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ABSTRACT
Since its opening in 2016, the National Museum of African American History and Culture has surpassed
6 million visits, becoming a monument to the African American identity. The representational emphasis
of the NMAAHC lies on how resilient the African American people who endured slavery were, though
museumgoers cannot avoid witnessing racial violence and the unvarnished truth of slavery. One
objective of the NMAAHC is to unmask previously normalised histories of the exploitation of slavery and
racial subjugation, as museumgoers progress along its awareness-raising pathways. Unlike many
Western museums, the NMAAHC does not display the spoils of slavery and exploitation as valuable
artifacts, but reveals and exposes their quality as products of forced labor. The present study aims to
investigate aspects of this rich and challenging heritage, in particular the multi-layered communicative
dimension of the NMAAHC, with its synergy between its artefacts and the accompanying verbal
explanations and comments, which manage to resemiotize (pedagogically) apparently innocuous
objects as the products of forced labour and endeavour to promote societal change. The architectonic
structure of the museum visually conveys the novelty of its approach and realizes the identity of
museums as ‘spatial texts’ and loci of dialogic interactivity with explicit educational-through-semiotic
purposes. Visitors are helped to search for the (hi)stories of their families, record their stories/emotional
reactions and realize how essential their individual/family stories are to understanding/demystifying the
narrative of African American history and heritage. A broad (edu)semiotic approach (Danesi 2010;
Olteanu and Campbell 2018; Semetsky and Campbell 2018) with insights from museum studies (Ravelli
2006; Ravelli and Heberle 2016) and multimodal discourse analysis (Kress and van Leeuwen 2001,
2006), is adopted for this investigation. The considerations/implications of this exploration are discussed
in light of the ongoing efforts to find new ways to promote racial literacies and societal change in the
US, also by unmasking the existing unequal power relations, which the pandemic has amplified, as
denounced by the Black Lives Matter movement.
Keywords
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It is the story of life [...] the story of our lives,
wrapped up in a beautiful golden crown of grace.
John Lewis (Sept. 24, 2016)2
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Introduction and aims
Since its opening in 2016, the National Museum of African American History and Culture
(NMAAHC), the newest of the Smithsonian’s museums and the largest centre dedicated to the
African American experience in the US, has surpassed 6 million visits, becoming a valued
monument to the African American societal and individual identity.
In 2005, Lonnie G. Bunch III, the renowned historian, educator and NMAAHC’s founding
director, gave a decisive contribution to its realization, after decades of controversy and efforts,
by attracting the necessary private funding, in addition to congressional backing. Declaredly,
his mission has been to protect, preserve and interpret African and African American history,
culture and art. In his words, “Confronting racism is our shared responsibility. With these
educational resources gathered from across our museums and educational centres and the
critical work of many organizations at the local level, we aim to inspire change”
(@SmithsonianSec, 23 March 2021). Promoting new racial literacies through both its
exhibitions (including more than 37,000 items) and the available digital resources is one of the
core aims of the museum, which also provides support for the relatively recent developments
in school curricula (e.g. Black History Month) by collaborating with teachers. In particular, the
Digital Education Initiative has made the museum’s research-based curricula available to
educators worldwide, which has been particularly helpful in the pandemic situation that has
emphasised the difficulties of education in disadvantaged contexts.
The educational issues have often been foregrounded in the relatively recent
multifaceted discussions through the media about the unfair disadvantages of African
Americans (and BIPOC overall). The insufficient investments made in schools in areas where
African Americans live increase the educational achievement gap. These are longstanding
issues that the current pandemic has worsened to an extent which is still being studied.
However, the inspiring purpose of the museum is not to emphasize the disadvantages, but
rather the constructive attitude for positive change, as in The Triumphs and Challenges of
Black Education initiative (see below).
Its Grand Opening Dedication Ceremony (on 24 September 2016) consisted of a threeday festival in Washington, with contributions from leading politicians (former president George
W. Bush, Rep. John Lewis, Supreme Court Chief Justice John G. Roberts Jr., etc.), actors and
performers (Oprah Winfrey, Will Smith, Stevie Wonder, etc.) and celebrities, which gave rise
to a complex multimedia/modal event of high symbolic value – an extraordinary pageant,
worthy of a specific study.3 Significantly, Barack Obama inaugurated the museum by ringing
the historic 500-pound bell from the First Baptist Church in Williamsburg, Virginia, which was
founded by slaves and free blacks in 1776. Before a crowd of thousands of people gathered
on the National Mall, the first black president pronounced the words of Langston Hughes – “I,
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too, am America” – in his impressive inaugural speech that confirmed his reputation as ‘oratorin-chief.’ Unquestionably, the overarching attitude was inclusiveness.
The major representational emphasis of the NMAAHC lies on how resilient the African
American people who endured slavery were, though museumgoers cannot avoid witnessing
racial violence and what the historian John Hope Franklin used to define as the unvarnished
truth of slavery. Indeed, one major objective of the NMAAHC is to disclose this reality, and
unmask previously normalised histories of the exploitation of slavery and racial subjugation,
as the museumgoers progress along its awareness-raising pathways. In the words of the poet
Kevin Young, the museum’s new director, the museum is “a powerful place […], transforming
visitors both in-person and online, and revealing the centrality of African American culture to
the American experience. I am eager to engage further directions in the museum’s mission,
embracing our digital present and future while furthering conversations around Black history,
art, liberation and joy” (Blair 2020; emphasis added).
The present study aims to investigate aspects of this rich and challenging heritage, in
particular the multi-layered communicative dimension of the NMAAHC, with its synergy
between its artefacts and the accompanying verbal explanations and comments, which
manage to resemiotize (pedagogically) apparently innocuous items as the products of forced
labour or means of oppression, and endeavour to promote societal change. The considerations
and implications of this exploration will be discussed in light of the relatively recent and ongoing
efforts to find ways to promote new racial literacies and societal change in the US, also to
increase awareness of the existing unequal relations of power.
Methodological approach
The communicative potential of our contemporary semioscape, with its variety of multimodal
cross-media channels and genres, finds a remarkable instantiation in some modern museums,
such as the NMAAHC. Given its balanced deployment of semiotic resources where audiovisual and verbal components interact to shape new meanings, a broad semiotic approach,
with insights from museum studies, was adopted for this investigation. Indeed, in the museum’s
exhibitions and educational programmes, the emphasis on meaning-making and story-telling
is strong, and a variety of digital resources and technologically-enhanced reflection booths are
made available to visitors both to search for the (hi)stories of their families and to record their
stories and considerations or emotional reactions.
Such an organizational attitude can be described, following Danesi (2010), as
“edusemiotic,” i.e. as belonging to a domain, where the variety of learning processes are
considered from a wider perspective that goes beyond the traditional educational contexts.
The thought of C. S. Peirce has been inspirational for this research field. As Peirce put it,
people are also signs, signs among signs:
Abbamonte and Antinucci
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In learning, in interpreting signs, they grow and become, as Peirce would say, more developed signs. It
is the process of learning and evolving that brings together ens reale (reality) and ens rationis (our
knowledge of reality). This means that […] [k]nowledge is attainable even if it lurks in the future. […] We
should remember that semiosis is a never-ending process […]. Still, by putting edusemiotics into practice
[…] we come closer to this knowledge, to genuine gnosis that, importantly, cannot be separated from
self-knowledge. (Semetsky and Campbell 2018, 124-125; emphasis added)

Furthermore, edusemiotics lays emphasis on the embodied foundations of learning and
emphasizes “the continuity of human learning processes with the wider biological and physical
world, recognizing that all life forms live and learn through semiotic engagement” (Olteanu and
Campbell 2018, 256). Accordingly, edusemiotics encompasses virtually unlimited possibilities
of education and learning through a plurality of contexts, modes, media – in Semetsky’s terms,
“furniture of the universe” (2018, 124),4 or in Olteanu and Campbell’s definition, “Umwelts”
(2018, 246)5, self-worlds. Broadly, these notions include phenomena, such as human mindset,
cultural heritage/s, languages, societal structures or institutions, artefacts, i.e., the world of
meaning and sensory engagement that the organism is immersed in.
The multi-layered organizational and representational schemata of the NMAACH are
clear instantiations of such dynamic edusemiotic processes that unfold in and through the
museum along carefully arranged learning pathways, which contribute to promoting meaningmaking processes. An important role is played by the salience of the architectonic structure of
the museum that visually conveys the novelty of its approach and realizes the identity of
museums as spatial texts (Ravelli 2006; Ravelli and Heberle 2016) and loci of dialogic
interactivity, which can also have explicit educational-through-semiotic purposes, as in the
case of the NMAAHC. Ravelli and Heberle (2016) proposed a useful and detailed review of
the studies of spatial texts (museums) from a number of different perspectives, ranging from
cultural studies and sociology to phenomenology, semiotics and architecture, with an
emphasis on multimodality. A strong theoretical basis is found in Michael Halliday’s systemicfunctional linguistics, adapted and extended to visual texts. Indeed, Ravelli and Heberle
(2016), taking their trajectory from the work of Kress and van Leeuwen (2001, 2006), deftly
applied the latters’ seminal notions concerning how to interpret and describe “the grammar[s]
of visual design” to the museum-text as follows:
spatial texts need to be analysed in terms of the process types they both manifest (what we can ‘see’ in
them and what they represent) and enable (what users can ‘do’ with them). Following Kress and van
Leeuwen (2006), there is a fundamental distinction between narrative process types, which suggest
action through the presence of visible vectors, and conceptual process types, which suggest stasis
through the absence of visible vectors […]. A number of different tools are needed for the analysis of
organizational meanings […]. As described by Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), the placement of
components in relation to each other determines their Information Values, for example, elements placed
above others have the culturally-laden value of being the ‘Ideal’ or the promise. Framing identifies
whether the components are strongly or weakly differentiated, that is, shown to be separate or shown
to be more unified, and Salience accounts for the relative prominence of one element in relation to
others. This intersects with the Navigation Path (Ravelli and Mcmurtrie, 2016), which accounts for the
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relation of components to each other as the text unfolds, or as it is moved through by interactants (Ravelli
and Heberle 2016, 527; emphasis added)

The systemic functional relations among these different components are essential. Bateman
(2014) has considered such intersemiosis, with a focus on the text and image relationship,
explaining how the text can either paraphrase/elaborate/explain/expand or contrast/reduce the
image, potentially disambiguating and specifying its meaning. Bateman also considered the
possible developments of the Rhetoric Structure Theory, which focuses on communicative
effectiveness, at a multimodal level (2014, 213-220). Furthermore, in the same vein as Kress
(2010), Bateman and Wildfeuer (2014, 3) illustrate how “there are many more semiotic modes
than are generally discussed in the literature,” according to what the communities have chosen
to use as modes to satisfy their socially determined representational needs (see also Kennedy
et al. 2016). In more detail, “semiotic modes therefore may grow whenever a community of
users puts work into their use and the material employed is sufficiently manipulable to show
the traces necessary for revealing that ‘choices’ between semiotically-charged alternatives
have been made” (Bateman and Wildfeuer 2014, 3).
The NMAAHC museum-text is a strong instantiation of such notions, since the distinctive
semiotic choices made for its realization meet the longstanding need of the African American
community seeking recognition and representation. It should also be mentioned that the
dynamic relation between the architectonic organization of the spaces and the navigation paths
available to the museumgoers greatly contributes to conveying the NMAACH’s multifaceted
messages, by helping them realize how essential their individual/family stories were, to
understanding (and occasionally demystifying) the narrative of African American history and
cultural heritage.
Observational data6
The NMAACH’s distinctive architectural framing
Museums can be conveniently defined as spatial texts, and their architectures can significantly
contribute to conveying meaning, as in the case of the NMAAHC. Here, the visit begins from
the museum’s underground levels, i.e. the darkly-lit history galleries, where (in the Slavery and
Freedom exhibition – three levels underground) the exhibits include the remains of the São
José, a Portuguese slave ship that sank off the coast of South Africa, a narrow South Carolina
slave cabin, a 16.5-foot cotton tower, and some shackles so minuscule they could only have
been used for children. The emotional effect of documenting and displaying the nation’s racial
history, with the brutal realities of the slave trade and exploitation, in a confined space can be
strong. Indeed, visitors are not only confronted with a distant past but with the long-lasting and
persistent traces of that shameful past, as exhibits such as Emmett Till’s casket7 put to the fore
(in the exhibition “Defending Freedom, Defining Freedom: Era of Segregation 1876-1968”).
Abbamonte and Antinucci
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Then, from these dark periods, they move to the brighter days of African Americans’ (ongoing)
empowerment, on display in the luminous upper galleries (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. A graded learning pathway for museumgoers.8

Concisely, African Americans are represented not only as victims but also as successful,
ingenious human beings – as far as the historical circumstances permitted. Their success stories both as black pioneers and as modern achievers are multimodally celebrated in
technologically enhanced environments, thus showing how optimism, hope and spirituality –
the typical US values – have defined African American culture as well.
The defining feature of the NMAAHC is the synergy of its distinctive architecture (Fig. 2
and 3) and the exhibition of artefacts as well as the display of digital, filmic and interactive
resources along the carefully arranged itinerary, which the museumgoers follow.

Fig. 2. The NMAAHC’s three-tiered façade – the ‘corona’ shape.
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Fig. 3. The osmotic panels covering the building –
a riff on the ironwork found in Charleston,
Savannah and New Orleans that was largely built
by slaves.

There was no neoclassical remaking for the NMAAHC building but, instead, a threetiered, upward-reaching, inverted pyramid, inspired by the Yoruba caryatids, which modifies
the traditional skyline of the National Mall, where the largely neoclassical architectural monuments – the Washington Monument, the Lincoln Memorial, the White House, the Federal
Triangle buildings and the Monument Grounds – are situated.
As its Tanzanian-born British architect David Adjaye with his team (the Freelon Adjaye
Bond/SmithGroup) describe it, the NMAAHC is
arguably the nation’s most prestigious new building. […] [The architectural] approach has been to
establish both a meaningful relationship to this unique site as well as a strong conceptual resonance
with America’s deep and longstanding African heritage. The design rests on three cornerstones: the
“corona” shape and form of the building; the extension of the building out into the landscape – the porch;
and the bronze filigree envelope. […] More than half is below ground – with five storeys above. […] The
entire building is wrapped in an ornamental bronze lattice that is a historical reference to African
American craftsmanship. […] Inside the building, visitors will be guided on a historical and emotional
journey, characterised by vast, column free spaces, a dramatic infusion of natural light and a diverse
material palette comprising pre-cast concrete, timber and a glazed skin that sits within the bronze lattice.
Below ground, the ambience is contemplative and monumental, achieved by the triple height history
gallery and symbolised by the memorial space – the “oculus” – that brings light diffused by a cascade
of water into the contemplative space from the Monument grounds. Moving upwards, the views become
pivotal, as one circulates along the corona with unrivalled panoramas of the Mall, Federal Triangle
buildings and Monument Grounds. (Adjaye Associates, n.d.; emphasis added)

The focus of the architectural approach is on both the US African heritage, with the entailed
emotional-critical engagement of the visitors, and the osmosis between the interior and the
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exterior. Not only are the museumgoers involved in an awareness-raising pedagogical journey,
but the passers-by or the onlookers are also made aware of a differently iconic landmark.
To better gauge the innovative quality of the NMAAHC architecture, a comparison can
be made with the International Slavery Museum in Liverpool (ISM), which opened on the other
side of the Atlantic on 23 August 2007 – the bicentenary of the abolition of the British slave
trade and the date of the annual Slavery Remembrance Day. The NMAAHC and the ISM have
many common goals and concerns, and the ISM’s location in Albert Dock, at the centre of a
World Heritage site near the dry docks where 18th-century slave trading ships were accoutred,
has a tangible iconic value.9 Yet, the ISM galleries, which occupy the third floor of the
Merseyside Maritime Museum, are situated within a traditionally British architectonic structure
with a neoclassical portico, suggesting the greatness of the Empire, and this may appear an
(involuntary) paradox (Abbamonte 2019).
Apparently, there is no semiotic continuity between the architectural dimensions and the
contents of the ISM in Liverpool, whereas a strong intersemiotic connection can be found
between the structure and the artefacts of the NMAACH in Washington.
Text-image relation in the NMAACH’s galleries
Starting from the Slavery and Freedom gallery (1400-1877), after relatively brief (multimodal)
references to the greatness of ancient African kings, the learning pathway starts in a small
dark room – an environment that exerts some degree of control over the visitors’ perceptive
expectations. Maps, recorded commentaries and plenty of boards explain how the African people became a tradable commodity, illustrating the ghastly Middle Passage of slave trading
ships (Fig. 4). To give an example that concerns the text-image relation, it is to be noticed that
maps or ship plans would not be enough to narrate the slave passage; thus, words have the
function of disambiguating and expanding their information values.

Fig. 4. Information and technical details.

Apart from the technical information about the arrangements in the ships and during the
voyage, for the factual instruction of the audience, the evocative words of the Spanish Jesuit
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priest and missionary Alonso de Sandoval (1576-1652) are shown, as well as other affectual
comments (including “Ship Full of Sorrow”), thus eliciting in the readers/onlookers a conceptual
process arising from narrative information (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5. Alonzo de Sandoval – a grim vision and olfactory perception.

Such notions, conveyed through affective phrases, are expanded upon in other boards,
such as the board that titles “Ship full of Sorrow”:
Tens of thousands of slave ships traversed the Atlantic carrying human cargo to uncertain future […]
Rather than endure the horrors of enslavement, many jumped into the shark-infested waters. An elderly
enslaved man stated that “the iron entered into our souls,” as he described the rattling shackles that
ripped off the skin of captive Africans.

Shackles of different types are also exhibited, thus completing the educational itinerary with
the realia (Fig. 6).

Fig. 6. Shackles – the salience of the material object.

This is an authentic relic from those years that usually attracts much attention and comments from visitors (some are recorded and accessible from the museums website – Visitor
voices of NMAAHC), especially shackles for children. Shackles are among the objects that
were included in the museum’s digitization programme.
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Narrative and conceptual process types
Both narrative process types, suggesting action through visible vectors in images and movies,
and conceptual process types, eliciting reconsiderations of that complex chain of events, are
entailed in the multimodal representations of the American Revolution (1765-1783). While this
Revolution granted independence from the British and established in the US the first modern
constitutional liberal democracy, grounded on the principle that “all men are created equal”
(Fig. 7), slavery stayed on, legally, for nearly one century, since it was not abolished until 1865
(with the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment), that is, 76 years after the US Constitution
went into effect (in 1789). The effort of clearly representing this intrinsic paradox (i.e. slave
owners sending their slaves to fight in their place) is seen through a variety of resources, whose
richness cannot be conveyed here. Boards featuring both salient images (where black fighters
are foregrounded, e.g. Figure 8) and easily readable texts are displayed, and a variety of films
are shown, in an immersive virtual environment so that the apprehension of such notions can
rely on a synergy of words (written or spoken), images and music.

Fig. 7. The Paradox of Liberty – imposing statues and
high-sounding yet unfulfilled words.

Fig. 8. A black fighter in the foreground.

Words are not circumscribed into discreet side labels as in many European art galleries
and museums – typically displaying series of more or less famous, self-standing artistic
masterpieces – but at the NMAAHC are often situated on large boards that either occupy
salient positions, which give them high information value, or are in the most convenient place
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for onlookers, e.g. under screens, in order to explain and conceptualize objects or to unravel
and/or demystify the signification of images, films, maps, photos, statues and books. A black
man sawing a log, for example (Fig. 9), does not in itself signify slavery; to resemiotize such
an activity as unjustly forced labour requires a verbal level of communication.

Fig. 9. Continuing servitude – a figure from behind, disambiguated by a concise
commentary.

As visitors move through the museum text, it becomes increasingly apparent how the
skills and labours of the slaves were (and indeed still are) visible everywhere in the US. Apart
from cultivating the thriving cotton plantations, the slaves built railroads, canals, beautiful
homes, furniture and fine objects, though they were never safe from violent punishment and
other unmentionable treatments. Domestic slaves were subject to even more ill-treatment, as
the panels’ text (e.g. the central panel in Figure 10) makes clear, thus resemiotizing the information value of the fine embroidery and connoting the verb “to nurture” with sinister overtones
– enslaved women were forced to care for their (violent) owners while missing their own families.

Fig. 10. Unwilling nurturers.
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The long, tortuous and challenging path towards the abolition of slavery – through
struggles, occasional compromises, rebellions, radical conventions and executions – is
effectively illustrated and narrated, and its complexity repeatedly made clear, also by
representing the stories of white abolitionists, such as the resilient hero John Brown. He wrote
a constitution that protected African American rights and then waged a guerrilla war against
slavery in Kansas, but, in 1859, he was captured and executed. The proclamation of
emancipation did not mark the end of this dire story. Much attention in the NMAAHC is given
to illustrating the role of African American soldiers, who occasionally brought the horrors of the
slaves’ condition to the public’s attention (Fig. 11) and successfully struggled through prejudice
and discrimination (Fig. 12–14), all the way up to their present condition. The onlookers can
choose from more or less interactive access to such information.

Fig. 11. The disturbing image – an icon in favour of the Union
and its historical framing.
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Fig. 12. History made self-evident by juxtaposing words and pictures.

Fig. 13. A comprehensive medal table for lovers of detail.

Fig. 14. Recent attainments, concisely explained.

The shaping of places
The learning pathway unfolds through multimedia narratives and representations, including the
reconstruction of places and the inclusion of big objects, such as an 1853 log cabin (Fig. 15),
Abbamonte and Antinucci
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since the space and loci can shape and/or be shaped by identities to varying extents. On
display from the era of segregation (1876-1968), there is an authentic railway carriage (Fig.
16) and, among many other things, a car with an interactive keyboard where the visitors can
follow the itineraries of the Green Book for black travellers (Fig. 17) in that long and challenging
century. From later years, a prison toilet is exhibited (Fig. 18) as a reminder of the many possible aspects of the loss of freedom due to lack of opportunities.

Fig. 15. Cabin from Point of Pines Plantation in Charleston
County, South Carolina (1853).

Fig. 16. The battle over segregated transportation – recounted in brief – and the real thing,
which visitors can enter.

Fig. 17. Follow the Green Book for black travellers.
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Fig. 18. Slavery by another name – a toilet from Alabama state
prison.

The way out of segregation has been (is?) far from simple, and African American
settlements were established across the US with varying degrees of success to escape from
the repression of the Jim Crow laws and mindset. Gradually and painfully, African Americans
claimed their dignity and freedom, as the visitors can learn both from the original artefacts,
ranging from all-too-clear notice boards for ‘Colored Section’ to Ku Klux Klan costumes (19),
with their accompanying verbal commentaries and through a variety of interactive videos and
devices.

Fig. 19. A KKK robe on display and the covert organization unveiled.

Blurring the boundaries
Overall, the greater and more widespread the success of African Americans, the more
kaleidoscopic and rich its representation becomes. In the gallery “A Changing America: 1968
and Beyond,” which ranges from the death of Martin Luther King, Jr. to the second election of
Barack Obama, large-scale graphics and original artefacts synergically represent the Black
Arts Movement, hip hop, the Black Panthers, etc. up to Black Lives Matter, offering an impressive panoramic vista at the same time (Fig. 20).
From an edusemiotic perspective, the rise of the visitors from the oppression of the
underground dark history galleries to the luminous above-ground community and culture
galleries, where, circulating around the corona, they can enjoy the view of the surrounding
monumental landscape, spatially conveys the idea of the rise of African Americans in US
Abbamonte and Antinucci
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society. The display of information boards and filmed images to represent the progress of the
civil rights movement and the advancement of black influence in society in nearly every field is
impressive.

Fig. 20. “A Changing America: 1968 and Beyond” – Syncretic billboards with the repetition of
the colour orange as a guiding thread.

It should be noticed how the figure of Martin Luther King, Jr., though salient, does not
polarise the scene (Fig. 21). This is in line with the pedagogic orientation that almost exclusive
attention to major figures, such as Harriet Tubman, Rosa Parks, King Jr., Malcolm X or Barack
Obama, cannot render the complexity of the advancement of black people. Although a number
of artefacts and boards are dedicated to these leaders, the main emphasis is on the progress
of African Americans as a collective effort. Furthermore, the inclusive ideological orientation of
the NMAAHC also gives space to the (not numerous) white heroes who were engaged in this
process, such as the aforementioned John Brown.

Fig. 21. Martin Luther King, Jr.; the Black Panther Decalogue.

Space is consistently dedicated to Oprah Winfrey (Fig. 22) in whom the positive identities
of black achiever, successful woman and philanthropist are concentrated, as the juxtaposed
text summarizes. The very influential talk show host, television producer, actress and author
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is dubbed the “queen of all media.” She contributed $13 million to the building of the NMAAHC,
and its theatre is named after her.

Fig. 22. The success of a black woman – media wizard and opinion-maker.

The “Oprah Effect” has also been palpable in politics, especially in the 2008 presidential
race with her endorsement of Barack Obama, which was apparently worth about one million
votes during the Democratic primaries. Among other things, a kind of synoptic summary, consisting of closely interrelated images and texts, was dedicated to Obama’s achievements (Fig.
23).

Fig. 23. A syncretic Wunderkammer.

Overall, the meaning-making process relies on a plurality of co-occurring information
flows, thus blurring the boundary between genres and modes (photos, printed images, TV
news, movie frames, scripts, written information, still images, music, spoken words) and drawing on a variety of semiotic resources at the same time (Fig. 24).
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Fig. 24. Flowing images, immersive media context.

The very process of moving through these exhibitions entails a sequence of choices by
the visitors in comprehending and interacting with complex meaning-making museum text, following their individual preferences for some modes (e.g. audio-oral) over others (e.g. visuals
and reading) in that polymedia environment.
Discussion and concluding remarks
The NMAAHC’s distinctive architecture, synergically with its exhibitions, identifies it as an
innovative spatial text and a valued societal communicative space, where not only artefacts
but also plenty of informative textual, filmic and digital resources are available in a technologically enhanced multimodal dimension. In the words of Ravelli and Heberle (2016, 5),
[…] members of any given culture respond to the built texts of their environment in myriad ways, be it
positively, negatively or neutrally. Spatial texts are an inherent part of our social world, contributing to
how we live, work and play. A spatial text, however, is more than a mere physical building itself and its
architecture; it also includes its content […], as well as how it is used by people.

Indeed, in the communicative modes of this museum, with its skilful balancing of audio-visual
and verbal substance, visitors play an active role. Among the variety of educational initiatives,
such as The Civil Rights History Project or In Slavery’s Wake, we find very successful
interactional schemes, such as the Memory Book and the Oral History Initiative, or, in the welldeveloped section “Learn”, Talking about Race. The latter are dedicated to collecting the
memories and histories of the visitors, and are worthy of a specific discourse analysis
(Abbamonte and Antinucci, forthcoming).
Essentially, the primary goal of the NMAAHC has not been to collect impressive artefacts
per se, but rather to configure exhibitions/initiatives that could actively engage the
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museumgoers in the collective past of the non-post-racial American nation. For example,
Emmett Till’s casket strongly evokes both the history of slavery, segregation, and repeated
lynching as well as more current events deriving from that shameful legacy, such as the recent
violent deaths of unarmed black males at the hands of police: Trayvon Martin, Mike Brown,
Eric Garner, Akai Gurley, Freddie Gray, and George Floyd, together with other innocent black
men, women, and children.10 This sequence of dire events has aroused an increasingly
widespread public engagement in collecting and spreading data, including through social
media (Abbamonte 2018), and, as has been well documented in the news and in the
literature,11 in communities’ reactions, which reached a climax in the Ferguson riots (2014).
Iconic protest phrases, such as “I am Trayvon Martin,” “Hands up, don’t shoot,” and “I can’t
breathe” have become very popular both as rallying cries and as memes. The protests, partly
coordinated by the successful Black Lives Matter movement, are still ongoing in many forms,
ranging from the removal of statues related to the history of slavery to college demonstrations,
with a variety of political connotations. In the context of these still unsolved controversies and
the challenging national conversation, the aim of the NMAAHC founders was to build a living
museum where the visitors could recognise and/or represent and reframe their stories and
identities, with a focus on resilience.
From an edusemiotic perspective, “Learning presupposes a re-shaping of one’s
phenomenal world, being a restructuring of complex meaning phenomena” (Olteanu, Kambouri
and Stables 2016, 621). Indeed, the way visitors use the NMAAHC, both by gaining significant
new insights from the exhibits and by reacting emotionally to them, amounts to a reshaping of
their world to varying degrees and to feeling empowered to promote actions for change.
Indeed, the museum’s numerous initiatives12 lay a special emphasis on the value of education,
which African Americans were historically denied, such as the planned interactive virtual
program A Seat at The Table: The Triumphs and Challenges of Black Education (4 February
2022). The issues at stake are both the contribution of the founders of historically black
colleges or universities during the Reconstruction era and the lingering of the dreadful legacy
of the segregated schools, which still resonates in the present condition of black-majority
schools.
Overall, we can notice how the museum’s well-developed interactive dimension, which
effectively engages the national audience (in 2017, for example, about 40,000 visitors recorded
video speeches), reveals a changing societal attitude in the US. It is reasonable to expect that
the NMAAHC, with its unique synthesis of iconic location, artistic architectural structure,
thematic modulation of inner spaces, semiotically-charged contents/artefacts and engaged
users, will offer a remarkable contribution to promoting a shared/-able awareness of a number
of challenging issues and reasons why talking about race still matters.
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Notes
1

Although the authors conceived the paper together, Lucia Abbamonte is mainly responsible for
sections 1 and 4 and Raffaella Antinucci for sections 2 and 3.
2
From the speech of John Lewis (a former leader of the Civil Rights Movement and US representative),
at the opening of the National Museum of African American History and Culture.
3
The NMAAHC has made a video of the ceremony available at https://nmaahc.si.edu/dedication/video
(also retrievable through YouTube). See also, among other sources, Contrera (2016).
4
“We perceive the environment as, mainly, consisting of objects. What there ‘is’ is a question addressed
by ontology that accounts for the so-called ‘furniture of the universe’” (Semetski 2018, 124).
5
“Humans and animals alike only know the mind-independent things of their environment through
attributing meaning and value to them: by bringing them within their species specific phenomenal world
or Umwelt” (Olteanu and Campbell 2018, 245-246).
6
In our research domain, there is an increasing tendency to adopt the language of ‘hard sciences.’
Hence, it could be useful to specify that our data are observational rather than experimental, since in
our studies and research we have no control over the variables, i.e. we collect data and make inferences,
but we do not change the independent variable to check how this affects the dependent variable unless,
for example, we do an experiment in second language acquisition using a control group.
7
The 14-year-old African American boy from Chicago who was brutally murdered for whistling at a white
woman in Mississippi in 1955.
8
From https://nmaahc.si.edu/visit/maps. Unless otherwise specified, the NMAAHC’s website is the
source for the images used in this paper. Given its strong socio-educational orientation, the museum
generally adopts an open access policy. This is declared, for example, on its Open Access page:
“Welcome to Smithsonian Open Access, where you can download, share, and reuse millions of the
Smithsonian’s images – right now, without asking. With new platforms and tools, you have easier access
to more than 3 million 2D and 3D digital items from our collections – with many more to come. This
includes images and data from across the Smithsonian’s 19 museums, nine research centers, libraries,
archives, and the National Zoo” (https://www.si.edu/OpenAccess. Accessed November 20, 2020).
9
Images of the neoclassical building where the International Slavery Museum is located (at the 3rd floor
of Merseyside Maritime Museum in Liverpool) are retrievable at https://www.liverpoolmuseums
.org.uk/international-slavery-museum. Accessed November 20, 2020.
10
Among the plurality of sources an updated list of these dire events can be found at
https://www.reneeater.com/on-monuments-blog/tag/list+of+unarmed+black+people+killed+by+police.
Accessed November 20, 2020.
11
A concise overview of the phenomenon can be retrieved at
https://www.bmj.com/company/newsroom/fatal-police-shootings-of-unarmed-black-people-in-us-morethan-3-times-as-high-as-in-whites/ (Accessed November 20, 2020). It is worth noticing, however, that
collecting the data is no easy feat, nor free from controversy.
12
See https://nmaahc.si.edu/all-events. Accessed November 20, 2020.
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