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Representations of migration, borders and memories in
exhibitions: a multimodal text analysis

Eva Insulander*

Abstract

Many museums and galleries today address migration stories in their exhibitions.
In this article, a methodological framework based on a multimodal social semiotic
approach is used for the analysis of the meaning potentials of exhibitions. A
particular focus is directed towards how the conceptions of migration, borders
and memory represent themselves multimodally, in terms of general structure,
orchestration of semiotic resources, the use of figurative language and explicit/
implicit values. This methodological framework helped uncover hidden messages
ofinterests and ideologies in different exhibitions. The study contributes toresearch
on multimodal texts and exhibitions, as well as educational research.
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Introduction and background

Across historical and political periods, migrations have affected cultures and societies.
However, in our contemporary societies, the speed and scope of migrations have produced
far-reaching social, economic and political changes (Welsch 1999; Chambers, 2012). Questions
that relate to migration and intercultural inclusion are some of the most important tasks for
political and cultural institutions to deal with. Museums are also affected by this, and several
migration museums have opened in different countries, such as the Immigration Museum in
Melbourne, the New Immigration Museum of the State of Sao Paulo, the Musée de I'Histoire
de I'lmmigration in Paris and the Documentation Centre and Museum of Migration in Cologne.
The Migration Museum Projectin the UK is another recent example of initiatives in this direction.
Many museums and galleries are also opening new exhibitions, or expanding existing ones,
in order to deal with topics on emigration and immigration, from historical and contemporary
perspectives. (Baur 2013; Cimoli 2013; Poehls 2011).

Museums, and other memory institutions, preserve and display collective memories
in relation to the social needs and cultural interests of different groups. Processes of cultural
transmission are selective and reconstructive (Halbwachs 1992; Erll 2011). These institutions
display personal stories from refugees, provide information about the history and politics of
immigration and highlight questions about geographical, physical and imagined borders, in
an attempt to promote acceptance and a more open attitude toward contemporary migration,
challenge assumptions and contribute to change in conceptions of identity (Macdonald 2003;
Whitehead, Lloyd, Eckersley and Mason 2015). In an increasingly heterogeneous society, it
seems to be an important task for museums and galleries to relate collective and personal
memories to issues of borders and differences. The last few years have shown that, despite a
history of migration, many European citizens consider immigration to be a problem. Exhibitions
have the potential to explain a society in transition, provide different perspectives on current
topics and an alternative narrative of migration (Mason, Galanti, Lloyd and Sayner 2018).
However, exhibitions often use complex texts and combine several modes and media, and
may therefore be demanding for visitors to follow. Values can, for instance, be expressed
verbally and in images and through the choice and combination of artefacts. In this article, |
investigate representations of migration, borders and memory in three different exhibitions. A
multimodal analysis is valuable when you want to study texts, such as exhibitions, in relation
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to their cultural, historical and social context, and explore how they represent versions of the
world in relation to interests and ideologies (Bjorkvall 2009).

Analyzing exhibitions: a multimodal approach

The interest in studying migration and refugees tends to increase when these questions
become prioritized in the political agenda (Black 2001). For instance, Baur (2010) and Lanz
(2016) focus on exhibition design practices in museums and galleries devoted to migration.
Elements and recurring objects in these museums, such as luggage, migrants’ letters, pictures
and clothes, are defined as ‘visual metaphors’ with symbolic value, and are used to evoke
shared experiences of immigration. Lanz (2016) shows how the concepts of immigration and
emigration are often treated differently in terms of design; emigration museums often use
playful solutions such as full-scale reconstructions, and as a contrast immigration museums
tend to be more abstract and suggestive, using artworks and testimonies. Naguib (2015)
investigates the ‘intangible heritage’ of narratives of migration and personal life stories, which
are of increasing interest to museums. However, life stories tend to focus on the individual
aspect rather than on entire communities; they complement authorized narratives of history
and, instead of institutionalized voices, they bring forth emotional aspects and multivocality.
Another feature in exhibitions on migration is the geographical map, depicting migratory routes
and flows through particular regions and nations within certain periods of time. Maps also
uncover the social construction of geographic and political entities, and show that migrations
have been presentin all times, and that the very idea of nation states may be challenged by the
use of maps (Poehls 2011; Sutherland 2014). More recently, research has addressed issues
of affect and empathy in museums, seeing empathy as an affective interpretative strategy
in exhibition design (eg. Witcomb 2013). Others have analyzed actual visitor responses to
museums’ attempts to cultivate empathy (Mason et al. 2018; Schorch 2015). | have examined
visitors meaning making elsewhere (eg. Diamantopoulou, Insulander and Lindstrand 2012;
Insulander 2010), however it is beyond the scope of this particular study.

These studies of migration in museums may be categorized as either museologically
or museographically oriented, and they illustrate how migration is represented in theoretical
rather than empirical terms. Few studies of migration in museums have employed an analytical
framework that allows for more detailed, multimodal analyses of exhibitions. Halliday’s
(1978) theory of communicative metafunctions has been used in relation to exhibitions by, for
instance, Stenglin (2004) and Insulander (2010). While Stenglin (2004) primarily focuses on
the communicative aspects of museums and analyses the composition of three-dimensional
space, | am working from an educational perspective and investigate exhibitions as knowledge
representations in relation to choices of epistemic resources (Insulander2010; see also Selander
2017). None of these studies concern exhibitions on migration, but a few other studies have
investigated the representation of national narratives on migration in exhibitions (Pang 2004;
Lindstrand and Insulander 2012) and ideologies of biculturalism and reconciliation (Martin and
Stenglin 2007). Halliday’s theory was used in all of the abovementioned studies.

The analysis in the present study draws upon a model for analysis of multimodal texts
in education developed by Danielsson and Selander (2014, 2016) (Table 1). The model was
developed within the conceptual framework of Designs for Learning (Selander and Kress 2010),
which in turn refers to multimodal social semiotics (Kress 2010) and Halliday’s metafunctional
theory. In communication, we use different modes (writing, image, graphic design etc.) and
orchestrate them in different ways into signcomplexes. All modes contribute to the meaning
in their specific way, and different modes have different modal affordances (Kress 2003) that
affect the content, as in this article with a focus on the representations of migration, border and
memory. Different modes do different things; animage is suitable for representing aspects such
as spatial information, while writing is suited for logic reasoning or for presenting information
sequentially. An exhibition often consists of complex combinations of modes. A wider concept
of reading and writing involves the idea that museum exhibitions may be ‘read’ multimodally
(see, e.g., Kress 2010; Insulander 2010). Exhibitions as multimodal texts can be seen as
signcomplexes that convey meanings to visitors through objects, verbal texts, images, sound,
etc. Meaning is constructed when resources are put to use, but resources also have meaning
potentials (van Leeuwen 2005).
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The model offers a way of doing a systematic analysis of the use of different resources in
multimodal texts. It was originally developed for educational purposes, to be used by teachers
and students in the classroom as a way to harness students’ meaning-making in various
disciplines (Danielsson and Selander 2014, 2016). Danielsson (2017) has recently extended its
use to analysis of classroom interaction. In this article, the model will be applied as a framework
for understanding exhibitions as complex signs. The model assists a thorough and systematic
analysis of how meanings of migration, borders and memory manifest themselves multimodally,
in terms of general structure, orchestration of semiotic resources, the use of figurative language
and explicit/implicit values (see Table 1). An analysis of the general structure facilitates a first
understanding of what the exhibition is about. This first step focuses on the producer’s choices
in terms of how to represent certain content, with different modes and media. The next step
involves a closer look at the interplay between the different parts of the exhibition. An analysis
of the interplay between different resources will make clear the structure of and relationship
between different entities of the exhibition, for instance the section labels that mark the different
themes in relation to what is displayed in the showcases. It may also reveal incongruity in the
use of different resources, for instance if the message of an image or object contradicts the
message in writing, and so on. An analysis of metaphors, analogies and values will reveal the
assumptions that an exhibition makes. Meanings of political ideology or ‘the other’ may not be
obvious at first glance, but can be identifiable when looking more closely. From a multimodal
perspective, implicit meanings may be expressed across modes, e.g., verbally, in images or
in combinations of objects.

Three exhibitions were selected for the analysis: The Legacy, Narratives About Escape
and Borders, Migrants and Refugees. These were on display during 2015 at one museum
and two libraries in Sweden. Each exhibition was produced with different purposes and by
different means. For instance, The Legacy was produced by an ethnic organization to raise
awareness of the situation of a particular ethnic group in Sweden. A regional museum with a
vision to help people affect society and improve their life situation produced Narratives About
Escape. The third exhibition, Borders, Migrants and Refugees, was produced by a cultural
journal with the ambition of crossing boundaries, questioning truths and being creative. During
visits to each one of these exhibitions, | collected a variety of materials, including notes,
photographs of panel- and roll-up texts, interviews, films and additional materials like digital
roll-ups, catalogues and books.

The Legacy

The Legacy [Arvet] exhibition at Vastmanland County Museum, Vasteras, was produced by the
Archive of Finns in Sweden [Sverigefinlandarnas arkiv]. This exhibition deals with migration from
national and local perspectives, and it was produced with the intention of raising awareness
of a particular population, i.e., the Finns in Sweden, a Finnish-speaking minority consisting of
established and recently arrived residents. The exhibition depicts the encounter between the
Finnish and Swedish cultures, and aims to illuminate the possibility for Finns in Sweden to
pass on their language and culture to the next generation. The Legacy shows how a number
of second-generation immigrants from Finland perceive their Finnish legacy, and how they
uphold it in Sweden. It deals with questions of loss of culture, identity and language. It is a
travelling exhibition, which is partly recreated depending on the local context.

The analysis of the exhibition starts with a focus on the general structure. Different
exhibits have been arranged in quite a large space in sequences according to different themes.
Visitors will first come across an introductory panel about the exhibition (Figure 1) and, after that,
a film with a crash course in the Finnish language. The layout is open, so the visitor can then
choose to continue to the left or to the right. To the left, there is a section with information and
material gathered from preschools, workplaces and other settings in the municipality. The visitor
will find drawings of Finland by preschool children, information about and personal accounts
of bilingualism, and an explanation of Finnish administrative areas [forvaltningsomraden] in
Sweden, where the inhabitants have the right to use their minority language. At the far end of
the space, there is one section with roll-ups representing well-known people of Finnish origin
(Figure 2). The roll-ups include photographs and excerpts from interviews, where these people
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reflect upon their Finnish legacy. To the right, there is another section with drawings, posters
and essays from schools in the municipality, which deals with how children relate to Finland in
different ways. Language seems to be the most salient theme of this exhibition, with personal
narratives about language and identity as essential features (Naguib 2015). The visitor may
choose the order in which to ‘read’ the exhibition, and can ‘navigate’ the space freely.
Looking at the interaction between different parts of the textual (in its wider sense)
representations of the exhibition, we notice that some elements require more careful reading by
the visitor, since image and verbal text complement each other rather than providing a consistent
message. In Figure 3 is the quotation: ‘Finland to me is fishing, the homeland of grandma
and grandpa, pastry and Angry Birds’. But none of these things is actually represented in the
image. This is also the case in the other panel (see Figure 4) where the person in the image is
a public relations officer in a Finnish administrative area, but his profession is not made clear
in this specific panel: ‘Often, Arto is asked about what he does at work and now he has come
up with a good way of explaining it - | work with human rights with a special focus on national
minorities. When it comes down to it, | work to preserve the Finnish culture and language
in Sweden.’ The visitor has to read the complementary text to understand the connection
between the professional title (public relations officer in a Finnish administrative area) and the
job description (to work with human rights with a special focus on national minorities). If we
move on in our analysis, we notice that there is congruence between concepts, descriptions
and explanations. The Finnish administrative area is one example of this, which is explained
in terms of legal protection, organization and rights. Other concepts are equally explained.

Multimodal text focus

Analysis of exhibition

General structure -
setting

Thematic orientation and
sequencing.

What do each of the
resources express?

What is the exhibition about and
how is the content arranged?
What aspects appear as
central? Analysis of the content
and arrangement of different
entities and themes. What
modes are used and for what
purpose?

Interplay between textual
parts

Proximity/closeness

and coherence between
writing and other semiotic
resources.

Congruence and
coherence between
concepts, descriptions and
explanations.

What is the function of different
resources? Analysis of the
interplay between different
resources, such as intro panels,
section panels, standard object
labels, images, diagrams, etc.

Figurative language (in
writing and images, etc.)

What analogies and
metaphors are used?

Deconstruction of the figurative
language in different modes.
How well do the analogies
function for the specific
content?

Values

Explicit

Implicit (in metaphors,
images, perspectives)

How are values and norms
represented, explicitly and
implicitly in different modes?
What norms are expressed?

Table 1. Model for working with multimodal texts in education (modified from Danielsson and
Selander 2014, 2016, Danielsson 2017)
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Arvet

13juni -6 september 2015

Morabou mjolkchokiad eller Fazer bis?
Haller du p verige eller Fnland
iidrottssammanhang?
Roda ellr bl bitar il Finkand?
Hurvitigtar det at kunna fnska?
Vika traditoner a viktiga st bevara?
Vad ska foras vidae il nasta generation?
1den har utsaliningen berdttar

inda sverigefinnar
omsinatankar king it fnska arv.

Vad 3t Finland frcig?

Perintd
13 kestkuu -6 syyskuu 2015

Maraboun maitosukias i azernsininen?
tatko Ruotsia a Suomea

whelluyhteykisss?

Punaisetvai siisetaat Suomeen?

Kuinka arkess on osata uomeat.

it pernteet on tarkeds salytss?

it halvamme sittsa

seursavallesukupolvelle?

Tassa nayttlys tunnetut

121

Arto Pajuvirta - Vasteras

Ofta far Arto fragan vad han jobbar med och nu har
han kommit pa ett bra sétt att forklara det.
- Jag jobbar med manskliga rattigheter med fokus pa
nationella minoriteter. For det ar ju det jag gor, om man
bryter ner det till grunden. Jag jobbar for att bevara

den finska kul h

Sig sjalv vill han déremot inte gérna lagga i nagot av
facken finsk, svensk eller sverigefinsk.

~Where ever | lay my hat, that's my home. Det ér s3 jag
ser pa det.

Usein Artolta kysytaan mita han oikein tekee ja nyt har
onloytanyt hyviin tavan selittaa asia.
~Tydskentelen ihmisoikeuskysymysten parissa, joissa

itahan on kyse, jos menen naissé asioissa hiukan
syvemmalle. Tydskentelen sen puolesta, etta voisimme
sailytta ja kehittad suomalaista kulttuuria ja kielta
Ruotsissa.

an han ei kuitenkaan ihinkaan
lokeroon kuten suomalainen, ruotsalainen tai
ruotsinsuomalainen.
- Missé tahansa likunkin, siella on kotini. Niin mina
taman ymmarran,

Figures 3-4. Interaction between the parts of and figurative language in The Legacy.
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Figures 5-6. Figurative language in The Legacy.

Looking at the figurative language of analogies and metaphors, we notice how the verbal text
in Figure 4 contains expressions like ‘Break down to the ground’ [Bryta ner till grunden] and
‘Wherever | lay my hat, that's my home’ [Dar jag lagger min hatt, ar mitt hem]. Such metaphors
may not be easily comprehended and may actually confuse the visitor.

The figurative language of analogies and metaphors is also evident in figures 5 and
6, which is where subtle messages about memory, social boundaries and power relations
in Finnish national culture and identity become evident. Emotionally evoking expressions
like ‘My body carries memories’ [Min kropp bar pa minnen], ‘They are always present in my
blood circulation’ [De finns hela tiden i mitt blodomlopp], and ‘They are stored in the archives
of the social office’ [De finns arkiverade pa socialkontoret], all contribute to the personal and
emotional character of the exhibition (Naguib 2015). This effect is produced through literary
tools, and reveals a negative minority identity based on previous experiences and stereotypes
about being Finnish, although the general message in the exhibition is to provide grounds for
a positive minority identity. In the film with the short Finnish language course, a woman says
that, in the old days, someone compared the sound of the Finnish language to ‘throwing an
iron bed down the stairs’. Prejudiced assumptions and attitudes are thus displayed but also
contradicted in the abovementioned examples.

The final step of the analysis is to go more thoroughly into the explicit and implicit values
of the exhibition. In this case, we find expressions like ‘The value of the Finnish language’
[Vardet av det finska spraket], ‘| am frustrated over not having learned the language’ ['Jag ar
frustrerad over att jag inte fatt spraket’], which clearly expresses positive and changing values
about the Finnish language. Images also reveal values, and in Figure 6 we find resemblance
with Delacroix’s Liberty Leading the People. Delacroix’s work is a symbol of the Finns in Sweden
and of the fight to uphold the Finnish legacy, despite difficulties and social boundaries. As
this exhibition uses people’s life stories and personal effects, it gives a personal account of
migration (Naguib 2015) as well as a more nuanced image of Sweden, the Finns in Sweden
and national belonging (Sutherland 2014). Its clear focus on a particular group means it does
not try to exert influence on attitudes towards migration or immigrants in general.
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Narratives About Escape

Narratives About Escape [Berattelser om flykt] at Eskilstuna Library was produced by curator
Lena Wernewik at Sormlands Museum, as part of the museum’s mission to collect and display
cultural heritage regarding migration. The exhibition mainly deals with questions of migration
from a national, Swedish, perspective. It originated in a public appeal by the museum to collect
memories of migrants, which resulted in an overwhelming majority of narratives from people
having left their home countries by compulsion. In this exhibition, these personal narratives
are combined with contemporary and historical facts about refugees into a book. Narratives
About Escape is a travelling exhibition about people who have been forced to leave their
homes, families and friends to form a new life somewhere else. The exhibition mixes personal
narratives with facts about migration and at different times, from 1700 until today

Figure 7. General structure of Narratives About Escape.

The structure of this small-scale exhibition is linear, with different panels arranged in a
semicircle, from left to right (Figure 7). It has a clear start and end, even though the visitor
can choose to take the reverse route. A separate display case in the centre of the semicircle
explores the living conditions of asylum seekers in Sweden, for instance regarding supplies
and financial support. The panels present short narratives of people from different periods in
history, mixed with information about central concepts, definitions, numbers and regulation of
migration. Text panels include titles like ‘Narratives About Escape’ (introductory/concluding
text), ‘Nasrin from Afganistan’, ‘Refugees of the world’, ‘Sadia from Somalia’ and ‘Asylum
seekers get large hand-outs from the state, don’t they?’. It is a small-scale exhibition and it is
easy to get a comprehensive understanding of its design. The visitor may comprehend that
its overarching message is to break with prejudice against immigrants, to cross social borders
through contextualizing the phenomenon of migration historically and personally.



124 Eva Insulander: Representations of migration, borders and memories
in exhibitions: a multimodal text analysis

Flyktingkonventionen

Efter andra virldskrigets slut var omkring

20 miljoner minniskor p4 drift i ett sénderbos
Europa. FN bildades 1945 och flyktingsitu
blev en av de viktigaste frigorna att I6sa.

Figures 8-9. Interaction between the parts of Narratives About Escape.

Looking at the interaction between the parts of the exhibition, there is an ironic contrast
between the display case with the few belongings of an asylum seeker (Figure 7) and the label
‘Asylum seekers get large hand-outs from the state, don’t they?’ This interaction is a reply to
prejudice against migration and refugees by way of using irony. In Figure 9, the text deals with
the fact that 20 million refugees were on the move after the Second World War, which led to
the establishment of the 1951 Refugee Convention. The image in Figure 8 shows a family
carrying some belongings through a city in ruins, apparently refugees on the Eastern front.
We can conclude that there is proximity and coherence between text and image. There is also
congruence between the concepts, descriptions and explanations that facilitate interpretation.
The Convention is explained and its purpose described.

When it comes to the figurative language, we can take a closer look at analogies and
metaphors in the following excerpt (translated from Swedish):

The family Shelest from Uzbekistan

We fled and hid in Moscow

It was like a nightmare

That always was with us

With false ID documents

We reached Sweden

We didn’t choose this country
We seek shelter

And we still seek it.

The lines ‘It was like a nightmare’ and ‘We seek shelter’ bring up emotions, and may lead
to mental visualizations of the horrible conditions of escape. The figurative language is not
related to a specific knowledge domain, but gives the exhibition a personal and emotional
character. In terms of ‘visual metaphors’, there is the display case that contains a plastic bowl
with cooking utensils. Next to it, there is a plastic bag from IKEA with towels and bedclothes.
Here, we have both the ‘visual metaphors’ of objects that are loaned to asylum seekers (Baur
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2010; Lanz 2016) and the personal approach through life stories (Naguib 2015). The message
is that refugees in Sweden do not live a life of luxury.
Values are expressed both
explicitly and implicitly in the
text, through metaphors,
images and perspectives.
The abovementioned figures
8-9 show that is difficult to
be a refugee. Xenophobia is
explicity condemned and the
exhibition contains texts that
clearly respond to prejudices
againstasylum seekers. Figure
10 states that “Today therefugee
situation is worse than ever.
Due to the situation in Syria
and other war zones, 42 500
people are forced to leave their
homes every day. But it has
also become more difficult to
bearefugee’[...]"...xenophobia
is on the rise in Sweden.
Prejudices about how asylum
seekers are living privileged on
their high allowances and taking
the jobs from native Swedes.
Buthow isitactually? We would
like to tell you in this exhibition’.
This exhibition uses
both information and personal
narratives to deal with the
issue of migration. On the one
hand, it uses an academic
discourse to present facts
that try to influence visitors’
attitudes towards migration and
immigrants; on the other hand,
the personal narratives try to appeal to the emotions and create a mutual understanding of
what migration may mean to the individual (Naguib 2015).

Figure 10. Figurative language in Narratives About Escape.

Borders, Migrants and Refugees

Borders, Migrants and Refugees [Granser, Migranter och Flyktingar] at Varby Library was
produced by the journal Glénta, anindependent publishing house and quarterly journal operating
at the intersection of philosophy, politics, aesthetics and history. The exhibition deals with the
consequences of global migration and shows a selection of Philippe Rekacewicz’s so called
radical migration policy maps. The exhibition thus takes an international and global perspective.
Rekacewicz is a journalist and cartographer of the left-wing, anti-capitalist magazine Le Monde
Diplomatique and his maps are based on research on demography, migration, war and conflict.
They illustrate current migration flows and conflict hardships around the world. Rekacewicz
uses data as a means for social awareness and involvement.

The exhibition as a whole has a linear structure with panels/maps on display on the four
walls of one single room (Figure 11). Two rows of maps are fastened to the wall. At the front
of the room, there is a small table with three non-fiction books about migration. The different
maps have headlines such as ‘Closed Europe’, ‘The view from Cairo’, ‘The view from Warsaw’,
‘When Africa came to Vienna’ and ‘Dying at Europe’s gate’. These headings provide visitors
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with clues to the central ideas of the exhibition, which is about global migration flows and the
resulting conflicts in Europe. At first glance, the maps seem very detailed and include many
different symbols and numbers. The images and text seem to require close attention by the
visitor. The exhibition takes on an academic and serious tone, as it contains words like deaths,
conference, council, agreement and directive.

Figure 11. General structure of Borders, Migrants and Refugees

If we look at the relationship between different resources on the panels, we can see that the
different entities on the maps (illustrations, numbers, symbols and smaller textboxes) often
give supplementary information to the main verbal text. The different illustrations and symbols
do not facilitate the reading of the text, but rather provide a more complex and nuanced
message to the visitor. In figures 12-13, the main verbal text tells the story of how the borders
of Europe were first opened to foreign workers in the 1970s, and how the borders after the
1980s were gradually closed. In the process, several laws and regulations made it more
difficult for people to enter and leave Europe, which turned illegal migration into a crime. In
addition, there is an illustration with five red globes that represent the number of deaths since
the year 1900, which were in some way related to migration, asylum-seeking or racism. The
image also illustrates the closing of borders by portraying a gap that gets narrower as time
goes by. Arrows indicate how various pieces of legislation affected the closing of borders.
Each mode conveys meaning in its own way, and the maps are rather demanding in terms of
interpretation. They include loads of information in terms of numbers, symbols, colours and
verbal text. Taken together, this exhibition may be regarded as educational in an academic
sense. As mentioned, three non-fiction books about migration are placed on a small table,
for example Shifting Sands by Raja Shehade and Penny Johnson, which is about the history
of the Middle East. The collection of non-fiction books may be seen as a way to stress the
academic discourse of this exhibition. Several concepts are introduced in the panels, but they
are not always described or explained; in figures 12-13, oil crises and financial collapse are
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Figures 12-13. Interaction between the parts of Borders, Migrants and Refugees.
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Quand Vienne
arend

-

When Africa came to Vienna
< Africans in Austria by country of origin

O teath ook proponkomls
G mophe e et

bebrutal

Quando Vienna inc_ontra |'Africa

Circa21 i fa.Nel 1991 Un
PO’ pi della meta vive a Vienna e nel dintorn. A questo numero vanno
aggunte. i
lizzate, e cost
dimenticarl

~  polazione variata proveniente da pil di cinquanta pzes. Un'nnegable
Ticchezza umana e culturale:

2, Egitto, Ghana, Turisia,
Mar geria, Sud Aftica e C N
pover, in fuga da guerra, miseria o disastri ambiental...

segnanti e diplomatici.
S

1 Perd, in Austria, chi ari
nazione chesi rivela brutale.

Figure 14. Values in Borders, Migrants and Refugees.

mentioned without any further information. Other concepts like readmission agreement, third
countries and names like Frontex are introduced in the same way. Figurative language with
metaphors and analogies is frequently used, concerning both the illustrations and text. As
mentioned above, the red globes symbolize the number of deaths and the gap symbolizes
the closing of borders. Metaphors and analogies like ‘the pyromaniac firefighter’, ‘the financial
collapse’ and ‘migrants become cut off’ are part of the academic discourse, but are also used
as tools to provoke mental images. The metaphors add a serious tone that tells about conflicts
and what is going on, to provide visitors with details and facts.

Values are expressed both implicitly in metaphors, images, perspectives and explicitly
in the verbal text. The verbal text in Figure 14 includes sentences like: ‘[...] An undeniably rich
human and cultural diversity’ and ‘Contrary to popular perception, they are not all drug addicts,
dealers or thieves. Some of them are teachers and diplomats’. This is an interesting choice
of words, since it may lead us to think that most immigrants actually are drug addicts, dealers
and thieves. What the producer does here is to acknowledge some people’s anxiety about the
issue, to reflect a conflict. The overall message is, however, to promote greater tolerance of
migration and immigrants. Implicitly in several of the maps, we may notice the use of colours:
red is often for death numbers, refugees or countries that have legislation that oppresses their
inhabitants, green is used for liberal countries, where citizens can move freely and so on.

In this exhibition, the academic, informative and educative discourse is dominant,
but values and opinions are also expressed. The producer uses facts, figures and maps to
convince and influence visitors’ attitudes towards migration and migrants (Poehls 2011). The
idea of national belonging is problematized using illustrations and symbols (Sutherland 2014),
representing the closing of Europe and the closing of borders as problematic.



Museum & Society, 17 (1) 129

Conclusion and discussion

The three exhibitions had in common a goal to discuss geographical, historical, political,
social, cultural and/or economic borders, and to get visitors to critically reflect on their own
perceptions and attitudes. At the same time, the exhibitions gave three different accounts of
migration, borders and memories, and used different means and modes in order to get their
message through. The first one, The Legacy, used life stories and personal accounts to create
a personal image of migration, borders and memory. It was devoted to one particular group
(Naguib 2015), the Finns in Sweden and, through stories from children, citizens and celebrities,
it tried to change peoples’ attitudes towards this group.

The second exhibition, Narratives About Escape, used life stories together with visual
metaphors (Baur 2010; Lanz 2016) and facts to illustrate a complex image of migration from
historical and contemporary perspectives. Primarily, it looked at migration from a Swedish
perspective. It was both personal and educational in its approach, and tried to change people’s
attitudes towards immigrants and migration in general.

The third exhibition, Borders, Migrants and Refugees avoided the personal. Instead, it
used academicdiscourse, exploring numbers and maps, pointing atglobal economicimbalances
to educate and to affect people’s attitudes towards migration and migrants (Poehls 2011). It
also questioned the idea of national belonging itself (Sutherland 2014).

Exhibitions often tell several stories at the same time, which may be revealed if looking
more closely. The model for the analysis of multimodal texts (Danielsson and Selander 2014,
2016) helped uncover messages of values and political ideology. Forinstance, in The Legacy, we
noticed how it generally provided more neutral, or perhaps even playful (Lanz 2016) information
about the migration of a particular group. Looking at the personal accounts, it was mainly
through the use of suggestive metaphors (Lanz 2016) and values that prejudice against the
Finns in Sweden was uncovered. In the metaphors, expressions of negative as well as positive
minority identities were displayed. In Narratives About Escape, the ambition of breaking with
prejudice against immigrants was visible at all levels of the text, from the general level to the
metaphors that were used. The producers had also created coherence between the different
parts and modes, which meant that interpretation was potentially straightforward. Borders,
Migrants and Refugees was, however, more complex by comparison and challenged the visitor
through multiple messages at all levels of the text, also through numbers and complex maps
that challenged social constructions (cf. Poehls 2011). An abundance of abstract information
was given in different parts of the text, mixed with suggested solutions that demonstrated
values and clear standpoints about the positive aspects of migration (cf. Lanz, 2016), but
without avoiding conflicts and controversies.

There were other notable differences in how the exhibitions represented refugees and
migrants. For instance, the Finn minority was considered an uncontroversial subject and a
rather well integrated group in comparison with how migrants were described in the other two
exhibitions, which address conflicts in society and prejudices about migrants. Hostility towards
migrants; seeing them as drug addicts, dealers and thieves or living a life in luxury, are discussed
and contested. What clearly emerges from this study is the complexity of the relationships
between community and museum professionals and the importance of the collaboration
between them. At this time when Europe can be said to be in crisis regarding migration and the
rise of the far right, museums certainly have an opportunity to provide alternative narratives.

The article has provided a multimodal analysis of three exhibitions on the topic of
migration in Sweden, in order to provide a comparative study. The analysis and comparison
constitutes an important first step towards understanding communication in displays that deal
with sensitive, contested and difficult histories. The comparisons have been used to explore
different representations in contemporary exhibition practices and point to a new understanding
of how processes of meaning making shape individuals and society. A step further would be to
analyze visitors’meaning making of migration narratives. Amultimodal social semiotic approach
could involve a detailed study of empirical traces of meaning making in diverse sets of data
produced during field work, such as video documentation, drawings and photos produced during
visits. Asimilar approach, in combination with detailed multimodal exhibition analyses, has been
used by myself and my colleagues in previous large-scale studies (e.g. Diamantopoulou et al.
2012; Insulander 2010). These studies provided an insight into what meaning making entails,
not only in terms of cognitive understanding but also as emotional engagement, interest and
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identity construction. However, multimodal analysis is a very time consuming business, which
is something that needs to be taken into account when designing studies.
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