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Martin Polaschek, Vice-Rector for Studies and Teaching of the 
University of Graz (Source: Uni Graz/Lunghammer)

Dear Readers,

The University of Graz is happy to have been chosen as a host for the ISHA Autumn 
Seminar 2015 and as its Vice-Rector for Studies and Teaching it is my pleasure to send 
you some words about this event. These kinds of student initiatives are very rare in 
Austria and in Graz and the energy, free time and motivation that our students spent 
on this project over the last year are not to be taken for granted.

When the organizers first approached me with their concept of “Failure & Beyond. 
Telling History – Shaping Memory” I could not help but support their proposal at once. 
In my function but also with my scientific roots lying in the legal history the topic itself 
and also the concept of having only students from different levels working together 
caught my eye.

Following the progress of their work over the months I was personally looking for-
ward to the event to finally take place. The students have been working passionately on 
many details, from workshop titles to the keynote lecture and from the whole academic 
program to the socio-cultural parts of the week. What they learned by engaging in the 
organizing process of an international, academic conference is hardly to be measured in 
ECTS or other expressions of workload and the experiences gained will certainly help 
them in their future (academic) career. 

I am glad that our students took the initiative of organizing this event on their own 
and that the University of Graz was able to support them in every matter.

Martin Polaschek
Vice-Rector for Studies and Teaching

of the University of Graz



Lukas Meyer, Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Humanities of 
the University of Graz (Source: Press + Communication Office, 
University of Graz)

Dear Students,

I am a philosopher, not a historian. As a philosopher I share your research interests in 
how what people did in the past is being evaluated by later generations and currently 
living people. However, my interest lies in understanding how past actions ought to be 
assessed and how currently living people should respond to what people did in the past.

This, I believe, is particularly important when we are confronted with severe his-
torical injustices. Past injustices can be among the sources of a continuing structural 
discrimination of currently living indirect victims of the historical wrongs, often of the 
descendants of the original victims. We should indeed attempt to counteract the nega-
tive impact of past wrongs for the well-being of current and future people. However, 
past injustices are ethically relevant quite independently of whether or not we find, in 
a particular case of historical injustice, that currently living people have valid claims 
to reparations for being indirect victims of historical injustice. The moral significance 
of past wrongs does not exclusively lie in their impact on present and future people’s 
well-being; rather, the significance of past wrongs is also to be seen in the fact that past 
people were victims of these injustices.

Luckily we can consider ourselves also the inheritors of public goods or of the bene-
ficial consequences of projects our predecessors pursued and with the aim of benefiting 
future people. How should we relate to these benefits? In my understanding currently 
living people owe respect to highly valuable goods that their predecessors bequeathed 
to them as well as to more remote future people, and they also owe respect to the highly 
valuable future-oriented projects of their contemporaries. Owing such respect gives rise 
to a general obligation, namely that current people should not willfully destroy the 
inherited goods and the conditions that are constitutive of persons’ pursuit of future-
oriented projects. In other words, such respect gives rise to a general obligation that one 
not willfully destroys the social practices on which the possibility of people pursuing 
future-oriented projects depends. 



It is important to note, that people often refer to history in instrumental ways and 
not with the aim of intersubjectively clarifying their trans-generational duties. As many 
of you have analysed in your contributions to the conference, people can make use of 
the past in the pursuance of particularist aims and in illegitimate ways. In my under-
standing these findings are important in part since we have strong ethical reasons for 
caring about who we are as the descendants of past people who both committed wrongs 
and engaged in highly valuable projects.

As Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Humanities of the University of Graz I was happy 
to support your important project. I congratulate on having so successfully organized 
the conference and especially for the book that is based on contributions to your con-
ference.

Lukas Meyer
Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Humanities

of the University of Graz



Harald Heppner, Head of the Department of History of the 
University of Graz (Source: Harald Heppner)

Dear Students,

History is the reconstruction of the past. It is not frozen or fixed – it is changeable. Tell-
ing history remains a process: historical events have been told and thereby interpreted, 
reinterpreted and explained (differently) over and over again over the past hundreds of 
years by different people. These agents are always influenced by their own socio-cultural 
or ideological background and therefore take up their own perspectives. However, his-
tory is a negotiation process about certain events, which took place in former times, 
between different narrative regimes. Sometimes they reach a consensus. And sometimes 
they do not, because one of them is able to win the ‘battle of remembrance’ and thereby 
finally establishes its master narrative. 

Failure is an immanent phenomenon, both in the process of telling history and as 
subject of a research. The organizers of this student conference decided to claim it the 
top issue. Looking on failure as a historical phenomenon is in my opinion a fruitful 
approach towards history of which you will find many examples and perspectives in 
this documentation.

For me as the head of the Department of History at the University of Graz it was a 
pleasure to support this unique student initiative from the beginning. The organizing 
team of ISHA Graz did a very good job and with the results in my hands now, I am 
sure the hard work paid off. I would like to congratulate the organizing team, especially 
Lisbeth Matzer and Markus Wurzer, on the successful project with the conference as its 
climax and this book as its endpoint. 

Harald Heppner
Head of the Department of History

of the University of Graz



Daria Lohmann, ISHA International President  
(Source: Daria Lohmann)

Dear Readers, Participants of the ISHA Autumn Seminar 2015, ISHA Members, 
Partners and Friends,

It is a pleasure to write some greeting words for this publication of the results from the 
ISHA Autumn Seminar 2015. ISHA stands for the International Students of History 
Association. An international, independent, non-governmental organization for and 
from students of history and related sciences that exists since 1989. 

Our goals are to facilitate communication and provide a platform of exchange for 
students of history and related sciences on an international level. ISHA believes that 
international perspectives constitute an important part of every student's education. The 
most important parts of ISHA that fulfill those goals are the international seminars, one 
of them was the Autumn Seminar 2015 organized by ISHA Graz, a relatively young 
and very motivated section of ISHA. While this seminar (opposing its title) was an epic 
success, it was also the first big international event of the term 2015–16 and hosted the 
first General Assembly (GA), the decisive body of ISHA. 

I want to thank all members of the International Board and the members of the 
Council for their hard work preparing this GA and fulfilling the decisions made. A very 
big thank you goes to Lisbeth Matzer and Markus Wurzer and the fantastic team of 
ISHA Graz. The incredible amount of 477 days of organization were definitely worth it. 
Finally, I want to thank my beloved ISHA people and the participants of the seminar for 
contributing to the academic goal of the seminar and for making it another great ISHA 
experience. I am looking forward to seeing ISHA Graz grow further and I cannot wait 
to see what other events they might be planning in the future. 

Viva ISHA!

Daria Lohmann
ISHA International President





Inhaltsverzeichnis

1. Introduction ......................................................................................... 13

2. Why the ‘Failure/Success’ Paradigm Does Not Help Critical Analysis.  
And Why It May Still Be Worth Employing! ....................................... 19

3. Comments on the Keynote Lecture...................................................... 29

3.1 On a day like this or is “Who failed?” the right question to ask? ............... 29

3.2 The Importance of Looking Beyond Failure ...............................................31

4. Workshops ........................................................................................... 33

4.1 “It’s the End of the World as We Know It.” 
Revolutions, Ideologies, Utopias  ............................................................... 33

4.2 “Don’t You, Forget about Me.” Eternal Seconds and Forgotten Firsts ........ 36

4.3 “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.”  
Theory of Failure (Advanced Level)  .......................................................... 39

4.4 “Quit Playing Games.” Failure of War – Failure of Peace .......................... 42

4.5 “Blame It on the Weatherman.” Failure and Serendipity  ................. 45
4.6 “I’m on Fire.” Failure in Archival Processing  ............................................ 48

5. Absence and Presence. Shaping Memory with Museums and  
Monuments .......................................................................................... 51

6. Impressions .......................................................................................... 53

7. Appendix .............................................................................................. 57

8. Photos .................................................................................................. 61





1. Introduction

Lisbeth Matzer and Markus Wurzer (both Graz)

The publication at hand is a documentation of the student-run project Failure & Beyond. 
Telling History – Shaping Memory. This project engaged numerous students of the Uni-
versity of Graz for over a year in the process of planning and the realization of an inter-
national conference for young academics, which took place in Graz from the 6th to the 
12th of September 2015.

The project was a students’ initiative administered by the student club ISHA Graz 
(ZVR 391999983) and strongly supported by the University of Graz. The whole work 
was carried out on a voluntary basis and the basic principle was to keep the participation 
in the organizational team open for everyone interested in contributing and gaining 
experience in this matter at any time. During the one and a half year of the pre- and 
post-conference phase as well as during the event, students devoted their free time and 
resources to this cause and helped making the event and especially its success possible. 
A list of these amazingly dedicated people is enclosed.

In order to explain the specific characteristics of this project and its outcome this 
introduction will provide a brief overview on the history of ISHA Graz and will int-
roduce the umbrella organization ISHA International. Following this information, we 
furthermore want to sum-up the working process on Failure & Beyond and especially 
focus on its outcome.

ISHA in Graz
Three years ago, in winter 2012/13, a small group of history students gathered in Graz. 
They wanted to get connected more strongly among themselves and on an international 
level, too. Therefore, they came up with the idea of forming a local section of ISHA – 
the International Students of History Association. Starting with informal meetings, a 
regular’s table and a workshop on historical sources and archive work, this group decided 
to get it started. In fall 2013, our association was registered officially as Internationale 
Studierende der Historie Assoziation Graz (short: ISHA Graz) and voted its first board.1

1 The board 2013–14 consisted of Lisbeth Matzer, Markus Wurzer, Marlene Fößl, Pia Fiedler, Marco 
Jandl, Manuel Reimann. The board 2014–15 consisted of Markus Wurzer, Lisbeth Matzer, Marco 
Jandl, Moritz Deininger, Thomas Durlacher, Manuel Reimann, Pia Fiedler, Jürgen Laber. The cur-
rent board in 2015–16 consists of Moritz Deininger, Michala Mayrhofer, Jürgen Laber, Doris Stadler, 
Saskia Spreitz, Lukas Nievoll, Sebastian Ginter, Lara Thaler.
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Agreeing upon our common aim of providing an open platform for students of all dis-
ciplines with an interest in history, we settled for three key factors that we wanted to 
emphasize in our local work:

 – promote local and international exchange,
 – broaden thematical and methodological knowledge and
 – provide a trial-platform for academic “experiments” open to all levels.

Becoming a part of the international network of ISHA International was the first step 
in this enterprise. This umbrella organization is a student-run non-profit organization 
dedicated to promote the international exchange and the acquisition of international 
perspectives we desire. It unites local groups from, at the moment, 43 university cities 
in 22 countries.2 These numbers of member sections are constantly changing and the 
organization is flourishing. So did (and still is) ISHA Graz.

After going through a solid workshop program in the winter term 2013–14 and sen-
ding representatives to the international events in Berlin (July 2013), Helsinki (January 
2014) and Budapest (April 2014) we decided to apply to host an international event 
ourselves. ISHA International takes care that at least four international events per year 
are organized by various local sections in order to provide students the opportunity to 
see new places, meet new people and most importantly discuss history on a multilevel 
perspective. These meetings host between 50–100 international participants for five to 
seven days3 and are bound to the principle of low-threshold participation. Every student 
from every level (from BA to PhD), country, discipline who is interested in the respec-
tive topic of the event should have the possibility to join the event. This means that 
most importantly – as the target groups are students – the participation costs should 
be as low as possible and, according to the Standing Orders of ISHA International, 
should not exceed €100,00.4 The task for the organizing section in this case is to ensure 
that they can cover three meals per day, the accommodation and the whole program 
(workshops, guided tours, field trips, and visits to museums). Usually this task can only 
be fulfilled by going into fundraising, thus providing the organizing committee with 
valuable experiences.

In order to be able to host such an event, the respective section has to apply to and 
be granted this right by the General Assembly – the decision-making body of ISHA 
International consisting of all member sections. After consulting the (former) head of 
the Department of History at the University of Graz, Prof. Harald Heppner, ISHA 

2 Member sections, ISHA International, accessed December 4, 2015, http://www.berlin.isha-interna-
tional.org/Sections.

3 For further information about these events as well as on the various kinds of events, please consult the 
Homepage of ISHA International, accessed December 4, 2015, http://www.isha-international.org/.

4 Standing Orders, Article 2a: Application Procedure (3), ISHA International, accessed December 4, 
2015, http://www.berlin.isha-international.org/downloads/statutes-and-policy/Standing_Orders_Bu-
dapest_2014.pdf. 
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Graz did so in April 2014 and won the vote to host the ISHA Autumn Seminar in 2015 
against competing sections.

The Organizational Process
This permission granted we had to get to work in May 2014. By enforcing the local 
program in Graz and with a huge thanks to ‘mouth-to-mouth-propaganda’ we were 
able to gather a (still small) group of people willing to focus on this challenge for the 
next year. Over the months, the number of people interested grew and the team worked 
together on various tasks: organization and finances, accommodation and food, socio-
cultural program, academic program and marketing. Organization and finances stayed 
with Lisbeth Matzer and Markus Wurzer as the responsible leading team of the project. 
The other tasks were delegated to volunteering students, again headed by one or two 
people and recruiting more in the team to work on various assignments of the respective 
sub-group. These groups and the leading team held numerous (almost weekly) small 
meetings to ensure the progress of the project.

Additionally, the organizing team held ten plenary meetings in which the sub-groups 
reported on their progress and the whole group voted on various decisions like which 
food to serve, which workshops to hold, what overall theme to take, what field trip to 
offer, and so on. The participation in these meetings was open for everyone interested at 
any time. This was an important ‘recruitment’ factor, as many people experienced the 
working climate and caught the passion of the already organizing people and therefore 
stayed with the group and contributed generously. In doing so, ISHA Graz was able to 
grow and introduce new students to the valuable ‘ISHA experience’ and managed to 
make it possible for 30 students to engage in the organizing process.

Participation in the organizational process provided the students with experience in 
the following fields:

 – Planning and administration of an international conference,
 – leadership skills and conflict management,
 – fundraising,
 – marketing (webspace administration, layouts etc.),
 – wording of official statements, calls and proposals,
 – planning and leading of academic workshops,
 – organizing of socio-cultural programs,
 – teamwork,
 – English as working language and
 – publishing a volume in collaboration with a publishing company (concept, content, 

formal and linguistic editing).
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The Conference
With all the necessary preparations done, reservations made, funds raised and welcome-
bags filled our team was ready for the conference to start. In total, we welcomed 52 stu-
dents from 26 university towns in 16 different countries. Their levels of studies ranged 
from first-year BA to late PhD phases and they were all eager to engage with failure as 
historical phenomenon. 

Based on the fact that academics contribute to the historical and commemorative 
culture of a society by providing oral and written narratives we aimed at changing 
perspectives, lifting the ‘failures’ in history from their shadowy existence and bringing 
them to light. We wanted to encourage a rethinking of the past and the developments of 
states, institutions, persons, ideologies and social movements by dealing with failure as 
a historical phenomenon. When and why is an event interpreted as a success; when dis-
missed as a failure? In addition, most importantly: Who decides about these categories 
of failure and success? These and other questions not only take into account processes 
of historiographical production, its interpretation and its agents, but also the ‘lost’ tales, 
the blanks and the gaps.5

This engagement started with the Opening Ceremony on Monday 7th of Septem-
ber, 2015 and the keynote lecture by Prof. Kerem Öktem (Graz) on the nature of the 
‘success/failure’ paradigm. Two participants – Karen Bähr (Berlin/Bergen-Belsen) and 
Bence László Bari (Budapest) – prepared comments on this lecture, which helped to 
start the discussion amongst the participants. The enclosed question and answer panel 
consisting of Bähr, Bari and Öktem discussed mainly the possible future narratives of 
the current refugee crisis, which Europe is currently facing in 2015. The lecture as well 
as the comments are provided in this documentation.

The following days the students deepened their insights in nine hours of workshops. The 
six different workshops offered were:6

 – Revolutions, Ideologies, Utopias, led by Pia Nagl (Vienna) and Bernhard Schindler 
(Graz),

 – Eternal Seconds and Forgotten Firsts, led by Bianca Saad (Graz) and Dániel Molnár 
(Budapest),

 – Theory of Failure (Advanced Level), led by Karen Bähr (Berlin/Bergen-Belsen) and 
Theresa Rosinger-Zifko (Graz),

 – Failure of War – Failure of Peace, led by Jürgen Thomas Laber, Jeremy Stöhs and 
Doris Stadler (all Graz),

5 For the full Call for Papers see “Failure & Beyond. Telling History – Shaping Memory. Seminar De-
scription – Topic,” ISHA Graz, accessed December 4, 2015, https://ishagraz.wordpress.com/failure-
and-beyond-graz-2015/about-2/.

6 For the full workshop descriptions see “Workshops,” ISHA Graz, accessed December 10, 2015, https://
ishagraz.wordpress.com/failure-and-beyond-graz-2015/workshops/. 
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 – Failure and Serendipity, led by Susanne Korbel and Evelyn Knappitsch (both Graz) 
and

 – Failure in Archival Processing, led by Georg Gänser (Vienna/Graz) and Bence László 
Bari (Budapest).

These workshops were very open, allowing participants to work on their own project 
based on their specific thematic and epochal interests. In principal, the participants 
held presentations on their specific topics, which were then discussed in the workshop 
groups. We are very happy that the workshop Failure in Archival Processing was able to 
cooperate with the Styrian Provincial Archives and experienced archival processing first 
hand. In addition, the other workshop leaders took on different ways of engaging with 
the theme such as role-plays.

On the last day of the conference, the participants gathered to hold the Final Con-
clusions – a session in ISHA events where each workshop group presents its findings 
to everyone else. These respective outcomes of the different workshops can be found in 
this documentation later on.

Besides the academic program, ISHA events generally include a wide range of socio-
cultural activities, which enable the participants to get to know each other as well as to 
explore the host town and region. This part has proven to be especially important as by 
organizing these activities ISHA fosters the building of transnational friendships and 
networks that might last much longer than one’s student life. 

To introduce our town to the incoming students, we organized city tours held by 
Graz Guides to lay the cornerstone for a deeper engagement with the city of Graz. Based 
on this ‘basic information’, we additionally offered the following thematic tours held 
by students of the University of Graz: Graz by Bike, Parks’n’Gardens, Old Graz, City of 
Design and Contemporary Graz.

The high point of this socio-cultural program was the field trip to Southern Styria 
on Wednesday, September 9th. A bus brought the participants as well as 16 people of the 
organizing team first to the Riegersburg castle where the group could wander around 
and explore this heritage site on their own after listening to a brief historical introduction 
given by Maria Sonnleithner (Graz). The second stop on the trip was Flavia Solva – the 
excavation site of the former Roman settlement located in the municipality of Wagna. 
There we met with our local guide Franz Trampusch who introduced the group to the 
history of the region and then gave a tour through the Römersteinbruch Aflenz, an old 
Roman mine that had also been used as a satellite camp to the concentration camp 
in Mauthausen during the national-socialist period. This tour through the old mine 
was very controversial. Therefore, Lisbeth Matzer (Graz) gave a short impetus on the 
aspect of local commemoration initiatives and their meaning in the context of ‘shaping 
memory’, which sparkled a fruitful, moderated discussion on the matter. Nina Kraus 
(Berlin) gives a comment on this in this documentation.

A trip to Southern Styria is not complete without tasting Styrian wine, so the last 
stop was a typical Buschenschank – the winery Pichler-Schober. Motivated by a brief 
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introduction to the Austrian regional labelling practices and the history of the Südstei-
rische Weinstraße the participants explored this part of Austrian culture very diligently. 

Some statements of participants and people from the organizing team as well as a few 
pictures are printed in this documentation and will help the reader to gain an impression 
of the whole project.

At the end of this project outline there is only one thing left for us to do: Thank all the 
people and institutions that helped us by their devotion, trust and financial support to 
make the whole project and this documentation go beyond failure. We therefore would 
like to thank the University of Graz, especially Prof. Martin Polaschek, Vice-Rector for 
Studies and Teaching, Prof. Lukas Meyer, Dean of the Faculty of Arts and Humanities 
and Prof. Harald Heppner, former Head of the Department of History Graz. Fur-
thermore, we would like to thank the Province of Styria (Department of Science and 
Research), the City of Graz (Department of Cultural Services), the Austrian Student’s 
Union (ÖH Uni Graz) and the Graz Tourism.

And especially, we would like to thank everyone who engaged in the seminar and 
contributed to its success: the participants from all over Europe who travelled to Graz 
and made the whole event so special (list is enclosed). Last but not least, we thank all 
the members of ISHA Graz who have been working on this project as well as those who 
contributed to this volume and/or helped finalizing it by proofreading. 

Thank you and VIVA ISHA!



2. Why the ‘Failure/Success’ Paradigm Does Not 
 Help Critical Analysis. And Why It May Still Be 
 Worth Employing!

Lecture at the International Students of History Association Meeting in Graz,  
September 7, 20157

Kerem Öktem (Graz)8

Welcome to Graz and welcome to Austria. And welcome at what the Chinese wise men 
would have called ‘interesting times’. ‘Interesting times’ meant as a curse, of course. As 
we speak, a couple of 100 km away, a great human tragedy is unfolding. It is the latest 
human tragedy in an imagined continent – of sorts –, whose history has been marked by 
its fair share of tragedy. I will speak about Europe today, about Europe and its failures. 
Indeed, the organisers of the ISHA conference asked me to talk about ‘failure’ and its 
relation to history. 

I took up this task readily and with great enthusiasm. First of all because it allows 
space for provocation and an engaged debate. Therefore, I may provoke you every now 
and then, but of course, with the aim of inciting debate.

I should start with disclaimers: I am not a historian. I am interested in contemporary 
history, and I wrote a book about Turkey’s recent history from 1980 to 2012. I am also 
a student of the Oxford scholar Timothy Garton Ash and owe a lot to his notion of the 
History of the present.9 However, any respectable historian would tell you that the ‘his-
tory of the present’ is nothing but journalism. Yet, as Philip Graham, the celebrated US 
American publisher, would remind us: “Journalism is the first rough draft of history.”10 
In that sense, we have all become historiographers of sorts. And this is as much as I can 
be called a historian: A historian of the present, an observer – hopefully not a voyeur–, 

7 I would like to thank the organisers of the ISHA conference in Graz for their commitment and the 
seriousness, with which they went about organising it. My particular thanks go to Lisbeth Matzer and 
Markus Wurzer for their dedication and hard work and their support in finalising the final version of 
the manuscript of this lecture.

8 Professor for Modern Turkey at the Centre for Southeast European Studies, University of Graz and As-
sociate of the Centre for International Studies, University of Oxford. E-mail: kerem.oktem@uni-graz.at.

9 Timothy Garton Ash, History of the present: essays, sketches and despatches from Europe in the 1990s (New 
York: Vintage, 2001).

10 This quote is usually credited to former Washington Post president Philip L. Graham, but the quote 
has been around for some time. Cf. Jack Shafer, “Who Said It First? Journalism is the ‘first rough draft 
of history’,” Slate.com, accessed September 2, 2015, http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/
press_box/2010/08/who_said_it_first.html. 
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who tries to make sense of what is happening today, very much from a politics perspec-
tive. I will also be trying to establish internal linkages with the past and think about 
the consequences for the future.

I will start by telling you what I wanted to do initially when I accepted to give this 
lecture: a general inquiry of the ‘failure/success’ paradigm and its embeddedness in 
power relations. And then I will tell you why I opted for another course of inquiry: an 
assessment of Europe as a case of failure. I will also try to show how these two disparate 
and truncated tracks of inquiry still support the argument I will be making.

The failures of the ‘failure/success’ paradigm
I will suggest that the ‘failure/success’ paradigm is a reductionist binary that is rarely 
helpful as an analytical tool, as it is too value-laden. Those values (i.e. the benchmarks 
of success and failure) are rarely explicated and often employed in the service of those 
in possession of power. The ‘failure/success’ paradigm is also often used by conservative 
(i.e. nationalist) or neo-liberal historians who seek to prove a normative point rather 
than understand and explain historical and social complexities. They will, for instance, 
argue that ‘the West’ is more successful than ‘the East’; that Islam has failed to weather 
the challenge of Modernity; that the only sensible mode of governance is Western Neo-
Liberalism. All of these statements, however, are too simplistic and binary and hence 
not admissible.

All this does, however, not mean that the ‘success/failure’ narrative needs to be dis-
carded altogether. I will argue that it can play a major role in terms of its moral power 
and to galvanise people into action. Exposing a policy or ideology as ‘failure’, makes it 
easier to struggle against it. In a nutshell, my argument is that the ‘success/failure’ binary 
does not help with critical analysis. It is, however, a powerful tool to make moral and 
normative claims, as I will try to show in my discussion of the case of Europe.

Initially, I was planning to sift through moments in time and space, in history 
and geography to look at failures in ideology, in state-craft, in personal leadership, in 
battle-plans. I had a few good candidates like Communism as an ideology and project 
of power that failed to deliver its promises and created terrible human suffering. Most 
post-communist countries still suffer from the loss of knowledge, cultural sophistication 
and the lack of democratic culture, which the communist era resulted in. I also thought 
of the Republic of Turkey of forfeiting the right for Turks, Kurds and other groups to live 
together. For the political elites of the Turkish Republic, the Kemalist state was a great 
success in any way, a young country born out of the ashes of an old empire and the war 
against all major European powers. For the Kurds and the non-Muslim communities, 
Turkish independence was the beginning of a long nightmare.11 And even Austria is an 
insightful case, for its uneasiness to come to terms with its entanglement in Nazi history. 
I find it fascinating to see how many Austrians are much more preoccupied with the 

11 Cf. Kerem Öktem, Angry Nation. Turkey since 1989 (London: Zed Books, 2011).



Why the ‘Failure/Success’ Paradigm Does Not Help Critical Analysis 21

Ottoman Siege of Vienna in 1683 than with the Holocaust. One wonders which event 
has shaped modern Austria more: the Ottomans in the 17th century, or Nazi Germany, 
of which Austria was a part only 70 years ago.12

I was planning to begin with the dictionary meaning of the word and then seek to 
unravel it into its complex philosophical components. My starting point would, of course, 
have been the Oxford English Dictionary, which gives us the following four starting points 
of a definition: Lack of success; the neglect or omission of expected or required action; 
lack or deficiency of a desirable quality; the action or state of not functioning.13

I would then have begun by alerting you to ‘expectation and desire’, which is used in 
this definition and ask: Who is it that expects a particular action? Who desires a certain 
quality? Who sets the benchmark of ‘success’ and of ‘failure’? Leading me to the crucial 
question, which I would have discussed in this lecture: Who makes failure and who 
makes success? And what is the agency of ‘failure’?

This discussion would then have brought me to a constructivist discussion and to 
Foucault and power. For Michel Foucault, another historian not much liked by his 
colleagues, it would be clear that the issue of ‘failure’ and ‘success’ in history could not 
be discussed independently from how power runs through the smallest veins of society 
and thereby shapes history.14 

For Marxist historians, the answer would be even more straightforward: What is 
success in history and what is failure has little to do with the personal efforts of indi-
vidual people, but with those who possess power. It is those who possess power (and 
in Marxist prose, the means of productions and hence wealth) who ensure that their 
history suits their needs. It is a history of those in power, a history of the winners, of the 
upper-middle classes, or of the ruling elite, whether economic, cultural, or ethnic, in 
the words of Israeli Geographer Oren Yiftachel, who speaks of ethnocracy, the rule of a 
particular ethnic group over another.15 This is an arrangement much more widespread 
than one may think, and we can come back to this in the discussion. This history, which 
suits those in power, is then being fed into and reiterated through the institutions of state 
and society. A process, Antonio Gramsci called hegemony in his Prison Notebooks.16

Modern history then is essentially a history of failures – failures of inclusion, of 
feeding the poor, or integrating the marginalised. In most nation-states, this very same 

12 Georgetown Professor Eric Langenbacher suggests that unlike Germany, Austria had a more contested 
memory regime when it comes to the holocaust. Cf. Eric Langenbacher, “Changing Memory Regimes 
in Contemporary Germany?” German Politics & Society 21 (2003): 46–68. I explicate this specificity 
of the Austrian Holocaust and Islam discourse in my entry on Austria in the Yearbook of Muslims in 
Europe. Cf. Kerem Öktem, “Austria”, in Yearbook of Muslims in Europe 7, ed. Jørgen S. Nielsen, Samim 
Akgönül, Ahmet Alibašić and Egdunas Račius (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 41–61.

13 “Failure,” Oxford English Dictionary, accessed September 9, 2015, http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/6
7663?redirectedFrom=failure#eid. 

14 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the Collège de France – 1975–1976 (New York: 
Picador, 2003).

15 Oren Yiftachel, Ethnocracy: land and identity politics in Israel/Palestine (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2006).

16 Antonio Gramsci, Prison notebooks (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011).
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history of failures turns into a history of the success of the nation. Epistemologically 
speaking, I would consider myself quite close to this critical reading of history and his-
toriography inspired by this holy trinity of Marx, Gramsci and Foucault. 

Of course, we should emphasise the work of historians who engage in such deeply 
critical analyses, which has been inspiring great work in social history and the history 
of labour, gender and migration. These are histories written not by those who identify 
with the political elites of the country or are organic intellectuals embedded in hegemo-
nic practices. They are written from the perspective of the ‘losers’, i.e. workers, women, 
LGBT people and immigrants. Such perspectives of the ‘loser’, i.e. of those who ‘failed’ 
to become powerful, and who were not even given a place in conventional historiogra-
phy, have challenged mainstream history. In the US, mainstream (and that is still, if 
challenged: White, Anglo-Saxon and Protestant) history has had to welcome radical 
challenges like Howard Zinn’s groundbreaking 1980 A people’s history of the United 
States,17 which have brought in hitherto suppressed voices into American mainstream 
history.

This is however still an exception. Particularly those of you, who come from coun-
tries with strong traditions of national history writing – and this is most of Europe 
and all of Eastern Europe – will recognise that the history taught at school is often the 
history of successful political and economic elites.

With this epistemological framework in mind, I would then have proceeded to dis-
cuss certain examples of how history has been structured around ‘success’ and ‘failure’ 
by those in power, and how such neat arrangements and distinctions have been challen-
ged by critical historians. And I would have concluded with the idea that ‘failure’ is not 
the best of analytical categories to work with. Unless, of course, you do insist on staying 
with reductionist explanations in books like Bernard Lewis’ 2002 What went wrong? The 
clash between modernity and Islam in the Middle East.18

Lewis was for decades a well-respected scholar of the Middle East. In this book, 
however, he allowed himself essentialist and reductionist comparisons of failure and 
success in the Middle East and the West. An effort, which could only result in simple 
dichotomies of ‘right/wrong’, ‘traditional/modern’ and ‘good/bad’. In analytical terms, 
this book has little to say. But it had more impact on the public debate than hundreds 
of works trying to bring light into highly complex social arrangements in the Middle 
East. The same can be said for Frances Fukuyama’s 1992 work The End of History and the 
Last Man, which above all marvels in the triumph of the liberal west over the collapsing 
Socialist bloc.19 But neither Lewis’ nor Fukuyama’s, and then later Samuel Huntington’s 
simplifying binaries20 have helped us understand the complex and interconnected world 
we live in.

17 Howard Zinn, A people’s history of the United States (New York: HarperPerennial, 2005).
18 Bernard Lewis, What went wrong? The clash between Islam and modernity in the Middle East (London: 

Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2002).
19 Francis Fukuyama, The end of history and the last man (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1992).
20 Samuel P. Huntington, “The clash of civilizations?,”Foreign Affairs 72 (1993): 22–49.
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So, I was about to debunk the ‘failure/success’ paradigm as a highly problematic one 
for historical inquiry. I wanted to suggest instead that ‘failure’ is not so much about 
history, but about moral judgements.

As I said, this was my initial plan for this lecture. But then something else happened. 
‘Failure’ – despite all the complications and disclaimers I have just explored – was hap-
pening right in front of our eyes and on an epic scale. It would have been inexcusable to 
let this case of failure pass without taking it up.

The Failures of Europe 
So please allow me to assume the role of the ‘historian of the present’ now, and turn 
to this one image, which has become an icon of ‘failure’ in all its possible dimensions, 
from the moral to the political and the humanitarian. I am talking about the photo of 
a toddler, washed up on the shore of the Turkish resort town of Bodrum on the Aegean 
Sea. The sad case of Aylan Kurdi, a Syrian refugee from Damascus, is instructive and 
insightful in its own right. I shall not talk about the image itself.21 But it is illustrative 
of this epic failure of Europe, or the European Union, to ensure the right to life of all 
human beings. It is an important point of departure because it reminds us of the illusive-
ness of ‘failure’ as an analytical category as well as of the opaqueness of agency. 

Who and what is Europe after all? The EU-Institutions? The nation-states? The 
racists, who try to defend a purified, sterile and dumb version of their history against 
diversity and cosmopolitanism? Or extreme populist parties like the Freedom Party in 
Austria, the Front National in France, the True Finns in Finland? The xenophobe Viktor 
Orbán, Prime Minister of Hungary, who said that his country does not want Muslims 
to come to his country? He also said, in defence of what he believes are European values 
that “Multiculturalism means the coexistence of Islam, Asian religions and Christianity. 
We will do everything to spare Hungary from that.”22 Or is it the people, who tended 
to the migrants at Budapest’s Keleti Train station and the men and women who distri-
buted toys to refugee children in Belgrade’s parks. Is it the thousands of Germans and 
Austrians, who transported refugee families over the Hungarian border and cheered up 
arriving refugees in Vienna Westbahnhof and Munich train terminus?23 And people 

21 Adam Withnall, “Aylan Kurdi’s story: How a small Syrian child came to be washed up on a beach in 
Turkey,” The Independent, September 22, 2015, accessed November 10, 2015, http://www.indepen-
dent.co.uk/news/world/europe/aylan-kurdi-s-story-how-a-small-syrian-child-came-to-be-washed-up-
on-a-beach-in-turkey-10484588.html.

22 “Quotable: Viktor Orbán on Hungary’s response to the threat of multiculturalism,” Politics Hungary, 
June 3, 2015, accessed September 1, 2015, http://www.politics.hu/20150603/quotable-viktor-orban-
on-hungarys-response-to-the-threat-of-multiculturalism.

23 For the tension between the ‘moral imperative to help’, which many people felt vis-a-vis the refugees 
and their fears of immigration see Alberto Nardelli, “Europeans feel a duty to help refugees – but not 
in their own countries,” The Guardian, October 30, 2015, accessed September 1, 2015, http://www.
theguardian.com/news/datablog/2015/oct/30/european-attitudes-towards-refugees-poll-eu.
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like France’s leading philosopher, Bernard Henry Lévy, who talked about The Price of 
European Indifference in the refugee issue, which might tear Europe apart. In his words:

“Europe, harassed by its xenophobes and consumed by self-doubt, has turned its back on its 
values. Indeed, it has forgotten what it is. The bell tolls not only for the migrants, but also 
for a Europe whose humanistic patrimony is crumbling before our very eyes.”24

You already see, how daunting our question would be if we were to stick to the  ‘suc-
cess/failure’ paradigm, particularly if we try to deconstruct the highly aggravated term 
‘Europe’ into its components.

It may be an easier task to think about the idea of ‘Europe’. This, of course, is no less 
daunting. If we can’t quite define what Europe is in terms of its actors – apart from all 
people, institutions, ideas enlivening the space between the Urals an the UK – can we 
define the ideological-emotional project of Europe and then judge its ‘failure’?

Again, we can probably not do so convincingly in analytical terms. But we may try 
to do so in moral and functional terms. To make sense of what is happening both at the 
outer borders of the European Union, as well as inside and beyond them, I will try to 
go back to some foundational ideas of Europe.

I shall, however, not bother you with the distant and largely imagined predeces-
sors of European thought, i.e. Ancient Greece. Neither will I delve into Renaissance 
and Enlightenment ideas of Europe, or even the early thinkers of a union of states in 
pre-WWII Europe. I am not a friend of the essentialist and primordialist discourse 
that suggests that Europe has been out there for thousands of years and that the Euro-
pean Union is the fulfilment of a manifest destiny. In this narrative, WWI and WWII 
somehow appear as aberrations from an otherwise benign history of human rights and 
Christian values.25 Or sometimes even, in its newest, post-Anti-Semitic form, a Europe 
of ‘Judeo-Christian’ values.

But this is, of course, a caricature of European history. Europe does not only look 
back to a deep history of collective and state violence internally. It is also stained by 
the brutal history of colonisation of the world and the deeply racist ideologies, which 
underpinned its colonial enterprises. As Mark Mazower in his book Dark Continent: 
Europe’s 20th century shows beyond doubt, the carnage of World War II was comple-
te.26 The political space that we now call Europe could have developed into all kinds 
of directions. Mazower suggests convincingly that it was a fortunate – but in no ways 
predetermined – turn that Europe became democratic – if divided. That it did not 

24 Bernhard-Henri Levy, “The Price of European Indifference,” Project Syndicate, August 31, 2015, ac-
cessed November 10, 2015, http://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/european-migrant-crisis-
by-bernard-henri-levy-2015-08.

25 Kenan Malik, “The myths of Christian Europe,” Pandaemonium, October 20, 2011, accessed Novem-
ber 10, 2015, https://kenanmalik.wordpress.com/2011/10/20/the-myths-of-christian-europe.

26 Mark Mazower, Dark continent: Europe’s twentieth century (London: Penguin, 1999).
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lapse back into barbarity was almost a miracle. I should add that the United States, 
and to a lesser extent the United Kingdom, played a major role in the pacification of 
Europe.

I shall also not bore you with the words and ideas of the founding fathers of the pie-
cemeal process of European integration, from Winston Churchill to Robert Schuman 
and Jean Monnet. They laid the foundations for what would become the European 
Economic Community and the process of European integration, which has made the 
European Union we know today.

Multi-layered Europe
But they all also contributed to a discourse of Europe. And this is the multi-layered 
Europe, I would like to talk about now. From a critical-analytical angle, we can speak 
of roughly three different fields of Europe, which overlap and sometimes clash with each 
other. We have many different ‘Europes’ indeed.

A Europe of ideas and values – based in ideas emanating from the (French) Enligh-
tenment as well as from American notions of universal human rights and the post 
WWII era of European reconstruction. Today, these values are above all represented 
in the European Convention on Human Rights and the jurisdiction of the European 
Court of Human Rights. The Convention is the only clearly defined set of values and 
rules, which can be called European. I can assure you that it firmly excludes most of the 
values, which the Hungarian Prime Minister holds.

A Europe of functionalism and economy – based on the integration process since 
WWII, driven by economic and national interest, and increasingly by the interest of the 
neoliberal age and global finance capital.

A Europe of security and surveillance – very much a function of the neo-liberalisa-
tion and de-democratisation of the post-Cold War Era; this is the Europe, which is in 
part responsible for the disaster at Europe’s borders. Here we are talking particularly 
about agencies like FRONTEX, whose job it is to keep refugees out of the EU.

We could add to this also a Europe of its citizens, but then, I am not sure whether 
this is a factor that counts. I have already mentioned both sides, the truly human and 
the truly racist face of ordinary people. Of course, there is nothing particularly Euro-
pean about the fact that there are some really bad people in society, and some amazingly 
good-hearted ones, with most people somewhere in the middle. 

But this Europe of the people also exists, and it might make a difference at some 
point. Let us not forget that it was people power that brought down the Communist 
government of the Deutsche Demokratische Republik. Maybe the thousands of people in 
Vienna’s Westbahnhof who welcomed refugees might have a comparable impact.27 They 

27 Rick Lyman, “In Vienna, Trains Packed With Refugees Are Welcomed and Ushered On,” The New York 
Times, August 31, 2015, accessed November 10, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/01/world/
europe/in-vienna-trains-packed-with-migrants-are-welcomed-and-ushered-on.html?_r=0. 
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called the bluff of xenophobic politicians. But I am not hopeful that their actions will 
have a lasting impact. 

If we employ this three, or if you will four-dimensional analytical matrix of Europe, 
it becomes easier to make a credible claim about ‘failure’. I do believe that the only credi-
ble way of using the ‘failure/success’ paradigm here is in the normative realm and in the 
Europe of ideas and values. We can call European immigration policies and European 
foreign policy a failure because it may empower us to remind politicians that founda-
tional European values are at stake here. Of course, we know that those foundational 
values are only one of the many dimensions of Europe and not the most powerful one. 

We also know that often, they are not as foundational as one is made to believe. 
Much of it is a self-congratulatory, almost nationalist narrative of European supremacy. 
Or what Timothy Garton Ash once called “Enlightenment fundamentalism”.28

But it still is a powerful resource on which to base claims. One on which to argue 
that the cages, which are used in Hungary to control migrants, are not compatible with 
European values.29 Even if, in fact, they are not compatible with human values, no 
matter where we are. Or that Europe should not allow that people die in the Mediter-
ranean or in the Balkan borderlands of Europe. Even though, of course, nowhere in the 
world, when times are good, would anyone argue that it is OK when tens of thousands 
of people die each year due to the policies of a country or a group of countries. But we 
know better: That a group of countries and their politicians – and therefore also their 
citizens – not only grudgingly accept but actively pursue policies that are meant to kill 
people and to disparage others to come.30 

The ‘Failure/Success’ Paradigm as Instrument of Normative  
Claim-making
I would like to return to the beginning of my talk and therefore also to its end. In my 
brief journey through the time and space of Europe and beyond, I have tried to discour-
age you from getting too excited about the ‘failure/success’ paradigm. I have argued 
that the ‘failure/success’ binary is not helpful for critical analysis, or for understanding 
history, because what is considered as failure tells us more about the power relations in a 
given society and about the benchmarks of failure. Without the contextual knowledge, 
‘failure/success’ is an arbitrary, value-laden device, which can easily be misused and 

28 Timothy Garton Ash, “Islam in Europe,” New York Review of Books, October 5, 2006, accessed Novem-
ber 10, 2015, http://www.nybooks.com/articles/archives/2006/oct/05/islam-in-europe.

29 Anemona Hartocollis, “Traveling in Europe’s River of Migrants,” The New York Times, September 5, 
2015, accessed November 10, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/cp/reporters-note-
book/migrants/hungary-treatment-refugees.

30 Heribert Prantl, “Wie die EU Flüchtlinge tötet,“ Süddeutsche Zeitung, April 18, 2015, accessed November 
1, 2015, http://www.sueddeutsche.de/politik/fluechtlingspolitik-du-sollst-nicht-toeten-1.2439653. 
For the English version see: https://en.qantara.de/content/after-the-refugee-catastrophe-in-the-medi-
terranean-how-the-eu-is-killing-refugees.
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manipulated by conservative historians, who want to prove the superiority of a particu-
lar system rather than seek to understand complexity. 

As a normative device, however, it is admissible, and it can be powerful. Let us 
remind at least the xenophobes and the racists that Europe – while being many different 
things – is also a place where human rights stand above populist fears and racist reflexes. 
Let us urge fellow citizens, in the words of Bernard Henry Lévy, that Europe’s “humani-
stic patrimony is crumbling before our very eyes”, knowing fair well, that this patrimony 
is shaky and fragile. It is, in fact, nothing more than a thin layer of civilisation that can 
barely obfuscate the terrible barbarity that has been committed in and emanated from 
Europe throughout the 19th and 20th centuries and that now seems to be creeping back. 
Let us call the awful events – that have become manifested in the photo of the little 
toddler Aylan Kurdi – what they are: A terrible failure of Europe and a terrible failure of 
humanity. We should do this, even if we know that many more thousand refugees will 
die, and nothing much will change in the short run. 





3. Comments on the Keynote Lecture

3.1 On a Day like This or Is “Who Failed?” the Right Question to Ask?

Karen Bähr (Berlin/Bergen-Belsen)

The day I am writing this essay is overshadowed by an act of inhumanity, the terror 
attacks in Paris on Friday the 13th of November 2015. Terrorists, armed with machi-
neguns and explosives, killed at least 130 people in a concert hall, in cafés, and in the 
streets. It is not a day for me to provide analyses and assign blame. It is a day of grief 
and sympathy for the victims and those who mourn. And it is a day of fear, seeing on 
the horizon the debates connecting this terror attack to the refugee crisis and the fight 
against the self-proclaimed ‘Islamic State’ in Syria. What will the ‘European 9/11’, as it 
was called today by a German commentator, spark?

On a day like this, it would be all too comfortable to hide behind the cover of ‘being 
a historian’, which allows one to focus exclusively on the past. At the same time, ‘being 
a historian’ evokes a feeling of being morally superior, when commenting on present-
day events. 

As historians we are supposed to care about the past, to analyse what happened after 
the dust has settled, so we might see more aspects at once than the respective contem-
poraries. We always know how a story ended, whether it is merry or disastrous. This fact 
puts us in danger to read history backwards from its results, but also enables us to see 
developments from a bird’s eye view. 

Things change so fast wherever history is in the making: In early September 2015, 
when our seminar took place, good and evil in the European refugee crisis were quite 
easy to determine – Hungary was depicted as the inhuman evil, building fences against 
refugees and arresting them at the borders. Germany ascended to be the refugees’ savi-
our, a state which ‘learned from its history’. Now, two months later, a lot has changed. 
Borders are closed or tightly controlled. Railway connections between countries of 
ISHA sections present in Graz were at least temporarily interrupted. Fences and walls 
were built inside the – maybe by now even former – Schengen territory. German chan-
cellor Angela Merkel faces criticism from inside and outside Germany for motivating 
refugees to make their way to Europe. In Germany and France, refugee camps were 
burning. 

We know with great certainty that we are failing as long as people, who attempt 
to seek asylum in Europe, drown in the Mediterranean Sea, like a 3-year-old boy did 
this morning offshore the Greek island Chios, just as Aylan Kurdi did three months 
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ago. However, what we do not know is where the course of history will take us. Agree-
ments like Schengen and supranational Unions like the European one may collapse; 
future Europeans might radically change their minds and abandon the right to asylum 
altogether. In a better future, they might provide safe passage to Europe or find more 
effective ways to safe people’s lives in war torn regions. Future historians will be the 
ones assessing whether how we dealt with the ‘refugee crisis’ was – according to our 
own values and to theirs – a success or a failure. In my opinion, not dooming the one 
who failed, but analysing the row of decisions, which have led to a failure, can be pro-
ductive. We shall not abandon the whole ‘failure/success’ paradigm but use it in a more 
substantive way in order to learn from and evolve around past ‘failures’.
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3.2 The Importance of Looking Beyond Failure

Bence László Bari (Budapest)

When I heard about the topic of the seminar, Failure and Beyond, organized by ISHA 
Graz, I immediately started to contemplate on the term ‘failure’ and its meaning to me. 
I finally came to the conclusion that failure is a natural part of our life – an inevitable, 
common experience with which everybody has to deal with. In a sense, failure is neces-
sary – it teaches us modesty and reminds us of our boundaries, equally whether they 
are ignored or respected. If we do not ignore our past failures and if we are aware of the 
fact that we can learn from them, we might be able to create a better future. Hence the 
ancient saying “Historia magistra vitae est”, is very true indeed.

When it comes to the past and present of Europe, on which Professor Öktem’s key-
note lecture focused on, it is important to realize that our continent was built on grave 
mistakes: one of the most significant failures of Europe in the 20th century was to be 
involved in two ‘civil wars’ and to lose, as a consequence, its dominant position in the 
world. It is true that in the end Europe rose again from its ashes – however, this was not 
an inevitable event; this development was depending on the skills and willingness of 
Europe’s societies to learn from their failures. Some did – some did not.

For example, a comparison between Germany, one of the dominant states of the 
European Union, and Hungary, my homeland, has been occupying my mind lately. 
Both experienced the darkest depths of chauvinism and totalitarianism in their histo-
ries. Today, from my personal point of view, Germany is a strong democracy in support 
of tolerance and multiculturalism even in hard times. On the contrary, Hungary is a 
weak democracy with its politics strongly determined by nationalism. 

In my opinion, the difference lies in the way the two countries faced their past 
failures. Germany managed to convert from a defeated country into a prosperous and 
powerful nation, because its people and politicians were willing to learn from the mis-
takes of the common past. In Hungary, people have not reappraised the past yet, and 
the current people in power certainly do not encourage it either. Consequently, even 
though set back by various forms of ill will and impotence, Germany was still willing to 
help those fleeing their homelands while the Hungarian government on the other hand 
had long closed its borders. 

I am not blessed with the ability of foresight to tell how the crisis of today will end. 
Personally, I can only act according to what I deem to be good and therefore hope for 
the best. But I think what we definitely should not do, while morally aiming for what is 
humanly good, is to be afraid of failures. We only have to fear that we cannot face and 
learn from them, because then we cease to search for the better angels of our nature. I 
would like us to turn our past and present of failures to a future of successes.





4. Workshops

4.1 “It’s the End of the World as We Know It.”31 Revolutions, Ideolo-
gies, Utopias 

Summarized by Pia Nagl (Vienna)

This workshop dealt with ‘failure and beyond’, mainly in terms of revolutions and ide-
ologies and covered topics which ranged from antiquity up to very recent times. 

In the beginning of our workshop the workshop leaders gave a short introduction to 
the topic of revolutions and ideologies and presented possible definitions. ‘Ideology’ can 
be seen as “an inter-related set of convictions or assumptions that reduces the complexi-
ties of a particular slice of reality to easily comprehensible terms and suggests appropriate 
ways of dealing with that reality.”32 The terms ‘revolution’ and ‘revolutionary’ actions 
“signify all demands, suggestions, and attempts at radical change and, in addition, 
all unplanned changes equally basic.”33 Therefore one central element of revolutions is 
the aspiration for thorough changes. Such changes can take place on political, social, 
economical, cultural or/and other levels and include every action taken, from the first 
pamphlet to military actions, in order to achieve them.34 

The interactive part of the workshop started off with something historians usually 
avoid: looking into the future. This was done by discussing a very controversial publica-
tion by Robert S. Snyder, in which he claims that through the spread of democracy and 
liberalism revolutions would become obsolete.35 After an in-depth talk the participants 
came to the conclusion that future revolutions will differ from past ones, not only in 
the way they are carried out, but also in what they address and how they are dealt with 
within societies.

After the introductory part, the workshop continued with individual presentations 
of the participants. Each presentation was followed by a group discussion, which usu-
ally focused on the central issues of the presentations and linking them to the broader 
context in terms of ‘failure and beyond’. The workshop ended with a discussion that 
compared all the individual topics and tried to draw an overall conclusion.

31 Song by R.E.M., “It’s the End of the World as We Know It,” released by I.R.S. Records in 1987.
32 Michael H. Hunt, “Ideology,” The Journal of American History 77 (1990): 108.
33 Klifton B. Kroeber, “History and Theory of Revolution,” Journal of World History 7 (1996): 26.
34 Kroeber, “Theory of Revolution”.
35 Robert S. Snyder, “The End Of Revolution?,” ROP 61 (1999): 5–28.
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Revolutions, ideologies and utopias are very ambiguous if it comes to failure and 
success. As they usually contain elements of both, it depends on future generations to 
decide which elements are emphasized and interpreted in certain ways. In this work-
shop various examples of revolutions, utopias and ideologies were presented, which were 
situated in many different layers between success and failure, from ‘mainly failed’, to 
perceived as ‘partly failed and partly succeeded’ to ‘mainly successful’. The following 
part provides a short overview of the topics, which were covered.

The first topic focused on the unequal cohabitation between the Islamic and Chris-
tian population and it’s termination in Sicily during the 11th and 12th century. Antonino 
Mario La Commare (Milan) talked about facts and failures that ended this ‘unequal 
cohabitation’ between these two religious communities under the rule of the Hohenst-
aufen Dynasty. He analyzed the role of the monarchy in this conflict, as well as the rise 
of extremist ideologies in the Islamic community.

Arieh Ulman (Jerusalem) presented on the Maccabean minority who started to deve-
lop ideas concerning liberation and the rule of a radical ideology during the time of the 
Greek Empire. Soon groups of them separated and planned revolutionary actions, which 
resulted in the Jewish-Roman Wars (66–135 CE). Although the revolutionary mission 
failed, the basic ideas, such as unity and martyrdom succeeded in Judaism, but also in 
Christianity. 

Another revolution which failed politically on a long-term basis, but is remembered 
as a success in collective memory and served as an inspiration for many revolutions 
afterwards was the ‘Unthinkable Revolution’ in Saint-Domingue between 1791 and 
1804. Talked about by Lukas Nievoll (Graz), this revolution is often portrayed as the 
first uprising of slaves against their colonial suppressors. They succeeded for 13 years, 
but failed in terms of establishing a just and equal system in the long run.

‘Defenestration’ as a successful part of revolutionary change in what we know today 
as the Czech Republic, was the topic presented by Anna Vrtálková (Prague). The first 
‘Defenestration’ in 1419 started the Hussite Revolution, the second one ended it and 
the third one started the 30-years war from 1618 to 1648. Again, success and failure are 
linked very closely to each other.

Alex Collins (London) introduced us to the Zealot Revolt of 1342, through which 
Thessaloniki was separated from the Byzantine Empire for eight years. The main reasons 
for the end of this uprising was a shortage of resources, a spread of disease and rising 
external pressure from the Byzantine Empire and its allies. This revolt can be seen as 
both: successful resistance against a surrounding Empire, but also as a failure to keep 
up the implemented system.

Victoria Buck (Kent) pointed out the complex context of the rise of the Khmer 
Rouge and the revolution in Cambodia between 1975 and 1979. Her focus was on the 
ideology of the Khmer Rouge regime and how it was influenced by the Chinese vision 
of communism.

Hannes Tabatt (Berlin) focused on the revolution of 1968, which aimed at modify-
ing the political system, but also at changing the cultural values of society, such as the 
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inferiority of women and the silence regarding the Second World War. While failing 
on gaining political influence, the revolution of 1968 was successful on a cultural level.

Last but not least: A story of success is what we find if we examine the careers of anci-
ent Greek myths within different ideologies. Svetozar Matejašev (Novi Sad) showed how 
various ideologies, such as Fascism and Nazism for example, ‘successfully’ implemented 
and instrumentalized mythical elements into their ideological patterns.

In terms of success and failure one can conclude that regarding revolutions, ideolo-
gies and utopias those two are linked very closely. On the one hand revolutions are usu-
ally successful at the beginning and thrive within politically and/or economically failed 
systems, but a lot of them fail on the long run. Even their aftermaths are many times 
neither complete failures, nor absolute successes. Mostly revolutions carry elements of 
both. Additionally, it always depends on the perspective and the public narrative, whe-
ther certain elements are seen as one or the other.
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4.2 “Don’t You, Forget about Me.”36 Eternal Seconds and Forgotten 
Firsts

Summarized by Bianca Saad (Graz) and Dániel Molnár (Budapest)

Being a first or a second has always been decided by competitions in history. If we think 
about how society views tournaments and races, we can admit that being second is usu-
ally associated with having failed. According to popular legend, Hungarian multiple 
Olympic and World championship winner boxer László Papp said, in order to motivate 
his pupils, “You did not win the silver but lost the gold.” In other words – if you become 
second, you fail. 

If we take a look at some examples amongst history’s great geographic or scientific 
explorations, many explorers are nowadays regarded as the ‘firsts’. For example, the early 
case of Christopher Columbus, who risked his life on his journey – and also the money 
and ships of his investors – to discover America which he believed to be India. Therefore, 
he is a first37 but not a winner, considering how he died in poverty and was abandoned 
by everybody eventually.

Another, more complex example, is Russian cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, who risked 
much in his spaceflight. He proved that mankind could travel to space and survive 
conditions like zero gravity. Eventually he became a hero and what seems like a mascot 
of the Soviet Union. However, this success cost him his life as he drowned himself in 
alcohol and private problems, leading to a tragic death38. Nonetheless, his name and his 
legacy live on: It is him who is widely remembered and associated with the development 
of space travel and those that might have taken fewer risks or where less prominently 
figured on the media but achieved more important scientific progress are neither remem-
bered nor celebrated as ‘firsts’. 

But how easily can this be evaluated? Can we say that someone was second, and 
therefore failed? Is somebody who discovered, explored or did something first, automa-
tically, a hero? How can historians decide whether someone (or something) has won or 
failed? 

36 Song by Simple Minds, “Don’t You (Forget About Me),” in: Album The Breakfast Club, released by 
Virgin Records in 1985.

37 People even nowadays now less or nothing about that Vikings arrived to America earlier. About this, 
see: Heather Pringle, “Evidence of Viking Outpost Found in Canada,” National Geographic, October 
19, 2012, accessed January 11, 2016, http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2012/10/121019-
viking-outpost-second-new-canada-science-sutherland/.

38 Paul Rincon and Katia Moskvitch, “Profile: Yuri Gagarin,” BBC News, April 4, 2011, accessed January 
11, 2016, http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-12460720; Paul Rodgers, “Yuri Gagarin: 
The man who fell to Earth,” Independent, April 3, 2011, accessed January 11, 2016, http://www.inde-
pendent.co.uk/news/science/yuri-gagarin-the-man-who-fell-to-earth-2257505.html.
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In our workshop, which dealt with exactly those questions, many interesting topics 
were presented – each of them dealing with ‘firsts’ and/or ‘seconds’ in a particular 
historical context. At this point, we would like to discuss four examples of the topics 
elaborated to illustrate the wide thematic range of our workshop. 

One presentation that we would like to mention addressed a classic example: Ödön 
Lechner, the first Hungarian architect of the ‘Art noveau’ style. Lechner had many 
plans for his architectural career and his life in general, but, unfortunately, only few 
became reality. The reason for this was that many of those in power during his time did 
not approve of his style. Later, however, those few buildings that were implemented are 
now important landmarks of modern Budapest and other major towns of the country. 
Therefore, he was a ‘first’, a kind of pioneer or explorer, but was not understood by his 
contemporary age, and for that reason was ‘forgotten’ in many ways. The following 
generations eventually re-discovered and began to admire him and his style. During his 
lifetime, he might have considered his works and efforts as failures, but from a wider 
perspective, they can definitely be seen as successes.

An even clearer example is Robert Falcon Scott’s so-called Terra Nova Expedition: 
the discovery of the South Pole, which was opposed by the Norwegian party of Roald 
Amundsen. Both wanted to reach the pole first, in order to claim the success for their 
countries, England and Norway. Therefore, the journey became a race between those 
two men. They both used different paths and methods, which eventually resulted in a 
success and a failure. While Amundsen reached the pole first and returned home safely, 
Scott and his four companions died tragically on their journey back home. Scott’s story 
touched millions of people worldwide and even the British king was amongst those who 
expressed their condolences and admiration. Dorottya Bartha, presenter of this topic, 
wrote, “At a time when the British Empire was coming to an end, the nation needed 
heroes. The death of the [Scott’s] polar party turned to triumph.”39 On the other hand, 
this changed later when the public started to criticize his methods and leadership. His 
courage was celebrated in Britain, and he became an example for soldiers during World 
War I. In Norway, Amundsen remained a celebrity until his death but without ever 
achieving the financial security he hoped for and needed.40

In other cases, we can say that being first, second, third etc. is also a discussion about 
political and social hierarchy. It is a common belief that if someone is on top, they must 
be firsts as well, whereas everyone beneath is considered less valuable, or not equally 
good. However, in some cases being ‘eternal second’ can help achieve more success than 
being first. One example for this would be Joseph Fouché (1759–1820), the (in)famous 
French minister and police chief. He was – alongside Charles-Maurice de Talleyrand-
Périgord – constantly on top of the hierarchy, just ranked underneath the actual Head 

39 Dorottya Bartha, “A Tale to Tell of the Hardihood, Endurance and Courage,“ Prezi, September 7, 
2015, accessed January 11, 2016, https://prezi.com/-ly1cuf0ijqi/a-tale-to-tell-of-the-hardihood-endur-
ance-and-courage/?utm_campaign=share&utm_medium=copy.

40 Ibid.
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of State. He outlived the reigns of Louis XVI., Robespierre and Napoléon, leaving the 
question whether he achieved this because of his important role within the State, or 
because he had enough power and information about the complete political elite and 
police to avoid punishment by bribery unanswered. He was ideologically neutral and a 
humble servant, always serving the actual system with all of his knowledge and experi-
ences. Speaking of state hierarchy, he was an ‘eternal second’ of his age, but this played 
an important part for his success, especially since he rose during a time when influential 
and important people could easily find themselves under the guillotine.

However, not only people can be firsts or seconds, but communities and towns as 
well. Second largest towns of a country sometimes have an important ‘twin-capital’ role, 
like Saint Petersburg in Russia, but still, some remain in the shadows of the other major 
towns forever, for example Debrecen in Hungary. In reference to these towns ranked 
‘second’, important upgrades and inventions usually came later, slower and not very easy, 
as we learned from the presentation about Plovdiv, an innovative city in Bulgaria, which 
might not gain as much attention as it deserves. 

In the course of our conclusion, our most important finding was that the decision 
whether a historical action, person or an event was a failure or a success is not easily 
made. Although it sometimes seems obvious on the surface, the answer can be a diffe-
rent one, as can be seen by the example of Fouché. During our discussions, we analyzed 
the opinions of the people participating in our workshop and who regarded him as an 
‘epic fail’ considering how much he was hated by the society of his time and his fellow 
politicians. However, he still managed to be the right hand of several leaders, including 
Louis XVI. and Napoléon Bonaparte, leading to the question of how much of a failure 
he actually was, if only death was able to take away his power. This makes it clear that 
while discussing historical failures and their beyonds, the answers are not always just 
black and white, but are rather followed by hints of grey that must be considered and 
analyzed. Moreover, we also discovered that stories of historical failures always come 
along with a success story, because one can never exist without the other. If one party 
loses, another one usually wins. 



Workshops 39

4.3 “I Have Not Failed. I’ve Just Found 10,000 Ways That Won’t 
Work.”41 Theory of Failure (Advanced Level) 

Summarized by Karen Bähr (Berlin/Bergen-Belsen) 

The workshop Theory of Failure was on the one hand conceptualized as a workshop for 
students at an advanced level, writing their BA, MA or PhD thesis and on the other 
hand aiming at a methodological and theoretical conception of failure. About half of the 
participants used the opportunity to present their thesis projects, which were content-
wise not necessarily connected to the topic of failure. The second half of the participants 
chose topics which they considered to be striking examples of failure, enriching the 
theoretical foundation with case studies. 

The workshop started with an introduction into theories of failure. By asking the 
participants to name something they perceived as a failure in personal life, in history 
or in general, the spectrum of the topic ‘failure’ opened up. The answers ranged from 
personal time management to global warming as a failure of humanity at large. With 
a glimpse into theory, the workshop leaders tried to structure and enrich this portfolio 
along the terms of norms, ascriptions, reasons, reactions, narration and historiography. 
We attempted to integrate different approaches from sociology42, psychology43, narrato-
logy44 and a model for historiography of failure45. As an example, one of the discussed 
theories, the sociological approach of Matthias Junge, shall be briefly presented. 

Junge defines failure as a negation of the ability to act (Handlungsfähigkeit). He dis-
tinguishes between gradual and total failure, meaning that after gradual failure there are 
still options available, whereas total failure does not leave any options to achieve the set 
goal. Causes for failure may be (technical) (in)ability or inherent necessity, when the goal 
is unachievable, as well as the own will or social norms, which do not allow to pursue a 
goal. Society, in his concept, can be seen as a ‘programme for failure prevention’, which 
means that society supports the ones who have experienced gradual failure, but puni-
shes those who have to deal with total failure, because total failure is seen as a deviation 
from the ‘programme for failure prevention’. As a consequence, these individuals are not 

41 Thomas A. Edison, quoted in J. L. Elkhorne, “Edison – The Fabulous Drone,” 73 XLVI (1967) 3: 52.
42 E.g.: Matthias Junge, “Scheitern: Ein unausgearbeitetes Konzept soziologischer Theoriebildung und 

ein Vorschlag zu seiner Konzeptualisierung,” in Scheitern: Aspekte eines sozialen Phänomens, ed. Mat-
thias Junge and Götz Lechner (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2004), 15–32. 

43 E.g.: Olaf Morgenroth and Johannes Schaller, “Zwischen Akzeptanz und Abwehr: Psychologische An-
sichten zum Scheitern,” in Scheitern: Aspekte eines sozialen Phänomens, ed. Matthias Junge and Götz 
Lechner (Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften, 2004), 181–198.

44 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca and London: 
Cornell University Press, 1978) and Hayden White, “The Value of Narrativity in the Representation of 
Reality,” Critical Inquiry 7 (1980): 5–27.

45 Scott A. Sandage, Born Losers: A history of failure in America (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2006).
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meant to be reintegrated into society. He states that failure is a social construction based 
on culture, ideology, context and theory. Regarding future research in this respect, it 
might be fruitful to see failure as a part of a history of emotions.46

During our nine hours of workshop, each participant gave a presentation, which will 
be briefly summarized below. 

Ben Harding (Kent) used the introductory presentation to challenge the concept of 
failure. He spoke about his professional career before studying history and combined it 
with historical examples of failure. 

Turning to Ancient history, the Homeric society was the topic of Klara Schwalbe’s 
(Berlin) presentation. She indicated several failures of history on her way to examine 
‘Themenos’, a piece of land given to the chief by the people. In doing so, she highlighted 
several problems of historiography: Neither is it certain when Homer lived, nor whether 
and when relevant events depicted in his works took place, such as the Trojan War. 
Sources known to historians nowadays do not allow more than ‘educated guesses’. 

Maja Lukanc (Ljubljana) took a closer look at The defeat of Celtic Numantia by the 
Romans as a Spanish National Success Story. She told the story of the Celtic settlement 
Numantia, which started a rebellion against the Romans in 154 BC. Scipio besieged the 
city and the Numantians asked for liberty in return for total surrender. As the Romans 
would not agree, most Numantians committed suicide, which could be seen as a reac-
tion to a total failure leaving no other options. The Spanish independence movement 
interpreted the story in a patriotic way. In poems of Cervantes, the defeat was turned 
into a moral success and a national monument as a place of pilgrimage was erected. 

Also dealing with national narratives, Csaba Szabó (Budapest) gave a talk on Defeat 
as a historical consciousness in which he proposed defeats as turning points in Hungarian 
history. By the examples of the defeat of Mohács in 1526, the fall of the revolution in 
1849, and the Peace of Trianon in 1919, he explained how the narrative of Hungary 
being a victim throughout history, which is still prevalent, came into existence. 

Jan Brack (Marburg/Lahn) talked about the defeat of the Central Powers in World 
War I and the ‘Stab-in-the-back Myth’ as the failure of a nation from the German 
perspective. The myth was used to hold up the illusion that the German forces would 
not have been defeated on the battlefield, but that German Socialists ‘stabbed Germany 
in the back’ with a lack of support and the revolution, thus causing the loss of the war. 
Interestingly, Social Democrats did not fight this myth but rather used it to prevent the 
German Army and the German people from facing their defeat. 

Miriam Eisleb (Mannheim) presented her concept for a BA thesis on The Modern 
Woman in Totalitarian Regimes. Equality in German National Socialism and Stalinist 
Socialism compared. Comparing the female ideal in both regimes, one of her hypotheses 

46 The Leibnitz Graduate School in Munich deals with the topic of “Disappointment in the 20th Century. 
Loss of Utopia, Denial and Renegotiation,” accessed November 3, 2015, http://www.ngzg.geschichte.
uni-muenchen.de/forschung/forsch_projekte/enttaeuschung/index.html; see also the report of their 
kick-off conference “Disappointment in the 20th Century,” H-Soz-Kult, February 2, 2012, accessed 
November 3, 2015, <http://www.hsozkult.de/conferencereport/id/tagungsberichte-4035>.
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was that totalitarian regimes would only make concessions to women’s equality if it was 
to the regimes’ advantage. 

Nina Kraus (Berlin) elaborated her MA project The Public History of Disability His-
tory?, which deals with memorial culture remembering euthanasia killings under Nazi 
rule. Her thesis uses the approach of disability history47 using the example of the socio-
pedagogical facility Kalmenhof in Idstein/Taunus, an institution which has actively 
retraced its own past since the 1980s. In this context, the long lack of validation and 
social acceptance of people with disabilities as victims of National Socialist atrocities 
can be seen as a history of failure.

Vincent Regente (Berlin) talked about his PhD project concerning Flight and Expul-
sion of Germans in the Memory Culture of Germany, Poland and Czech Republic since 
1989 in which he researches the development of a European discourse out of national 
narratives and its manifestation in museums. 

In our presentation during the Final Conclusion, our workshop shared some of the 
theories on failure and its narration, and continued with a guide on the Do’s and Don’ts 
for Historians. Or how to write about Failure: Most importantly we came to the con-
clusion that failure is a scientific result worth reporting.48 Moreover – as Freud already 
knew – suppression is never a solution. Facing a failure is the only constructive way to 
deal with it. 

In our discussion we also approached the sensitive topic of judgement, stressing that, 
only if you know which goal a historical subject or entity wanted to achieve, you may 
assess whether the attempt was successful. Therefore, a historian needs to acquire know-
ledge of the culture and norms which informed the goal. As norms and culture change 
over time, historians should not judge according to modern norms. Furthermore, failure 
may be used to structure a narrative and function as a turning point. However, what 
is understood as a turning point in history is variable. Even though or maybe because 
not all participants were convinced of a concept of failure, we shared a fruitful and 
multifaceted discussion.

47 Disability history is an approach in social science and history, that stresses the differentiation of a 
medical understanding of disability and the socio-cultural processes which structure what is perceived 
as such. Disability history proposes disability as a new category of social analysis for historical and 
cultural parameters, that, determined by space and time, describes health and sickness, ‘normality’ and 
‘the other’ in mainstream history. See also: Disability History: Konstruktionen von Behinderung in 
der Geschichte. Eine Einführung, ed. Elisabeth Bösl, Anne Klein and Anne Waldschmitt (Bielefeld: 
transcript, 2010).

48 It is interesting to see how the culture of publish-or-perish, cherry-picking, and result-straightening 
are more and more questioned in other disciplines like life sciences. Examples are: Gabriella Ander-
son, Haiko Sprott and Bjorn R. Olsen, “Publish Negative Results, Non-confirmatory or ‘negative’ 
results are not worthless,” The Scientist, January 15, 2013, accessed November 1, 2015, http://www.
the-scientist.com/?articles.view/articleNo/33968/title/Opinion--Publish-Negative-Results/; Eduardo 
Melani Rocha and Mario Luiz Ribeio Monteiro, “Publish (negative results too) or perish,” Arquivos 
brasileiros de oftalmologia 78 (2015) 2: V–VI, accessed November 1, 2015, http://www.scielo.br/scielo.
php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0004-27492015000200001&lng=en&nrm=iso.
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4.4 “Quit Playing Games.”49 Failure of War – Failure of Peace

Summarized by Jürgen Thomas Laber, Jeremy Stöhs, Doris Stadler (all Graz)

Regardless of our personal thoughts on current military conflicts around the world, we 
have to acknowledge the fact that violence has been part of our history for millennia. By 
the time the first civilization took shape the use of force had evolved from pure natural 
instinct to an increasingly organized phenomenon; be it as a reaction to offenses against 
established conventions as a means to secure dynastic rule, to expand territory, or simply 
to secure power. By the time states emerged, the face of war became largely determined 
by how each individual state could make use of force. As a consequence, longer and 
shorter periods of peace between the major powers of each century were interrupted by 
numerous large and costly conflicts; culminating in the two World Wars of the 20th cen-
tury. Volumes have been written in an attempt to comprehend the underlying reasons 
for war. One conclusion that can be drawn from this effort is that organized warfare 
and combat has always been shaped by certain fundamental mechanisms. In order to 
exemplify these ‘rules of war’, the following characteristics can be highlighted:

1. The management of resources: troops, reinforcement, and logistics;
2. The need to innovate in the civilian and military realm; 
3. Planning, information, coincidence, and dependency on weather conditions and 

seasons;
4. The plight of human casualties and suffering: of the soldiers in the field and the 

civilian population;
5. Governance and interests: who is waging war against whom, at what moment in 

time, and for what reasons?
6. The correlation between the military and the private sector.

These aforementioned points merely constitute a selection of possible criteria for a 
definition of war. Therefore, it was clear from the outset that our workshop could in 
no way address the entirety of human conflict. Rather we wanted to focus on what 
conditions have led to the ‘failure of war’, and the ‘failure of peace’. Notwithstanding 
these qualifications, all workshop participants were eager to deepen their knowledge of 
military history and showed considerable prudence in discussing the aforementioned 
tenets. 

In order to make the workshop as fruitful as possible, we sought to approach the topic 
in the form of a case study instead of choosing numerous and possibly unrelated events 
of the past. As an example of the ‘failure of peace’, we decided to deal with the critical 

49 Song by Backstreet Boys, “Quit playing Games,” released by Jive Records in 1996.
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intelligence failure that led to the invasion of Iraq by the US-led coalition in 2003. 
In preparation for the workshop, we decided to give the participants textual sources, 
so they could gain the necessary background knowledge. The two core themes of the 
texts were firstly, the reasons/justifications that led to Operation Iraqi Freedom50 and 
secondly, texts on general aspects of warfare.51 Each one of our participants presented 
one of the texts, followed by a group discussion. Additionally, we offered our partici-
pants an array of topics so they could focus on their personal interests and present their 
findings to their colleagues; e.g. the future of war or the failure of leadership. This part 
of the workshop showed that in an era of immense changes in the structures of war, 
tribal and intra-state conflicts have often left traditional approaches to the use of force 
wanting.

In addition, the current wars in the Middle East provided a basis for a conflict-simu-
lation game. In this role-play, the participants had to represent a nation and its interests 
in the current war in Syria and Iraq. The goal was to find a solution to the crisis. The 
participants were quick to realize how difficult it was to reach common ground and to 
agree on a joint effort to be undertaken by all parties at the negotiating table. Significant 
obstacles, such as the close relationship between Russia and the Assad Regime, or the 
fear of some European states of being drawn into an ethnic and religious civil war made 
any compromise seem highly unlikely. Even contradictions between some NATO allies 
became apparent as the discussion went on. 

Not surprisingly, the simulation proved to be quite challenging for the students in 
attendance. Historians are often not used to dealing with current topics, common to 
the field of political sciences and diplomacy. There is no question that historians have to 
deal with the past. However, we believe that students of history should not only study 
the past for history’s sake, but also in order to make the right decisions in the present 
and future.

All these aspects led to an extensive discussion among the workshop members. The 
main question was whether, in fact, cultural and technological progress has irrevocably 
altered the way wars have to be viewed and fought. However, it can be argued that 
many historians will interject that for example advancements in military technology can 
hardly be separated from the conduct of war. Furthermore, we have to keep in mind that 
there are only few innovations, which have had the potential of fundamentally altering 
armed conflict (the atomic bomb would be such an example) and it is even harder to 
make predictions of how a new technology will affect war in the future. Therefore, all 
participants agreed that despite the emergence of globally networked terrorism, cyber-
attacks, and hybrid warfare the basic principles of war remain unchanged.

50 Richard N. Haass, War of Necessity – War of Choice: A Memoir of Two Iraq Wars (Simon and Schuster: 
New York, 2009); George Tenet, A the Center of the Storm: The CIA During America’s Time of Crisis 
(Harper Perennial: New York, 2007).

51 John Keegan, A History of Warfare (Vintage: New York, 1993); James M. Dubik, “Has Land Warfare 
Changed? Sorting Apples from Oranges?,” Landpower Essay 2–3 (2002).
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In the end, it is insufficient to limit oneself to the study of military history alone in 
order to reach a basic understanding of the Art of War52 as Sun Tzu called it. One must 
also look beyond the often parochial concepts of military strategy, tactics, technology 
and acknowledge the significance of other forces that have shaped previous eras, their 
societies, their ideals, and their way of life. Only then can failures in war and failures 
in peace be understood more holistically and lessons be drawn from past events. War 
itself is arguably the most destructive force known to us, but at the same time it is likely 
to remain part of human life in the foreseeable future. While certain principles seem to 
remain universally applicable, other aspects of war have changed over time. However, 
what is most important is to draw meaningful conclusions from the past in an attempt 
to avoid both forms of failure in the future. 

Despite the seriousness of the topics, we also played a game of historical Guess Who? 
The two teams, ‘Team Fanny (aka Team ISCA)’ and ‘Team Stavri’, were given quotes 
or hints of historical persons who were important for war and/or peace and then they 
had to guess which person was meant. The more difficult the hints, the more points the 
teams could gain. This was the perfect way to introduce thousands of years of military 
history, while getting to know each other better. In the end – like most of the time – the 
losers had to sit in the corner while the winners basked in glory. 

52 Sun Tzu, The Art of War, trans. Thomas Cleary (Berkeley: Shambhala, 2005).
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4.5 “Blame It on the Weatherman.”53 Failure and Serendipity 

Summarized by Susanne Korbel and Evelyn Knappitsch (both Graz)

On the following pages, a short impression will be given of what the workshop "Blame 
it on the Weatherman" – Failure and Serendipity, fitting in the general seminar topic 
Failure and Beyond. Telling History – Shaping Memory, was like. Looking back, two 
major points which have ‘shaped our memory’ of the ISHA seminar come into mind: 
First, the multilayered perspectives we gained in the workshop; and second, the inspir-
ing atmosphere of discussing general questions on the workshop topic as well as our 
personal approaches to them. 

Based on previous research and study of the conditions and circumstances that influ-
ence life – and thus history – the participants prepared presentations focusing on the 
following questions: When did serendipity or misfortune decide the outcome of a battle, 
a certain development, or invention? Have perfect plans always been bound to fail if luck 
was not on one’s side? To what extent did small events change the course of history, if at all?

We wanted to examine these questions by highlighting the constructive charac-
ter of history as well as of historiography. In a fluent process determined by the vivid 
discussions in the group we reviewed these aspects at length. Moreover, we started to 
reconsider our points of view by exploring/examining the various topics the participants 
presented. Discussing key terms (‘serendipity’, ‘inevitability’, ‘hazard’, ‘luck’ etc.) and 
their possible definitions as well as possible ‘gaps’ which might occur when translating 
the term was one of our principle concerns. 

The presentations stretched across periods and regions and were interdependently 
connected. Vladimir Kuhar (Skopje), for example, questioned the influence of the wea-
ther in The Siege of Vienna in 1529. In May 1529 the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire 
started moving his army towards Vienna and besieged the city one month later. Kuhar 
argued that this event represented the pinnacle of the Ottoman Empire’s power and ter-
ritorial expansion into central Europe and would have been one of the most precarious 
periods for the Christian population in late medieval Europe. During his presentation 
Kuhar asked the question whether the heavy rains had changed the outcome of the siege 
or not. Taking it one step further he put forward a counterfactual argument regarding 
the heavy rain and the siege. Dorá Hegedüs (Budapest) carried out an analysis of the 
same questions based on the Ottoman Wars in the 17th century, defensive strategies and 
how they are ‘shaped in memories’.

Simone Daumel (Mannheim) dealt with The Failed Assault on Hitler on November 
8th 1939 by Georg Elser. She focused on the socio-historical dimension of the long nights 

53 Song by B*Witched, “Blame it on the Weatherman,” in: Album B*Witched, released by Epic Records 
in 1998.
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Elser spent in the Bürgerbaukeller, which is a large beer hall where the National Socialist 
Party regularly held venues. He was driven by the idea of stopping Adolf Hitler. Daumel 
argued that the sole thing Elser could not forecast was the fact that Hitler would have 
to change his plans unexpectedly – because of heavy fog in Munich that day. He had to 
catch a train, therefore held a much shorter speech than initially planned, and then left 
the building. She concluded that this would have been an example of luck or misfortune 
that changed history in a significant way.

Nikola Kjirikj (Skopje) attempted to analyze another assassination on Hitler: Ope-
ration Valkyrie – the unsuccessful attempt to kill Adolf Hitler and bring down the Nazi 
Government. The operation, which became more widely known through a motion pic-
ture starring Tom Cruise (2008), was led by Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg. The 
participant focused on the ‘question of luck’ or ‘serendipity’ allowing Hitler to survive 
the attack because of the hot weather that had caused the meeting to be relocated.

Colin Gutter (Strasbourg) picked a seemingly different question for her presenta-
tion: Keeping the Memory Through the Objects Randomly Found in Alsace after 2nd World 
War – A Crossing Between Two Cultures. She provided an anthropological study on the 
Alsace region on the border of France and Germany and imagined identities of Alsatians 
dealing with the remembrance of the Shoa. The solidification of a struggle of identities 
was to some extent the most fascinating aspect.

The question of (cultural) translation/s, which we tried to elaborate together by taking 
into account that our approaches are determined by different (language) backgrounds, 
was moreover the leitmotif in the presentation of Giles Connolly (Kent). Taking the 
dichotomous pictures of ‘serendipity’ and ‘inevitability’ into consideration, he focused 
on the concept of the latter and how it interacts with the former. For him, the two terms 
represent quite different approaches to history. While ‘inevitability’ focuses on the big 
picture, ‘serendipity’ shows the importance of individual moments. Connolly took a 
closer look at two case studies, the fall of France in 1940 and the Conquest of Mexico in 
1519, and showed how ‘inevitability’ is related to these two cases and why the term can 
be used in this instance. In contrast, he also showed that the moments of ‘serendipity’ 
have also shaped these situations, demonstrating the value of remembering ‘serendipity’ 
in these historical contexts.

The inspiring and stirring character of our discussion process was only possible 
because of the participants’ multi-facetted/holistic approach towards the topic. What 
is more, we included our personal predictions and views on future developments and 
scrutinized the influences they might have on archival work. Based on texts on the 
archive as an institution by Aleida Assman54 and Carlos Guinzburg55, defining and 
treating concepts and theories was equally important for us as relating the perspective 

54 Aleida Assmann, Cultural Memory and Western Civilization. Functions, Media, Archives (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 327–400. 

55 Carlos Guinzburg, Threads and Traces. True False Fictive (Berkley: University of California Press, 2012), 
215–228.
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of each participant to them. Finally, after a number of interesting presentations and 
stimulating discussions we were able to broaden our understanding of how we go about 
historiography and of which factors, big or small, have shaped and still shape memory.
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4.6 “I’m on Fire.”56 Failure in Archival Processing 

Summarized by Georg Gänser (Wien) and Bence László Bari (Budapest) 

Some people might ask why we decided to offer a workshop on archival processing 
as part of ISHA-Graz’ Autumn Seminar Failure & Beyond. Telling History – Shaping 
Memory. The answer is quite simple, whereas the explanation might be more compli-
cated and requires a deeper insight into the tasks of archives. 

Archives are important for historical research, without them historians cannot do 
research, as archives are the keepers of our past. Therefore, archival processing has indeed 
a major influence on how historians are able to ‘tell history’. Furthermore, archives are 
able to ‘shape memory’. “[Archives have got] enormous power over memory and identity, 
over the fundamental ways in which society seeks evidence of what its core values are 
and have been, where it has come from, and where it is going.”57 

“This is not simply because archivists decide through the processes of appraisal what is 
remembered and what is forgotten, who in society is visible and who remains invisible […] 
but also because the notion that social memories can be shaped so directly undermines 
established notions of historical ‘truth’: the cultural assumptions about what counts as 
knowledge.“58 

The aim of the workshop on Failure in Archival Processing was therefore, to introduce 
students to the principles and impacts of archiving. To achieve this we cooperated with 
the Provincial Archives of Styria (Steiermärkisches Landesarchiv). In this way, students 
were given the opportunity to experience several aspects of archival processing first 
hand. That means the participants got an insight into how records get into archives, how 
the decision is made to keep or to discard/not to keep documents and how documents 
are preserved. 

The Provincial Archives of Styria apply high standards regarding preservation, resto-
ration and safekeeping, but also in appraisal and archival description, which are the 
core tasks of archival processing. Therefore, this archive was perfectly suitable for the 
objectives of this workshop. The participants could get an insight in the necessities of 
proper archival processing and safekeeping, the limitations and finally the deep impact 

56 Song by Bruce Springsteen, “I’m On Fire,” in: Album Born in the U.S.A., released by Columbia Re-
cords in 1984.

57 Terry Cook and Joan Schwartz, “Archives, Records, and Power. The Making of Modern Memory,” 
Archival Science 2 (2002): 1.

58 Francis X. Blouin and William G. Rosenberg, “Archives and Social Memory. Introduction,” in Archives, 
documentation and institutions of social memory. Essays from the Sawyer Seminar, ed. Francis X. Blouin 
and William G. Rosenberg (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007), 165. 
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and consequences of these tasks on historical research and they learned to understand 
the effects of failure in this field. The workshop was based on several ‘research’ questions 
that we tried to find answers to during our visit to the archive and in the discussions. 
“How and why do documents get into the safe custody of archives? Who decides that 
and on what grounds? Are we able to preserve our past? Are we losing our history?” 

We were able to answer many of these questions in the course of an extended and 
detailed guided tour with a strong hands-on-approach, led by Elisabeth Schöggl-Ernst. 
Additionally several lectures on archival tasks in general, recordkeeping and restoration, 
historical photography, appraisal, arrangement and description as well as requirements 
of archive-buildings and finally safekeeping of digital data deepened our knowledge of 
the principles of archival processing.

Beside these more technical aspects, one major theme followed us throughout the 
workshop: the question of transparency and accountability. If archival processing is not 
transparent, how can users comprehend or retrace decisions that lead ultimately to the 
destruction of records that were considered not necessary to keep? Transparency is vital 
since archives 

“wield power over those very records central to memory and identity formation through 
active management of records before they come to archives, their appraisal and selection 
as archives, and afterwards their constantly evolving description, preservation, and use”.59 

As a consequence, without transparency users of archives can never be entirely sure 
what to expect from archives. Without transparency researchers simply do not have the 
means of knowing how the archival fonds, they want to use, were comprised and what 
might be missing. 

Archival fonds are only selections of our past. In historical research, scholars usually 
explain their own selection of sources they use, but those are based on widely non-
transparent selections made by the archives. Archives that share their appraisal policies 
or reports e.g. online can be counted on one hand worldwide even though “this appears 
[…] to be a relatively simple way of increasing transparency, […] for all government 
agencies”.60 “The challenge is to achieve more democratic, inclusive, holistic archives, 
collectively, listening much more to citizens than the state, as well as respecting indige-
nous ways of knowing, evidence, and memory, […].”61 

It is worth mentioning that most members of our team had experiences with archi-
ves, archival research and archive-related work before. Apart from that, the participants 

59 Cook and Schwartz, “Archives, Records, and Power,” 2.
60 Kate Theimer, “Ideas for increasing NARA openness and transparency regarding appraisal and sched-

uling,” ArchivesNext, February 2, 2010, accessed November 5, 2015, http://www.archivesnetxt.
com/?p=1007.

61 Terry Cook, “Evidence, memory, identity and community. Four shifting archival paradigms,” Archival 
Science 13 (2013): 116. 
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were extraordinarily enthusiastic and well-prepared when it came to the discussion of 
the assigned readings and the experiences collected in the Provincial Archives of Styria. 
All in all, our workshop could not have been successful without the professional help 
given by the archive and the co-operation of our team – we would like to express our 
gratitude for both.



5. Absence and Presence. Shaping Memory with  
Museums and Monuments

Nina Kraus (Berlin)

The scenery offered the Graz castle, a church and the park, and on the sidewalk an offset 
patch of tar. Our tour guide, already a few meters past, stopped short to point it out to 
us: „There was a remembrance stele of the project ‘63 years after’. Agitated by the right-
wing populist party they have been removed because of traffic regulations.” The project 
included ten installations with information and historical snapshots of the city of Graz 
during the time of National Socialism.62 The absence of museums and monuments can 
be as telling as their existence. After the conflict, amnesty was deemed necessary for 
rebuilding the solidarity of the collective and its neighbors: Historical distance became 
a security distance. Eventually, the revaluation of memory as guiding principle and the 
condemnation of amnesty came from ‘below’, through the identity politics and genera-
tional upheaving of the 1960s up to the 1980s into an ‘age of remembrance’.63 The crucial 
push for a public debate on the past was not given by historians or politicians, but by 
victims and witnesses contributing their stories to the collective narrative. 

One contemporary witness shared his experience with us: Franz Trampusch, who 
gave us a tour through the former concentration camp of Aflenz in Southern Styria. His 
tour, personal anecdotes mixed with ‘hard facts’ on camp systems and occupation, were 
related to us as a rehearsed narrative that obviously has been told many times before. 
Later we learned that he holds the sovereignty of interpretation for this memorial site 
and its exhibition and presents his very personalized view on the history of the quarry 
and his family. 

The friction between personal memories and scientific contextualization is often 
mocked as feud between witness and historian. When we are dealing with oral testi-
monies we have to keep in mind that, if repeated often enough, the memory becomes 
fixed in its narration. We have to dismantle the historical facts from the dramatic frame 
of the story. The post-war narratives in Austria focused on the myth of ‘the first victim’ 
and the defense of the fatherland despite the repressions of dictatorship. The victory over 

62 Walter Müller, “FPÖ lässt Grazer NS-Gedenktafeln abmontieren,“ derStandard.at, July 24, 2014, ac-
cessed November 30, 2015, http://derstandard.at/2000003503307/FPOe-laesst-Grazer-NS-Gedenk-
tafeln-abmontieren.

63 Etienne François, “Meistererzählungen und Dammbrüche. Die Erinnerung an den Zweiten Weltkrieg 
zwischen Nationalisierung und Universalisierung,“ in Mythen der Nationen. 1945 – Arena der Erinner-
ungen 1, ed. Monika Flacke (Berlin: DHM, 2004), 18–19.
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fascism, the commemoration of political opposition and victimhood stand in contrast to 
the radical demonization of the NS-Regime and Germany as sole perpetrator and a few 
single collaborators that met a swift justice in the new society. But in March 1938, the 
‘Anschluss’ of Austria was led by German and Austrian national socialists alike and 1945 
was not a year of self-liberation.64 After decades characterized by amnesia, there were 
questions about guilt and responsibility. And despite the erosion of the victim doctrine 
towards a joint responsibility, the internalized externalization of National Socialism 
poses challenges to the Austrian museum and monument culture until today, as can be 
seen by the example of the removed memory panels in Graz: martyrdom and honor are 
smoother to incorporate in positive and binding national utopias of post-45 narratives. 

Altogether this makes me ask: What happens if there is no site of remembrance, no 
immanent sense of validity? And how do we approach sites and witnesses that rather act 
as ambassadors of the ‘moral of the story’? 

As an instrument of orientation in time, memory works with reference to relevancy 
and identity: What is important? What not? For whom? These are questions that form 
the individual, the collective and the cultural memory, which not only exists in its people 
but is engraved in symbols of media, institutions, rituals and their experts.65 As future 
historians and citizens in increasingly historicized societies, we are facing a two-folded 
challenge of absence and presence: How do we surface parts of history that are left out 
of the narratives, because they are painful or complicated? And in doing so, how do we 
handle personal, often traumatic testimonies of witnesses and give their experience emo-
tional room with enough critical distance? In a space of cumulated values, visitors can 
become part of an ‘imagined community’ connected by a shared pool of knowledge and 
a common ‘becoming’ that is remembered together.66 Validating remembrance or non-
remembrance is a crucial component of a society’s conception of itself and interpretation 
of its history: The ‘past’ in itself is not yet ‘historical’ without being given a contextual 
interpretation for its present and future relevance through science and society.67 Muse-
ums and monuments are not only markers of a time past but also of the beliefs that put 
them in or removed them from public space.

64 Heidemarie Uhl, “Österreich – Vom Opfermythos zur Mitverantwortungsthese. Die Transformationen 
des österreichischen Gedächtnisses,“ in Mythen der Nationen. 1945 – Arena der Erinnerungen 2, ed. 
Monika Flacke (Berlin: DHM, 2004), 488.

65 Christoph Dejung, “Oral History und kollektives Gedächtnis. Für eine sozialhistorische Erweiterung 
der Erinnerungsgeschichte,“ Geschichte und Gesellschaft 34 (2008): 102.

66 Joachim Baur, “Was ist ein Museum? Vier Umkreisungen eines widerspenstigen Gegenstands,“ in Mu-
seumsanalyse. Methoden und Konturen eines neuen Forschungsfeldes, ed. Joachim Baur (Bielefeld: tran-
script, 2010); Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities. Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Na-
tionalism (London: Verso, 2006).

67 Jörn Rüsen, „Geschichtskultur,“ in Handbuch der Geschichtsdidaktik, ed. Klaus Bergmann (Seelze-Vel-
ber: Kallmeyer, 1997) 38–41.



6. Impressions

Marlene Fößl (Graz)
The seminar week, and also the more than a year long period of organizing, was, in a 
nutshell, an enriching and unique experience. It was incredibly encouraging to learn 
more about history and to participate in future seminars; it provided exchange on an 
academic level, e.g. how history is approached or how universities work in other coun-
tries, as well as on a socio-cultural level, e.g. explaining Styria’s obsession with pumpkin 
seeds to people who have never tasted them before. 

It made the organizing section, ISHA Graz, forge an even closer bond between its 
members; and, last but not least, I have the impression that it was very encouraging for 
the participants who are trying to start an ISHA section at their universities, such as 
Mannheim and Jerusalem.

Antonino Mario La Commare (Milan)
I have never been to Austria nor Styria before taking part in ISHA Graz’ Autumn Semi-
nar this year, which is why I was really excited to visit the country and the city. 

The organization was perfect, and the team of the ISHA Graz was really helpful and 
always present to make our stay there the most comfortable possible. Thanks to their 
organization and collaboration, the participation fee was really cheap, as well as the rest 
of the event, considering the cost of living compared to my country.

As an Italian, I have to give a special note to Styria’s interesting and tasteful cuisine 
that even has similarities with the Italian one. What I found very surprising was the use 
of the Italian language amongst the younger people and the locals in general. It felt a 
little bit like home!

I really enjoyed the night we tasted Styrian wine and local salamis in front of a 
romantic vineyard in the middle of Styrian valleys. I loved the mood that the ISHA 
members created by sharing our thoughts, dreams and interest there.

In my workshop Revolutions, Ideologies and Utopias, there were several really interes-
ting and radically different presentations which raised so many points for discussions 
that our workshop leaders managed very well, giving us the opportunity for debates. I 
really enjoyed the academic part of this ISHA seminar, including the final conclusions, 
which were well prepared, with a lot of fun, too. 

In general, I had a great time at the seminar in Graz, and I had the opportunity to 
meet amazing people from the rest of Europe again!
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Stavroula Kozakou (Nicosia)
Hey, ISHA people! I am speechless! This seminar was amazing! I liked everything! Every 
person was friendly and it felt like I have known everyone for many years. The workshop 
and our discussions were creative and interactive. I also liked the parties, especially the 
National Drinks and Foods Night. Moreover, the combination of academic knowledge 
and entertainment was great. Firstly, I gained new friends. I felt like I was part of a 
big family – an ISHA family. Secondly, I gained academic experience and I had the 
chance to meet and discuss history with other students and share our opinions about 
our studies. I learned to cooperate with other students from other countries and I met 
their cultures and different ways of thinking. I cannot describe my feelings; I felt happy, 
excited and motivated to continue studying history. It was my first ISHA seminar and 
I came here to meet ISHA people and to see how ISHA works.

I can only repeat how much I liked everything. It was a great seminar and thanks to 
all of you for this experience. VIVA ISHA!

Pavlos Vasileiadis (Thessaloniki)
First and foremost, I have to say that I really enjoyed the academic part of the seminar. 
I think it was very well organized, as well as intellectually stimulating. The choice of the 
seminar’s topic alone was enough, in my view, to predispose most participants to some 
very interesting discussions, especially in these challenging times for Europe. I guess, 
the opening lecture by professor Öktem added more to that feeling, while at the same 
time it set (consciously or subconsciously) the general framework, upon which, judging 
by the final conclusions on Friday, all the workshops would later expand.

I personally believe that my workshop concerning Failure in Archival Processing was 
a particularly fruitful and constructive one. As you know, it involved a visit to the Sty-
rian Provincial Archives, which gave us a most helpful insight into matters of archival 
processing and assessment. Anyway, all the credit goes to our workshop leaders, Georg 
Gänser and Bence László Bari, who put in a great deal of effort in order to make this 
workshop a success. I can’t thank them enough.

As for the rest, I really pay my respect to ISHA Graz. To cut a long story short, I left 
Graz with the very best of impressions. I don’t know if it was the timing, the topic or the 
framework of the seminar, but I saw a very much lively exchange of ideas and talk not 
only on history but on other important issues as well. No matter what level of studies 
or cultural background, we all had the chance, as young historians, to learn something 
from one another, something which a strict, academic program cannot always offer. This 
fruitful give-and-take process that took place in Graz was, in my humble opinion, this 
seminar’s biggest achievement and probably one of the things that most participants 
will not easily forget.
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Simone Daumel (Mannheim)
Since it was my very first ISHA seminar, I was absolutely impressed by the way we were 
able to talk about history and especially the great failures in history, as the motto of the 
workshop already implied. It was very interesting to see the different perceptions of ones 
own national past that the different participants have.

Giles Connolly (Kent)
This workshop brought many clear advantages to me. The engaging and interesting 
discussions we undertook expanded my knowledge of history, in terms of specific events 
and also more general concepts. In addition, I found it valuable to have an opportunity 
to develop my ability to present and develop ideas. The workshop allowed me to discuss 
historical careers with people at different stages to me, something very useful which 
helped inform my decision to apply for a Master Program this year. I learned a lot and 
had a lot of fun, what more could you ask for?

Francesca Montecucco (Milan)
My first ‘ISHA experience’ was the Annual Conference in Bucharest, from 24th to 30th 
April 2015. It was such an amazing experience, because for the very first time in my life 
I had the great chance to meet a lot of people coming from all over Europe and sharing 
a mutual passion (history!).

Since that moment ISHA has become a very important part of my life and all the 
ISHA people I have meet, too. That is why I decided to apply for the Autumn Seminar 
in Graz in September 2015 and once again ISHA did not disappoint me. It was another 
gorgeous and very intensive experience, if possible even more beautiful than Bucharest! 
I participated in the Failure of War – Failure of Peace workshop and it was a really inte-
resting topic of discussion, because after our personal presentations, we discussed the 
current situation in Syria extensively and general problems of democracy and war in the 
Middle East area. I learnt so much about it and I had the chance to share my opinion 
while also listening to the points of view of my colleagues. We spent a wonderful time 
together and, believe me, for me it is really hard right now to choose only few favorite 
moments, but for sure one of these would be the amazing field trip to Southern Styria. 
We visited really good places and for the night we had a perfect dinner and an amazing 
time together in a beautiful restaurant on the hills. I will always remember the perfect 
atmosphere between us all that night!

In conclusion, I really loved my second ‘ISHA Experience’ in Graz and I want to say 
“thank you so much” one more time to my Austrian friends (old and new ones) and to 
the amazing team of ISHA Graz, you did a perfect job!
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