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Abstract

Museum activism promotes the active engagement of museums in contemporary public
debates, aiming not only to raise awareness but also to catalyze concrete social actions. It
seeks to inspire empathy among visitors, foster alignment with the museum’s advocated
values, and, ideally, mobilize visitors to participate in civic movements. In this study is
constructed a theoretical framework based on visitors’ affective experiences and museum
communication strategies to examine how curatorial techniques and narrative strategies of
the National Human Rights Museum’s special exhibition “Before Dawn: Missing Objects
Collection Exhibition”, which was grounded in the promotion of human rights and demo-
cratic values, were used to evoke emotional resonance and encourage action.

Between April 19 and August 29, 2024, 22 visitors were interviewed onsite. The exhi-
bition narrative responded to broader historical contexts through the lived experiences of
“the men and women of World War I1.” Several key factors for effective emotional engage-
ment were identified, including atmospheric spatial design and musical intervention, non-
hierarchical curatorial strategies of juxtaposition, displays of authentic objects and artifacts,
narratives that readily connect to personal experience, and presentation of real individuals’
voices and faces.

Exhibitions addressing difficult histories tend to attract already interested visitors whose
values align with those of the museum, resulting in largely affirmative interpretations of the
content. Nearly half of the participants reported heightened awareness of social or personal
action, while a smaller number engaged in reflections on identity. The findings showed
that affective curatorial approaches successfully foster emotional engagement and empathy;
however, translating these into action remains a critical challenge.

Reinforcing how an exhibition relates to visitors — by enabling them to recognize
what they themselves can do — may further prompt action. In terms of the relationship
between activist museums and their visitors, this study advocates the adoption of activist
pedagogy (Robenalt et al., 2022), which emphasizes dialogue-based learning environments
and reflects the spirit of activist practice in museums through ongoing critical reflection and
experimentation.

Keywords: difficult history exhibitions, emotional experience, visitor studies, museum

activism
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