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This paper focuses on 
the CHaSSMM Model of 
Analysis, a framework 
designed to support the 
role that designers 
play in the creation of 
‘difficult’ exhibitions.

Difficult exhibitions 
contain difficult 
knowledge (Bonnell & 
Simon, 2007; Pitt & 
Britzman, 2003; Simon, 
2014) related to issues 
such as genocide, gender 
violence, contested 
histories, war or death.

They present a unique 
set of challenges 
for designers, who 
engage in what I 
call the ‘double-
ended interpretation’ 
of artefacts that are 
provided by other 
project stakeholders 
as well as those that 
are created through the 
design process.

INTRODUCTION



DEFINING ‘DIFFICULT KNOWLEDGE’

The PUSH-PULL effect of difficult 
knowledge in exhibiting:

• difficult knowledge can 
open people up to a greater 
understanding of social 
justice and human rights is an 
opportunity for communities 
to come to understand each 
other on a deeper level 
through the democratization 
of ‘voice’, and to enhance 
their agency to affect change. 

• However, this comes about 
through the representations 
of those social traumas and 
people’s encounters with them.

The term ‘difficult 
knowledge’ was 
first coined by 
Deborah Britmzan, 
who recognised 
that ‘studying the 
experiences and the 
traumatic residuals 
of genocide, ethnic 
hatred, aggression 
and forms of state-
sanctioned–and hence 
legal–social violence’ 
has implications 
both for the theory 
of educators and how 
such content becomes 
pedagogical (Britzman, 
1998, p. 117).

Difficult knowledge 
is a concept that 
signifies both the 
‘representations 
of social traumas 
in curriculum and 
the individual’s 
encounters with 
them in pedagogy’ 
(Pitt & Britzman, 
2003, p. 755).

Difficult 
knowledge includes 
‘a kernel of 
trauma in the very 
capacity to know’.



DEFINING ‘DIFFICULT EXHIBITIONS’

Cultural 
institutions 
have shown 
an increasing 
willingness to 
display difficult 
knowledge related 
to loss and 
death, conflict 
and violence, and 
these ‘practices 
of remembrance’ 
(Simon, 2011, 
p. 432). 

‘Difficult 
exhibitions’ 
offer up difficult 
knowledge to 
visitors not only 
for the display 
of histories of 
trauma, violence 
and loss, 
but also the 
aftermath of such 
histories within 
the modern world.

What makes an exhibition 
‘difficult’?

• If an exhibition 
confronts the visitors’ 
expectations of 
museology and their own 
interpretive abilities; 

• If it places upon 
a visitor a heavy 
burden of negative 
emotions, particularly 
if those emotions 
implicate some kind of 
familial, national or 
cultural complicity; 

• If the exhibition acts 
as a trigger for past 
experiences, heightening 
anxiety within visitors. 

Creating a difficult 
exhibition is 
a complex:

• narrative 
structures 

• They contain a 
‘terrible gift’ 
for audiences. 

Hope is part of 
this gift: traces 
of the past are 
brought into the 
present, creating 
a ‘fissure’ 
within a person’s 
historical context. 



The difficult knowledge of the past 
can not only help us by building 
capacity for critically engaging 
with our present, but also to 
reimagine our still-yet-to-be-
determined futures.



WARNING: The following 
slide contains difficult 
knowledge related to 
gender violence. 

Photo and quote over page from the exhibition, ‘The Legacy of Rape’ by PROOF: Media for 
Social Justice. Photo: Pete Muller; Curator: Leora Kahn; Designer: Willhemina Wahlin.



Three soldiers removed 
my loincloth skirt and 
my underpants telling 
me that if I screamed 
they were going to 
kill me–and they had 
weapons. One after 

the other, they forced 
sexual intercourse on 
me in the presence of 

my children.

“ Three soldiers removed 
my loincloth skirt and 
my underpants telling 
me that if I screamed 
they were going to 
kill me–and they had 
weapons. One after 

the other, they forced 
sexual intercourse on 
me in the presence of 

my children.

“

– ‘Josephine’



THE CHaSSMM MODEL OF ANALYSIS

• The CHaSSMM Model 
was developed to 
complement the 
designerly approach 
to problem solving 
that encourages an 
open-ended method of 
questioning and the 
possibility of new 
knowledge production. 

• ‘...the innovation 
potential in design is 
to propose how things 
‘might be’’(Edeholt, 
2004, in Jahnke, 
2012, p. 36).

PAUL RICOUER: 
interpretation is an 
activity that needs 
to be checked and 
challenged against 
our own beliefs 
as well as other 
interpretations 
(Pellauer & 
Dauenhauer, 2016). 

This idea was the 
springboard for 
the development 
of an explanatory 
method that seeks 
to make explicit 
what is tacit, 
or to ‘explain 
more in order to 
understand better’ 
(ibid, pp. 13).



CHaSSMM begins with what I argue are the 
fundamental tenets of difficult exhibitions: 

(1) that they are based on an ideological 
framework created by a social group; 

(2) they are a performance of that ideological framework 
via multiple modes of semiotic resources; and 

(3) that they seek to be an affective emotional experience 
for visitors, often for the purposes of education and 
encouraging visitors to engage in a call to action. 

THE CHaSSMM MODEL OF ANALYSIS



THEORIES OF CHaSSMM
CRITICAL HERMENEUTICS

Critical Hermeneutics offers three 
theories that help to frame the problem 
of ideology, namely, Ricoeur’s theories of 
meaning, action and experience, providing a 
framework for viewing difficult exhibitions 
has performances of ideology in the world 
(Roberge, 2011, p. 5).

The underlying ideological 
framework of the project; 
stakeholder & team aims

THEORY OF MEANING

THEORY OF ACTION

THEORY OF EXPERIENCE

The performance of ideological 
framework via an exhibition’s 
‘semiotic network’

Visitor engagement with 
the exhibition: Affect, 
knowledge & call to action. 



THEORIES OF CHaSSMM
SOCIAL SEMIOTICS

The act of representing something 
going on in the world: i.e. the fact 
of sexual violence in the world

LOCUTIONARY ACT

ILLOCUTIONARY ACT

PERLOCUTIONARY ACT

The performance of the illocutionary 
act: i.e. an exhibition as a 
multimodal, semiotic resource

The causing of affect in the ‘reader’: 
i.e. visitor ‘affect’ during and 
after visiting an exhibition

• Social Semiotics focuses on two closely 
related issues in order to understand how 
meaning is produced: the material resources of 
communication and the social context in which 
their use is regulated (van Leeuwen, 2005).

• Semiotic resource: ‘resources for 
representation’(Kress, 2010). Resources 
are ‘constantly remade; never willfully, 
arbitrarily, anarchically, but precisely, in 
line with what I need, in response to some 
demand’ (Kress, 2010, p. 8).

• Communicative Acts:  
locutionary: representation of something 
going on in the world; illocutionary: the 
performance of a communication act, and; 
perlocutionary: the effect this has on the 
reader (van Leeuwen, 2005).



THEORIES OF CHaSSMM
MULTIMODALITY

• van Leeuwen (2011) explains that 
multimodality has traditionally 
referred to the integrated use of 
image, sound, language and music in 
communication within the field of 
linguistics. 

• The cohesion of integrated modes 
can be assessed through such 
analytical tools as rhythm (for 
events that take place over time, 
such as music or film), composition 
(spatial arrangements), information 
linkage (cognitive links between 
items) and dialogue (dialogic 
exchanges) (van Leeuwen, 2005). 

DIFFICULT EXHIBITIONS & MULTIMODALITY

• Exhibitions, by their very nature, are always 
multimodal, incorporating the use of colour, 
space, typography, lighting, sound and more. 

• Multimodality encourages the naming of modes 
that contribute to an exhibition – the ‘what’ 
of communication. 



CHaSSMM PRACTICE FRAMEWORKS

The ‘3x3 Model’, which maps key 
theoretical aspects of Critical 
Hermeneutics, Social Semiotics and 
Multimodality across the stages of 
difficult exhibition design. 

The act of representing something 
going on in the world: i.e. the fact 
of sexual violence in the world

LOCUTIONARY ACT

Analysis of initial project brief, 
ideology & aims of stakeholders, 
research, project planning & 
creation of design brief

PROJECT INITIATION PROJECT DESIGN

Management & creation of semiotic 
resources to ‘perform’ ideological 
framework in a multimodal 
capacity; reflexivity

PROJECT DISPLAY

Visitor interaction, learning & 
affect in relation to exhibition, 
call to action. 

The underlying ideological 
framework of the project; 
stakeholder & team aims

THEORY OF MEANING THEORY OF ACTION

The performance of ideological 
framework via an exhibition’s 
‘semiotic network’

THEORY OF EXPERIENCE

Visitor engagement with 
the exhibition: Affect, 
knowledge & call to action. 

PERLOCUTIONARY ACT
The causing of affect in the ‘reader’: 
i.e. visitor ‘affect’ during and 
after visiting an exhibition

The performance of the illocutionary 
act: i.e. an exhibition as a 
multimodal, semiotic resource

ILLOCUTIONARY ACT



The Reflexive Circuit 
provides a more detailed 
framework for open-
ended questioning within 
design practice.

Source: Wahlin, 2019.



IMPLEMENTING CHaSSMM
Ferguson Voices: Disrupting the Frame

• Ferguson Voices: Disrupting the 
Frame (Kahn, Pruce & Wahlin,  
2017) centres on the stories 
of Ferguson residents who took 
part in the protests over the 
days and months that followed 
the shooting death of teenager 
Michael Brown by Ferguson 
police officer Darren Wilson on 
9 August, 2014.

• The aim of the exhibition is 
to educate the public about 
the events of Ferguson, and 
by extension, the issue of 
police shootings in the 
United States. Ferguson 
Voices is part of the Moral 
Courage Project (MCP), a 
joint education initiative 
of PROOF: Media for Social 
Justice and the University of 
Dayton’s Human Rights Centre 
(Human Rights Centre, n.d). 

• The Moral Courage Project 
gives a ‘face and name’ 
to the notion of moral 
courage through stories of 
upstanders, and aims to 
‘inspire others to confront 
injustice in their own 
communities’ (PROOF: Media 
for Social Justice, 2018).

MORAL
THE

PROJECT
COURAGE

PROOF Media for
Social Justice©



CHaSSMM IN PRACTICE

• Official reports from government and other 
research institutes (Rothstein, 2014; US 
Department of Justice, 2015a, 2015b)

• Full-length documentaries (Tom Pool & 
Orlando de Guzman, 2015) and media reports 
(Conti, 2015; Kurtz, 2014; Myers, 2014; 
Sreenivasan, 2014; St Louis Post, 2015; 
USA Today, 2014)

• This research, combined with the 
exhibition resources delivered from the 
curators, was informed by stages 1-3 of 
the reflexive circuit.  

DOUBLE-ENDED INTERPRETATION 
first stage includes background 
research and exhibition artifacts:

Tools for interpretation



The second stage of the 
CHaSSMM Model included 
the development of 
a system for close 
reading of ideology 
within testimonies. 
In each case, colour 
coding was used to 
identify where ideas 
sat inside or outside 
of a person’s ideology. 



Source: Wahlin, 2019

This was followed by 
a ‘quick response’ 
identity binary chart, 
designed to draw out 
tacit responses to 
testimony and other 
artifacts from the 
designer and other 
project stakeholders. 



All testimonies were 
analysed using the 
Identity Chart. 

In conjunction with 
close reading, this 
method helped to 
reveal key terms, 
common ground among 
all testimonies, 
and  come to a deeper 
understanding of the 
issue and people.  

Source: Wahlin, 2019



CHaSSMM IN PRACTICE
Using CHaSSMM Responses

A woman holds up a hand-made sign at the Ferguson protests (Image source Abu El-Haj, 2014).



By re-analysing all of 
the testimonies, the 
key themes of ‘local’ 
and ‘protection’ were 
found to be strongest. 
These drove the design 
direction, and were at 
the forefront of ideas 
around representation 
of the community. 





Ferguson Voices: Disrupting the Frame was 
the first Moral Courage Project, run by 
the University of Dayton’s Human Rights 
Centre and PROOF: Media for Social Justice 
in 2016. The exhibition has travelled 
to multiple public libraries and other 
locations in the United States, including 
the National Civil Rights Museum. Photos: 
The Moral Courage Project/University of 
Dayton/PROOF: Media for Social Justice. 



“When one sees 
an exhibit 
like this, 
perspective 
on history 
totally opens 
up. It’s not 
one-sided, one 
voice. There 
is much more 
there--we only 
have to look.”



“It took 
everything in 
me not to break 
down in public. 
It hurt to see 
how much pain 
is shared. But 
it was eye 
opening to see 
people of all 
races...thank 
you for re-
sparking the 
need to fight.”



Most importantly, 
it highlights 
the necessity 
of designers to 
recognise the 
limitations of 
their own cultural, 
professional and 
personal contexts, 
and seek the 
multiperspectivism 
that can potentially 
lead to richer 
design outcomes. 

CONCLUSION

The CHaSSMM Model of 
Analysis provided 
a profoundly 
useful pathway 
for questioning, 
driving research, 
reflexivity, 
analysis and 
stakeholder feedback 
in difficult 
exhibition projects. 

In addition 
to Ferguson 
Voices, CHaSSMM 
has provided a 
foundation for 
the design of 5 
other exhibition 
projects, each 
looking into a 
particular section 
of the model. 

It allows for a full 
360-degree view of the 
iterative processes 
of design, based on 
the view that the 
difficult exhibitions 
are performances of 
ideology in the world, 
the actors being the 
semiotic resources we 
use to make meaning. 

Those resources, 
the very nature of 
exhibitions being 
multimodal, can 
include images, 
typography, 
objects, frames, 
colour, space, 
lighting, sound 
and more. 



MORE INFORMATION

If you would like to learn more about the 
CHaSSMM Model, you can access the full 
research here (see Chapter 3). 

Thank you. 

https://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/en/publications/the-ligatures-of-life-communication-design-and-difficult-exhibiti

