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Introduction

We are taught from an early age how dreaming is necessary to personal and financial success. We are continually bombarded with clichés urging us to believe that the only real factor of success is perseverance: although its value is undeniable, this narrative omits a number of other factors, equally crucial, that play perhaps an even more decisive role. Factors such as socioeconomic starting conditions, the randomness of encounters or, far more easily, the place where one is born. All too often highly talented people fail to “show themselves to the world” precisely because of these variables, suffering moreover the burden of social blame: “If you can’t make it, it’s because you haven’t tried hard enough”. This reasoning is not only undeserved, it ignores the structural dynamics that make access to success “a privilege reserved for the few”.1

In the mid-1980s Italian singer Gianni Morandi, one of Italy’s most beloved pop artists, sang: “Uno su mille ce la fa” (One in a thousand makes it), and he was right. The famous song, with its message of resilience, incites people not to give up in the face of difficulties even when the odds are against them. Phrases such as “Until the bell tolls, you keep going” perfectly represent that encouragement to never give up, even though “it’s a tough climb” and success remains a rare exception. Nevertheless, the song’s message reflects a deeply ingrained belief in Western culture: the idea that perseverance can be enough to succeed. This may be true, but to the extent that success is understood on the basis of inner and or personal achievement.2 What is misleading, however, is to assume that the same principle applies to external, collective success, which instead depends, as we shall see, largely on social, economic, and environmental factors. The narrative that so dominates contemporary discourse disproportionately amplifies the importance of individual will. This view is not a natural product but the result of a historical construction that has taken shape through centuries of economic and cultural evolution. The rhetoric of “if you will, you can” has its roots in Protestant ethics and nascent capitalism, but it is in the neoliberal era that it becomes an almost absolute dogma, a moral obligation. In the following pages, I will analyze the concept of success in modern Western culture, highlighting the contradictions of a system that celebrates only the exception and condemns the rest to marginality. I will explore how the media and social networks have amplified the culture of appearance, making success an unattainable goal for many. I will also delve into the role of chance and contingency, demonstrating how success, in its meaning of fame, is often the result of variables beyond individual control. Finally, I will try to offer a critical reflection on the concept of failure, recognizing the value of the experiences of those who have learned to accept their limitations and to find meaning even in setbacks and defeats. Apology of a Loser is not certainly, therefore, a hymn to failure but an invitation to recognize the value of the experiences of those who fail to achieve the goals more or less “prescribed” by contemporary society. Moreover, the idea for this essay stems from a simpler observation: in delving into this topic, I came across what could be defined as two macro-categories: one with a tendentially humanistic approach, which emphasizes cultural, psychological, and moral aspects, and the other that proposes the topic from a more scientific view that investigates social dynamics through mathematical and statistical models. Therefore, I thought it might be interesting to try to put these two elements into perspective, in an attempt to tie them together and provide a broader overview: my intent is to consider personal aspirations and values not in isolation, but within a framework that sees systemic forces shaping the society in which each of us moves.

Notes

Introduction

1. Global data, while varying from year to year, show how a very small percentage of the population holds a disproportionate share of the world’s wealth. According to Credit Suisse’s 2024 report, the richest 1% own more than 45% of global wealth, while the poorest 50% own less than 1% (the 2024 data can be downloaded at this address: https://www.credit-suisse.com/about-us/en/reports-research/global-wealth-report.html). Moreover, access to resources for quality education is strongly correlated with economic factors. In fact, according to the OECD, inequalities in access to quality education are significant: students from affluent backgrounds are more likely to complete their studies and attend higher-tier universities compared to their less privileged peers (https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2023_e13bef63-en). Gender disparities (https://www.weforum.org/publications/global-gender-gap-report-2023/) and ethnic disparities (US studies are available here: https://www.bls.gov/cps/tables.htm#annual) persist in this context as well.

2. By this I mean that perseverance is certainly essential, but its effectiveness in achieving success is limited to goals that are realistically attainable because they are, in some way, measurable. In sports (especially individual ones), success is objectively defined by performance: if I can win, I prove that I am superior to others based on measurable parameters, such as time or score. Perseverance allows me to continuously improve my skills and achieve tangible results, proving my worth as an athlete. However, the transition from athletic success to defining personal, social, or economic success is more complex, as these aspects depend on factors beyond objective performance alone. We will try to explain this point further below.



I offered up my innocence, I got repaid with scorn

Bob Dylan, Shelter from the Storm1





Chapter 1

Success, Will, and Disillusionment

At the 2024 Olympics, Benedetta Pilato, one of Italy’s brightest swimming prospects, finished fourth, just one hundredth of a second away from the podium. Interviewed by Italian TV, she surprised everyone by saying that although it was a pity to miss out on an Olympic medal by such a narrow margin, she considers that day the best of her life. Both the interviewer and the program’s commentator, Elisa Di Francisca, a former Olympic champion, were amazed. The latter even makes strong comments, wondering: “Is she for real?!”, not believing in the merit of Pilato’s words. This sparks a media frenzy, leading to interventions from other personalities in the world of sports and beyond. Elisa Di Francisca will publicly apologize after speaking directly with Benedetta Pilato, admitting that she had misinterpreted the swimmer’s words due to knowing little or nothing about her personal history and the challenges she had faced in previous years.2

Success-Failure Dichotomy: A Subjective and Collective Perception

This episode may be significant of how success and failure are often more related to subjective than objective factors, and how these have both individual and collective value. Indeed, how do each of us perceive success and failure? How are they, instead, perceived by the society in which we live? In this story we can observe both perspectives: Benedetta Pilato expresses herself in a way that does not conform to the average person who has missed a medal by so little, expressing more happiness than sadness; as a result, first the journalist and then the commentator, a former professional athlete, express astonishment, not believing, initially, the young swimmer’s words. The first question — perhaps even trivial but not so obvious — is: “Why does Di Francisca, in particular, express surprise and almost annoyance at Pilato’s words?” In short, why doesn’t she believe her initially? Why did the swimmer’s response seem so unusual to another sportswoman? Why, despite the many expressions of esteem from political authorities and well-known personalities from all walks of life, did so many still find Benedetta Pilato’s words surprising? Most likely because the unusual reaction of the young swimmer doesn’t align with the competitive mentality in which failing to achieve a goal is seen as a profound personal disappointment (a mentality shaped by the fact that athletes often devote months, if not years, to preparing for competitions that can be decided in minutes or even seconds). This mindset, however, is typically meant to fuel motivation for future success. Di Francisca, accustomed to this way of thinking precisely because she was a top professional herself, finds Pilato’s attitude surreal and questions its sincerity.

These questions introduce the contents of this paper: What is success? What is failure? How are these two elements perceived by men and women in Western societies? And what is the relationship between them? What education do young people receive about how to approach their successes and, consequently, their failures? Are we truly the only ones in charge of our own destiny? How should we approach our own desires and goals? The title of this paper certainly indicates the direction the next few pages will take. However, to “endorse” a point of view or perspective, it’s important to frame it within a specific environment, a well-defined space and time, and from as many viewpoints as possible: success in modern society, in the modern — especially youthful — discomfort, in the relationship with the concepts of identity and will; with chance, necessity, and context with its opposite, failure, and whether and how it is necessary to redefine and reassess the meanings not only of our words but also of our actions. In the episode described above we saw how Pilato’s words initially caused surprise. This was because, as mentioned earlier, the common perception of success in society clashed with what the swimmer had expressed. But what do we mean when we talk about a commonly accepted perception? To better understand the topic, it is important to take a step back and examine some of the mechanisms of contemporary society, focusing on the relationship between the individual and the community. Modern Western societies have some common characteristics that, individually, might seem unrelated to each other, but when viewed as a whole, they can give us a clearer picture of the relationship between success and failure.

Neoliberalism: Historical Roots of a Dominant Ideology

With the establishment of the Europe-US alliance, the Western world, due to the latter’s dominance in political, economic, and cultural spheres, came to share not only the macro-ideals rooted in Enlightenment thought, which form the basis of both the American and European constitutions, but also a similar worldview, in terms of as relations between individuals. With the fall of the Berlin Wall, the ideologies that had shaped the history and conflicts of 20th-century Europe began to fade, replaced by the one true ideology that dominates the modern world: neoliberalism. This ideology represents an extreme emphasis on the free market and involves only two main actors: producers and consumers. In this context, state intervention to protect the less well-off becomes increasingly marginal, while the distribution of welfare is left exclusively to market dynamics. Before the 1980s, and more specifically from the end of the Second World War onward, the economic landscape was dominated by a more classical form of liberalism, strongly influenced by social democratic principles. Within the logic of the two blocs — capitalist and communist — this led to a kind of compromise whereby, under certain circumstances, the state, driven to ensure employment and social welfare, could intervene in a structural way. It acted, in short, as a regulator and distributor of economic resources, seeking to promote a balance between economic growth and social justice. Following the economic crisis of the 1970s and, later, the fall of the Berlin Wall, this model began to crumble, paving the way for neoliberalism, where, to put it simply, the market dictates to the state rather than
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