unless 

he divides this mechanism of success and failure, like a man cutting an apple in half, 

and naively imagines that the successes are his and the failures the patient’s. The 

model I propose appeared in my book, Hermes and His Children. It consists of the 

psychotherapist serving a process ruled by archetypes constellated in psychotherapy, 

archetypes through which human nature is expressed psychically in a process in which 

the time and tempo of the therapist-patient relationship fluctuates: two distinct al-

chemies which have unfathomable complexities, yet make the happening of psy-

chotherapy possible. 
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 The answer to the question of why failure so stubbornly refuses to be recognized 

has to be sought in the complex intricacies of human nature. This is the crucial point, 

and we psychologists cannot afford to miss it. We cannot lose sight of the fact that in 

dealing with so-called psychological material, we are dealing with human nature. 

 It is easy to see that historically the family, society and the collective demand are 

interested solely in success. It seems as if, in the confusion created by the necessity to 

survive, success has become the farthest extremity of the luminous pole that Western 

man experiences. It is a polarization that has left behind the opposite pole, where a 

large part of our nature still lies buried. We have failed to realize that we can only sur-

vive if we keep in touch with our nature and strive to make it the guiding principle in our 

survival. Consequently, if our aim is to achieve consciousness of failure, we should be 

more disposed to understand it as a consciousness trying to be reconciled with some-

thing that is obscure: the suffering in a part of our nature that has been rejected. Seen 

from the polarization of collective consciousness, everything comprised by the word 

failure is repressed and discarded; the collective calls only for success. We demand 

success and the demand is so imperious that we must succeed at all costs, leaping 

whatever barriers may stand in our way. The only slogan is success, and often success 

is transformed into duty. Once the demand is for success at all costs, success is ripe 

for conversion into automatism. It turns into a slogan and becomes an autonomous 

complex. Thus success is not necessarily bound up with the possible delimitations of 

an individual nor with any earthly reality. We are required to succeed in everything we 

set out to do. When the need to succeed is a forgone conclusion, leading to repetition, 

we fall victims to the misguided fancy that we deserve success. 

 In this extreme position, we lose contact with any possibility of reflection, and 

anything that we understand by success becomes irreflective, thus distancing us from 

the basic patterns of earthly reality. What I call ‘earthly reality’ comes from a term 

coined by Janet early in the century – la fonction du réel. It was incorporated by Jung 

into his psychiatric studies when he observed the lack of this function in psychotic and 

schizophrenic patients. In this essay, I wish to use it in a similar way to Jung, so that it 
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may serve as a backdrop against which we can see the element of madness inherent in 

this lack of earthly reality. In most cases, it is a madness not to be found in mental hos-

pitals, but which reveals itself in the vision offered to us by the triumphalist autonomy of 

the world we live in. Nevertheless, it is easy to accept that this lack of reality is a part of 

the so-called normal personality, but can only be diagnosed as such when it erupts on 

a large scale, thus altering the personality. It is in this way that we can observe and reg-

ister it. How this psychic reality exists in so-called ‘normality,’ what affect it has psychi-

cally and psychosomatically and whether it plays a part in the equilibrium of that ‘nor-

mality’s’ health and existence depends upon the criteria of the observer. 

 The possibility of failure does not enter into what we call the collective con-

sciousness and its demands. When there is a collapse that we could see as a failure 

from which we could learn and reflect, we rapidly rebound from it by clutching at an-

other vain fantasy, advancing irrevocably to meet another failure. For what might save 

us from new failures is consciousness of the previous failure; failure providing reflection. 

But no, the demand for success is so enslaving that it does not leave us the time or the 

tempo that makes reflection possible. The demand for success, transformed into an au-

tonomous complex, impels us to repetition. One of the great contributions to the psy-

chology of this century is the theory of the complexes, which says that a complex (a 

slice of history) which is not reflected upon and made conscious, repeats itself in a po-

tentialized and hypertrophied form. 

 During infancy and adolescence, the psychic dynamic is one of competitive, 

success-oriented emulation: success in studies, sports, among one’s friends, in one’s 

life. Competition, rivalry, envy and emulation have their rightful biological age in adoles-

cence and form a field where success and success-oriented fantasies reign. Such ado-

lescent fantasies harbor a certain futurism that is appropriate to this stage. An example 

might be of an older adolescent dreaming of getting his degree, marrying, taking a 

post-graduate degree, having a family and making a success of life. These are the fan-

tasies and formative projects befitting the psychology of that age, and they are valid, 

although many of them have to be modified before the age of thirty: the marriage fails, 
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success in one’s profession is not as easy as was imagined, and there are unmistak-

able signs of depression and even of destruction, with an imagery quite the opposite of 

the success-seeker’s. 

 So the fantasies and projects that are an important combination in the average 

adolescent (for the readers’ information I am omitting the large element of destructive-

ness usually present in adolescence) sometimes continue into adulthood. They are 

perpetuated, and we see grown men in their late thirties or early forties, and even over 

fifty, who are living the same fantasy that may well have been valid in their adolescence. 

In wanting to retain those same impulses and the same speed they once had, they 

show clearly that there have been shortcomings, paralysis in the process of psychic 

initiation into adulthood. 

 The processes I refer to were seen from the evolutionist point of view by William 

Sheldon, who wrote about the subject in the years before the Second World War, when 

he was discussing these ideas with C.G. Jung in Zurich. With reference to William 

James, Sheldon writes: “He found mental growth so rare in the later decades of life that 

a matured intellect seemed to stand out as a curiosity. . . .” Thirty years later, Sheldon 

wrote: 

Today the situation is apparently worse. The days of youth sometimes teem with morning 

dreams, ennobling plans; but the human mind at forty is commonly atrophied, deadened, waste-

ful of its hours – not infrequently poisoned, as with alcohol or drugs. Yet there are a few who 

progress toward full mental growth. At twenty these do not particularly stand out, except that 

they often seem socially immature for their age. But at thirty-five or forty it can be gathered from 

a half a dozen sentences that here are minds still alive. The philosophy is tentative and sensitive, 

interests are expanding, there is an eagerness for new knowledge.  

People who show these qualities in mid-life are inclined to continue their mental growth for the 

rest of the way, often gathering headway and competence even in the final decade. For such, a 

year in the seventies or eighties may be worth, in both affective and cognitive fulfillment, far 

more than a year of youth. These few live more for the second than for the first half of life. They 

seem happier and intrinsically stronger in old age than in youth. Their lives suggest an uneasy 

intuition that where youth is a disproportionately happy period, life may be a great failure. 
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 The above shows that our theme belongs to the spirit of the age in which there is 

more than one consciousness which knows how to appreciate failure as the source of 

new consciousness. Thus, Education, the Academy and the University are regions 

reigned over by Apollo, the god who personifies the unilateral nature of the brilliance 

and success-orientation which dominates life. Nevertheless, I know a university profes-

sor running a seminar on Planning who, before accepting a new student, makes it a 

necessary condition for his studies that the candidate proves he has failed in some-

thing and understands that having failed and accepted the failure denotes an aptitude. 

He explained that as Planning per se is such an abstract, accelerated affair, with a 

highly Apollonic vision, a concomitant global vision, and consequently a tendency to-

wards psychic inflation, a failure was the least he could ask of potential students as an 

indispensable, compensatory credential. And failure in the example I have just given 

can easily be regarded as an anchor linking the student somehow with earthly reality. 

 Thus, in psychological and psychotherapeutic studies (I refer specifically to 

commentaries on the experience of the Jung Institute in Zurich), those who turn out to 

be the worst psychotherapists, with the most boring theories and writings, whose per-

sonal contributions to psychological studies have been of little value, are precisely 

those students whose matriculation at the Institute was based on the selection of cur-

ricula summa cum laude, that is to say, students who began to study psychology from 

the brilliant, success-oriented angle, without amending their one-sidedness in the 

course of their own studies and psychotherapy. This is a serious defect in a psychology 

which is primarily based on reading the image it is confronted with and the uncon-

scious content which accompanies that image. It is a psychology which needs to learn 

from the darker side, the opposite and repressed side, and to have a consciousness 

ready to recognize and value it. This quality may be more important than ever today, 

since the studies of Jungian psychology have moved away from the spiritual, mercurial 

aspect, which was the characteristic of the Zurich maestro, to the chthonic, terrene and 

subterranean. By this we mean hermetic movements whose dominant feature is gravita-
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tional: a Hermes who brings us closer to the exploratory intuition of the unconscious as 

human body and nature. 

 There are three strong elements in human nature: the Puer Aeternus, hysteria 

and the psychopathic component, with acceleration as the dominant feature of their 

expression, a feature which is closely bound up with irreflection. When the three ele-

ments dominate the personality, it tends to identify itself with them, losing the ability to 

keep them at a distance which would propitiate the stirring of reflection. Here we see 

reflection as one of the five instincts which, according to Jung, inhabit the human be-

ing: hunger, sexuality, doing things, reflection and creativity. We must distinguish the 

instinct of reflection from what is called ‘spiritual reflection,’ which consists in reflecting 

within the bounds of a religious tradition and the norms of the life of what we call ‘civi-

lized man.’ The instinctive reflection to which I refer is central to Jungian psychotherapy. 

In our own day, Alfred Ziegler wrote: “Reflection is actually hermeneutic, the art of phe-

nomenological interpretation – as easy as it is difficult. It seems to be the simplest thing 

in the world and at the same time the most complex.”  But a minimum of time is re2 -

quired for the reflection to take place and to produce the tempo, the slow pace at which 

reflection happens, and that is only possible within the complexities of the nature of 

each individual. 

 The three elements which we are going to discuss are seen as an integral part of 

human nature; they provoke hubris (transgression) and, as we have said, make reflec-

tion difficult. Two of them – the Puer Aeternus and hysteria – are archetypal, which 

means they belong to archetypal configurations of our nature. The third, the psycho-

pathic component of personality, though not archetypal, and having no forms to contain 

it, is also part of human nature. These three components can be studied and experi-

enced in different ways. In many cases, the three are confused, and we sometimes ob-

serve people who exhibit a veritable conglomeration of these elements. In other cases, 

one of the three stands out from the rest; yet other cases which, if we are able to ob-

 Archetypal Medicine, trans. Gary V. Hartman (Spring Publications: Dallas), 1983, p. 45.2
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serve them for a sufficient length of time, begin in youth with the dominant Puer Aeter-

nus, reinforced to excess by hysterical histrionics and later, in adult years, lapse into 

the repetitive round of the psychopathic. 

 The Puer Aeternus, the eternal adolescent, rules the life of the child and the ado-

lescent archetypally. The Puer, with his brilliance and velocity, appears in archetypal 

studies in different ways. For our purposes, we shall consider him in opposition to the 

Senex, i.e., old age with its attendant limitations, slowness, chronic illness and existing 

on the threshold of death. Also in this discussion, we shall exclude his relationship with 

the mother. It must always be remembered, however, that no matter how obvious and 

complicated, conflictive and chaotic it may be, the Puer’s relationship with the mother is 

archetypal and consequently incommensurable. Seen in this way, it is a relationship 

which contains the infinite possibilities conferred on it by this order, and which pro-

claims the absurdity of any kind of reduction. We know that mother and child are central 

figures in the realm of religion and the subject of studies of comparative religions. The 

image of the child which we contemplate on the altar of a Catholic Church in the arms 

of the youthful virgin mother is the Christian version of the Puer Aeternus. Sometimes 

the child holds a ball crowned with a cross in his hand as a symbolic attribute. This 

child in his essential relationship with his mother, as a vital feature of the religious world 

and also in our psyche and emotional body, is the transformed Christian version of 

those Pueri of the mythologies of antiquity, lovers of the Great Mother: Tammuz, Oumuzi 

and Marduk in Mesopotamia; Adonis in Phoenicia; Attis in Asia Minor; and Osiris in 

Egypt. In the classical Greek legacy, Kerényi and Jung worked on the Puer, taking it for 

granted that all the gods were Pueri, divine children. The divine child is central to West-

ern culture, and if he is central both religiously and psychically, he is presumably also 

central to the pathology of Western man. Insighted in this way, we sense in the Puer’s 

long, profound history, the complex backgrounds which we all carry within us. 

 For our purposes, we must confine ourselves to the opposites: Puer - Senex 

[youth and old age]. The Puer and Senex form a two-headed archetype in an essential 

polarity, which makes them one and the same – two sides of the same coin, unable to 
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exist without each other. There is no Puer without Senex, no Senex without Puer. Hence, 

in Jungian studies of the archetypes, they are considered within this essential polarity. 

As far as we are concerned, they correspond to juvenile recklessness and speed, and 

to the slowness and limitations of old age. They mark the calendar life; that is to say, 

they make us feel, more or less accurately, our chronological age and our psychologi-

cal age. They are constantly adjusting both the psychical and the physical speed of our 

life. Another manifestation is when they dominate the personality, which then falls into 

the narrow limitation of seeing all of life’s other possibilities from only the Puer/Senex 

consciousness. The dominance of the Puer/Senex archetype totally blocks access to 

any other archetypal form of life and, in psychotherapy, shows the repetitive, pitiful im-

age referred to by Sheldon of living a life solely within the confines of the Puer/Senex 

model and rhetoric. 

 The Puer makes us feel that there is a mental speed in adolescence which, 

among other things, enables man to learn what he has to learn at that age and which is 

linked to the curiosity of trying to discover the world. It is studied as a speed of con-

sciousness making possible the multiple connections which are the delight, enrich-

ment, intoxication and fantasy of the adolescent. It produces the miracle, the ecstasy, 

out of which the Puer’s mental flights lead him to fantasize that he holds ‘the world in his 

hand,’ while making him see old men as slow, decrepit and incapable. It is when he is 

extremely polarized that we feel the Puer’s most immediate problem – the fact that he is 

prodigiously unconscious of the Senex, the other pole he has within himself – so much 

so that he generally projects it, mostly in an attempt to invalidate what does not belong 

to his time and tempo, what does not come within what he considers the novelty of his 

fantasy. We should never lose sight of the fact that, if these extreme velocities of the 

Puer’s consciousness are an essential part of his nature, the more rapid his conscious-

ness is, the slower the elements of the Senex inhabiting his unconscious will be. The 

Puer’s central problem is that his mind acts so fast that he cannot feel the gravitational 

pull needed to connect to the archetypes with a different speed to his own. Neither 

does he feel, of course, the gravitation pull of the chthonic gods, which are in exclusive 
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opposition to the flying Puer. Flight and freeing oneself are inherent to the Puer’s nature. 

Marie-Louise von Franz has given us an image of the flying Puer in her interpretation of 

St. Exupéry’s Le Petit Prince, a masterpiece dealing with this aspect of the archetype, 

showing us a conception of the Puer’s flight transformed into art. The Little Prince, living 

high up in his world of asteroids, provides a dramatic and desolate image of someone 

who has lost hold of the earth, someone who has absolutely no connection with earthly 

reality. 

 This image, taken from literary art, can be conveyed into a psychological picture 

that highlights the superficiality of the psychology of the Puer Aeternus: the psycholo-

gist whose nature has impelled him all his life to remain possessed by the Puer arche-

type. Such a person conceives the studies of psychology and the practice of psy-

chotherapy solely through the conflicts of the many theories he comes across, falling 

repeatedly into the most up-to-date and fashionable theory, forgetting that, as Jung 

said, psychotherapy is a praxis. If we are going to see this in terms of theory, then each 

patient needs his or her own theory. The Puer psychologist even discusses the psy-

chology of the body, leading one to ask oneself, “How is it possible that a man whose 

consciousness is moving at that speed and who is so polarized up in the sky can talk or 

write about the body, a subject in such opposition to his flights and ideas?” 

 From the preceding pages, I think the reader will find it easy to imagine that to-

day the Puer Aeternus is experiencing his golden age, with actualities that go far, far 

beyond his psychic flight, insuring him a promising future. We live in an age of space 

flights, and the Puer’s future is one of Star Wars, wars which have little to do with terres-

trial conflicts and which will be won or lost wholly within the Puer’s field. 

 The psychology of the Puer develops at such a speed that it loses touch with the 

gravitational aspect of the earth and the low speeds that that enforces. In order for the 

Puer’s high speeds to touch down on the earth, a process of descent must take place, 

a gradual gliding, until there is a reconciliation with earthly reality. That is what should 

happen ‘normally,’ but the descent often takes place brusquely. Something happens in 

the Puer’s life which forces him to adopt lower speeds, more appropriate to the earth, 
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and suddenly confront the earthly reality which his nature has desperately tried to 

avoid. This brusque readjustment is often accompanied by profound traumas or painful 

changes in his personality. But that is not always so, for sometimes the adolescent’s 

psychology is perpetuated beyond the limits fixed by the cycles of nature, with the 

support of societies in which juvenile ideals are dangerously dominant, and all the fan-

tasy and imagery is projected from the sphere of the adolescent. Nowadays, for exam-

ple, we have societies in which eating habits, clothes, personal aesthetics, etc., indeed 

life as a whole, is controlled by adolescent imagery and fantasy. When the individual, 

as well as societies in which the adolescent predominates as the collective ideal, totally 

disregard the opposite earthly pole, they seek to compensate for it, and generally do so 

destructively. 

 Nevertheless, the eternal adolescent lives in all of us and has a function to fulfill 

in our psychic life. It also has its sphere of creativity, which has been studied and which 

has manifested in some geniuses. We have only to think of Heisenberg at the age of 

nineteen, who was sunbathing on the roof of his house in Berlin in the days of the 

Weimar Republic, when the theory of indetermination came to him out of the blue, amid 

sporadic bursts of anti-riot gunfire. Rimbaud, who wrote his poetic works at the age of 

nineteen or twenty, is another example. The fact is that the psychic speed of the Puer 

can appear in both abstract science and poetry, singling out a creative personality from 

a very early age, but not all the activities of human beings are suitable for the spectacu-

lar appearance of the Puer. 

 Thus, if by the study of the psyche we understand not only the study of existing 

theories, but also its relation to the continuous psychic formation of the person engaged 

in the study, the contribution of adolescent brilliance is minimal; it is absolutely scan-

dalous to say that a person at the age of nineteen or thirty is a genius of the psyche, 

inasmuch as the study of the psyche requires, among other things, the psychic self-ex-

perience and reflection of the person studying it. This is fundamental and is only possi-

ble in the course of a long life. Moreover, studies of psychology offer the material in vivo 

of those who begin to study it when very young without the experience of life behind 
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them. They attack established psychology and continue studying with pretensions to 

producing new theories with followers and schools, trying to apply titanic models of 

newfangled revolutionary panaceas to the subject. But some of us have lived long 

enough to see how so many of them have remained bogged down in these juvenile im-

pulses, how their personal psyches never advanced, how their studies never pro-

gressed beyond the intuition with which the Puer in them conceived those studies. Now, 

in their riper years, they offer only the lamentable repetition of the ideas they conceived 

as young men. 

 I have tried to give the reader a brief survey, a summary adapted to the purpose 

of this paper, of an archetypal condition which is incommensurable and central to the 

history of religion and culture, and therefore inescapable in each one of us. We have all 

been children and adolescents, and although I have pointed out the elements of unreal-

ity and destruction in the Puer, this does not mean that I undervalue or despise this 

psychic element within us. Just as I have indicated the fatal consequences of its ap-

pearance as a dominant psychic element of the personality outside its rightful time, I 

should also mention that nature allots it a very important specific function in our mature 

years and old age, provided that the latter are lived in the reality of the age correspond-

ing to them. Because he is an archetype, the Puer will accompany us to the end of our 

days.
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