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Emotions and Critical Thinking in Dark Heritage Site: Investigating 

Visitors’ Reactions to a First World War Museum in Slovenia 

This paper explores the connection between memory study theories (antagonistic, 

cosmopolitan, and agonistic) and emotions in a dark heritage site. It does so by 

investigating Italian and Slovene visitors’ emotional reactions to the permanent 

exhibition of the Kobarid Museum. The museum is located in a dark heritage site in 

Slovenia that was the epicenter of a series of bloody conflicts during the First World 

War.  Relying on a cosmopolitan narrative, the museum promotes a clear antiwar 

message, aiming to elicit emotional responses such as empathy and compassion for the 

victims to connect with visitors. However, our analysis brings to light antagonistic 

emotions among Italian and Slovene visitors, raising important issues concerning the 

role of emotions and multiperspectivity in dark heritage sites. Hence, we discuss how 

these emotions could instead promote critical thinking, self-reflection, and cross-

national dialogue. 

Keywords: dark heritage; emotion; war; museum; memory; empathy 

Introduction 

Sites of heritage linked to bloody conflicts and atrocities have increasingly become tourist 

attractions, so much so that the concepts of ‘dark tourism’ (Foley and Lennon, 1996) or 

‘thanatourism’ (Seaton, 1996) have informed academic debate and research for over two 

decades. This, in turn, has generated both new insights into the phenomenon and clearer 

definitions of the concepts themselves. For instance, Stone (2006, p. 152) listed seven ‘dark 

history products’ within a spectrum from darkest to lightest, ranging from ‘Dark Camps of 

Genocide’, and ‘Dark Conflict Sites’ to ‘Dark Fun Factories’. As heritage products, they also 

tend to be informed by political ideologies and presented to the public through different and 

even alternative narratives, ranging from nationalistic and adversarial to transnational and 

inclusive (Ashworth and Isaac, 2015). Thus, dark heritage sites are multifunctional, as they 

constitute ‘a place for remembrance, mourning, a space for a spiritual experience, 

demonstration of national identity, educational experiences, or simply a random stop’  (Biran, 

Poria, and Oren, 2011).  

While the study of the role of emotions in tourism has grown in the last few years, 

their exploration ‘is still in its infancy’ and focuses mostly on positive emotions or valence-

based approaches (Nawijn and Biran 2019, p. 5). As a consequence, ‘relatively less is known 
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about the actual dark tourism experience, including the elicitation of emotions and subsequent 

post-experience effects on the visitor’ (Weaver et al., 2018). In particular, the emotional 

impact upon visitors of the narratives adopted at dark heritage sites remains understudied. For 

instance, while negative emotions have a key role in dark heritage sites such as concentration 

camps, their potential in tourism experiences is still largely overlooked (Nawijn and Biran, 

2019). Furthermore, discrete approaches and narratives are adopted by dark heritage sites to 

elicit specific emotions, yet their impact on visitors is not sufficiently differentiated.  Drawing 

on Cento Bull and Hansen (2016)’s theorising on modes of remembering, this paper 

distinguishes between three different types of approaches: Antagonistic, Cosmopolitan, and 

Agonistic, to explore the relationship between visitors’ emotional outcomes and the dominant 

mode of remembering adopted by a dark heritage site.  

This paper aims at contributing to the field in two ways.  First, it investigates the 

connection between emotions and the three approaches listed above. This research focuses on 

a specific dark heritage site: the Kobarid Museum, which is located in a First World War dark 

heritage site in Kobarid, Slovenia, just a few kilometres from the border with Italy. This area 

saw twelve battles between the Italians and the forces of the Austro-Hungarian empire from 

May 1915 to November 1917, representing a battlefield of extraordinary proportions even for 

the First World War. After identifying the anti-war, reconciliatory approach adopted by the 

museum, this paper evaluates the emotional reactions of Italian and Slovenian visitors, 

assessing the extent to which the exhibition was able to elicit the desired emotions across 

visitors from two nation-states with a long history of mutual conflict and mistrust. While 

confirming the strength of visitors’ negative emotions in relation to war and conflict, our 

findings also revealed widespread strong feelings of national pride and belonging within each 

national cohort, coupled with indifference and even antagonism towards one’s neighbouring 

nation and former enemy. In light of these findings, the second and last contribution of this 

paper is to identify opportunities in dark heritage sites, aimed at challenging or unsettling 

nationalistic and antagonistic feelings towards the other, as well as offering a few suggestions 

for enhancing critical thinking and dialogue among visitors. In so doing, the paper also reflects 

on the wider issues raised by the cosmopolitan mode of remembering and on its shortcomings, 

in comparison to an alternative approach informed by agonistic memory. 
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Modes of remembering and emotions in dark heritage sites 

Drawing on Mouffe’s (2005, 2013) concept of agonism and agonistic democracy, Cento 

Bull and Hansen (2016) have distinguished between three types of memory discourse for the 

representation of bloody conflicts and wars: the antagonistic, the cosmopolitan, and the 

agonistic. Each of these approaches tends to be associated with diffferent individual and 

collective emotions (Table 1). In this article, when we talk about emotions or emotional 

outcomes we refer, following Ahmed (2004, p. 9) to ‘social and cultural practices’. As she 

argued, ‘emotions are not simply something “I” or “we” have. Rather, it is through 

emotions, or how we respond to objects and others, that surfaces or boundaries are made: the 

“I” and the ”we” are shaped by, and even take the shape of, contact with others’ (2004, 10).  

Emotion is pervasive but also extremely dynamic and contextual (Smith et al., 2018). While 

Ahmed does not think it is helpful to distinguish between emotions and affects, we are aware 

that for many scholars there is a fundamental distinction between the two concepts. As Pile 

(2010, pp. 9–10) argues, emotions ‘represent personal experience [and] are socially 

constructed’, while affects ‘are non-cognitive – affects are the deepest layer, below, behind 

and beyond both pre-cognition and cognition’. In so far as this distinction is considered 

valid, this article deals with emotions rather than affects, as socio-cultural practices which 

are both constructed and boundary-making. 

An antagonistic approach revolves around adversarial contrapositions of friends and 

foes, heroes and villains, and good and evil. This mode tends to fuel human emotions and 

political passions in association with the deep-seated individual and collective grievances, 

bringing to the fore hostility and even hatred for ‘the other’. A cosmopolitan memory 

discourse, by contrast, shuns socio-political passions, opting to promote empathy with and 

compassion for the ‘other’ by focusing on the suffering and plight of the victims. While it is 

self-reflective, it conceives both good and evil in abstract terms, thus depoliticising and de-

contextualising conflict in order to promote consensus and reconciliation. In this way, 

perpetrators are dehumanised and the evil deeds they commit become incomprehensible acts 

of barbary. 

Conversely, for agonistic memory theory compassion for the ‘other’ is but a first step 

in promoting an understanding of socio-political passions, including animosity and hatred, by 

means of radical multiperspective. While presenting different perspectives and contrasting 

views could cause discomfort and strong moral responses in visitors (Savenije and de Bruijn, 

2017) or could even reinforce stereotypes that exist in a population (Savenie, Van Boxtel, and 
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Grever, 2014), the agonistic approach can stimulate critical reflection much more effectively 

than the cosmopolitan approach, because of its unsettling potential. Indeed, an agonistic 

approach to past conflicts attempts  to repoliticise the past and to revisit the historical 

processes and struggles that turned individuals into perpetrators, victims, and bystanders. 

Furthermore, the social and political conditions as well as collective interests and identities 

that create and legitimate mass perpetration are revealed, including structural inequality and 

uneven power relations. This mode of remembering engages with human and social emotions 

and passions in order to promote critical reflection and self-reflection. 

[Table 1 near here] 

Traditionally, museums and heritage sites tend to promote national(istic) narratives 

and even antagonistic perspectives as they offer cohesive national tales and exclusionary 

conceptions of citizenship and belonging, reinforcing personal knowledge, beliefs, political, 

and social values in a process of self-recognition (Munro, 2014). However, museums have 

more recently adopted a cosmopolitan approac (Cento Bull et al., 2019; Levitt, 2015), and 

attempt to ‘encourage empathy, curiosity, tolerance, creativity, and critical thinking - in 

essence, cosmopolitan values and competencies’  (Levitt 2015, p. 8). According to Ang (2017, 

p. 4), however, museums are still ‘bound by their national contexts’, leading to a ‘friction 

between nationalism and cosmopolitanism’ that ‘has become paralysing’.  

Such an impasse could be overcome by adopting an alternative approach based on 

agonism. Museums, in fact, have also been theorised as ‘agonistic spaces’ where hegemonic 

narratives can be disrupted and conflicting voices can be heard (Pozzi, 2013). Back in the 

1990s, Doering and Pekarik (1996) had argued that visitors, even though they access museums 

with pre-established ‘entrance narratives’, should find their views challenged and unsettled 

rather than confirmed, as this would lead to deeper questioning. While the multiple and even 

contradictory roles of contemporary museums are limiting their potential as agonistic spaces, 

there are examples of this type of institution being able to promote multiperspectivity, debate 

and contestation (Cento Bull et al., 2019; Cercel, 2018; S. Macdonald & Basu, 2007). 

Museums’ different and even contrasting missions and approaches raise an important 

question: ‘What impact do museum representations have on their visitors?’ (Ang 2017, p. 5). 

Linked to this is the question of whether museums and dark heritage sites successfully promote 

the type of reactions they wish to promote with their chosen approach. This question, in our 

view, requires taking into consideration both intellectual and emotional reactions. The 
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investigation of visitors’ emotional, as well as cognitive, reactions is key both for 

professionals working in dark heritage sites and people visiting those sites.  

On the supply side, a feature shared by many dark heritage sites is that they 

seemingly strive to instrumentalise empathy and deliberately elicit emotions, such as pride, 

pity and anger (Weaver et al., 2018). Indeed, museums are emotionally driven sites (Munro 

2014; Savenije and de Bruijn 2017) often designed to stimulate specific affective responses, 

triggering feelings associated with past events or indeed fostering new emotional 

connections among individual visitors (Watson, 2016). In particular, dark heritage sites often 

strive to elicit strong emotions such as shock, pain, anger, fear as well as wonder and 

excitement (Martini and Buda, 2018). Emotions are the result of personal reactions to 

events, objects, locations or thoughts and memories that are associated with cognitive, 

physiological and motivational experiences (Del Chiappa, Andreu, and Gallarza, 2014; 

Borod, 2000; González Martin, 2019).  For example, in the case of dark heritage sites, 

emotions can be elicited by a specific place (e.g. a concentration camp or the location of a 

battle) or object (e.g. images of victims or the shoes of deportees in concentration camps).  

While Fortuna (2013) openly denounced the ‘touristification of emotion’ at heritage 

sites, Weaver et al. (2018) are more sanguine, as they recently defined the darkest tourism 

sites as ‘generally solemn and highly sanctified places of actual suffering where 

ideologically mediated narratives serve instrumentally to attract empathy, contemplation, 

and transformation’. Heritage products, therefore, tend to be informed by political 

ideologies. As Coffee (2006, p. 436) stated, ‘Museums do not episodically express their 

ideology; they exist as collections and displays of visual ideologies’. As for empathy, it can 

successfully promote social reflection and thus provide a transformative experience. As 

Mulcahy (2016) argued, learning in museums can leave a long-lasting impression and 

become ‘sticky’ precisely because of the emotional involvement of visitors. As Wetherell 

(2015, p. 156) argued, emotion ‘is inevitably tightly bound up with human meaning-

making’. Thus some scholars argue that, regardless of tourists’ motivations, it is desirable to 

engage and elicit emotional responses (‘hot interpretation’) from visitors (Uzzell and 

Ballantyne, 1998) as this approach enhances the cognitive benefits visitors derive from a 

dark site (Kang et al., 2012). 

On the demand side, visitors are increasingly expecting a deeper connection with 

what museums offer (Sanders, Brandt, and Binder, 2010), even going as far as wanting to 

‘feel’ more than to ‘learn’ (Munro, 2014). In the last decades, museums have been under 

pressure to become more democratic and inclusive institutions, promoting social justice and 
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participation (Kylie Message and Witcomb, 2015).  Participation has been found to promote 

effective engagement on the part of visitors and has been welcomed by them, often to a 

larger extent than museum curators and practitioners. According to Coghlan (2018, p. 806), 

in fact, ‘museum visitors see a more ambitious and democratic future for museums than 

some museum professionals do’. 

Finally, we should not assume that emotions, including empathy, are experienced 

equally by all visitors irrespective of their social and national backgrounds. Researchers such 

as Watson (2016) and Ahmed (2004) describe emotions as being linked to a specific cultural 

or national context. That is to say, each cultural group attributes an affective value to historical 

events, individuals or places, including heritage sites and naturally associates a set of affective 

experiences to collective emotions at such sites (Fortuna, 2013). This takes us back to the 

argument put forward by Doering and Pekarik (1996) regarding the pre-established ‘entrance 

narratives’ with which visitors access museums. Such narratives can be individual, but they 

are often representative of wider cultural groups (Coffee, 2006). Hence, we consider narratives 

and emotions as being collectively as well as individually constructed.  

Case Study: The Kobarid Museum 

The border area of Primorska, in western Slovenia, has a history of bloody conflicts, with 

Slovenes and Italians often confronting each other as enemies. During the First World War, 

between 1915 and 1917, twelve battles were fought between the Austro-Hungarian (and 

German) forces and the Italian army in this territory. In particular, the last battle, the Battle of 

Kobarid (Caporetto), corresponded to a crushing Austro-Hungaro-German victory over the 

Italian forces; 40,000 Italian soldiers were wounded or died and around 280,000 were taken 

prisoner (Wilcox, 2008; Thompson, 2009; Fabi, 1994; Macdonald and Cimprić, 2011). While 

many nationalities made up the army of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, it was Slovenes who 

primarily engaged in battles against the Italians. As Klemenčič and Koderman (2015, p. 46) 

state:  

 

The territories on which and for which the Isonzo/Soča Front battles were fought were attacked 

in the name of ancient Italian nationalism, to which Slovenes responded as soldiers in the 

Austro-Hungarian army. This fact was well known by the Austro-Hungarian authorities, who 

used [sic] the bravery and ethnic hatred towards Italians by Slovenes to use Slovene soldiers 

as cannon fodder. 
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Following the defeat and collapse of Austria-Hungary in the First World War, Slovenia joined 

the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. From 1921 until 1943, however, Kobarid and 

the Littoral area were ruled by the Italian Fascist regime and subjected to a harsh policy of 

Italianisation. The Italianisation process was deeply resented by the Slovenian population not 

least because Italians considered them an inferior population (Šabec, 2006). This period also 

saw the transformation of the Soča valley into a landscape of graves and monuments in 

memory of the Italian dead (Kranjc, 2009). Mussolini constructed large cemeteries to bury the 

Italian soldiers who had died in the First World War, which were also imposing monuments 

symbolising ‘Italy’s total dominion’ (Zilli, 2015, p. 81). One of these, an Italian ossuary in 

Kobarid itself, was built so as to dominate the entire town from the top of a hill, incorporating 

a pre-existing chapel. By contrast, the fallen soldiers of the Austro-Hungarian Empire were 

left buried in temporary cemeteries. 

Following the Resistance against Fascism and Nazism organised by Tito’s forces, 

which in Slovenia involved a civil war against Slovene collaborators, the so-called 

domobranci, Kobarid and Slovenia joined Yugoslavia until Slovene independence in 1991. 

During the Resistance, between 1943 and 1945, Tito’s troops were responsible for the so-

called massacre of the foibe, when a few thousand Italians met their death by being pushed 

into natural sinkholes (Oliva, 2017; Pupo, 2003). During and after the war, between 200,000 

and 300,000 Italians left the Slovene Littoral and Istria in order to escape Tito’s communist 

regime (Pupo, 2003). 

The troubled relations between the neighbouring populations of Italians and Slovenes 

left a  legacy of mutual distrust and divided memories, defined by Foot (2009, p. 11) as 

‘different sets of memories surfaced from and about events, shaping both public and private 

memory’. As it was argued, ‘The events of the battles and the effects of the conflict have been 

recorded, celebrated and studied in a consistently distinct way, according to two approaches 

that have produced diversified narratives’ (Zilli, 2015, p. 85). 

In Italy, the defeat in the twelfth battle of Kobarid has always had great resonance, and 

nowadays it continues to evoke contrasting views and interpretations among historians as well 

as among journalists, politicians, civil servants and the public at large. On the one hand, the 

Italian defeat is considered a debacle which exposed the responsibility of the Army Supreme 

Commander, Luigi Cadorna, both for poor leadership and for unfairly blaming the behaviour 

of the soldiers. On the other hand, the emphasis is placed on the positive impact of this defeat 

on the war efforts and on the ability of all Italians to come together in defence of their 

fatherland and ultimately to win the war. As Wilcox (2008, pp. 6–8) explains,  
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an accepted narrative emerged which did not deny the defeat, but recast it as the 

progenitor of renewal. The story of Caporetto was retold to illuminate the positive 

outcomes of the moment of national trauma. Caporetto, then, could be presented as a 

moment of national renewal.  

 

At the social level, many Italian families remember Kobarid as a place where one or more of 

their ancestors fought, died or managed to survive. 

In Slovenia itself, where Kobarid is located, the twelfth battle does not evoke 

similarly strong or controversial reactions. The First World War had been largely ignored 

during Tito’s regime, despite the fact that ‘World War I was a seminal and tumultuous 

experience for Slovene soldiers, civilians and their political leaders. Its tremendous costs 

were very clear in both human suffering and economic costs’ (Kranjc, 2009, pp. 217–218). 

Neither the interwar Yugoslav Monarchy nor its successor, Tito’s Yugoslavia, wished to 

commemorate a divisive event, given that Slovene and Croatian soldiers had fought for 

Austria-Hungary against the Serbs (Jezernik & Fikfak, 2018). In Yugoslavia, in particular, it 

was the memory of the Second World War, and the heroic partisans’ war against fascist and 

Nazi occupiers that was officially celebrated, at the expense of the previous conflict. It was 

only after Tito’s death in 1980 that historians started to pay attention to the Great War, while 

myriad improvised collectors on the Soča front itself started amassing military weapons and 

memorabilia (Bartulovič & Strmčnik, 2016).  

It was in this context that the Kobarid Museum opened in 1990, one year before 

Slovene independence, to commemorate the twelfth battle. The museum proved successful, 

both in terms of the number of visitors and in terms of gaining international recognition. 

Nowadays it attracts roughly 70,000 visitors per year, mostly made up of an international 

audience, mainly Italians to whom the museum was originally addressed, as well as 

Slovenes, followed by Austrians and Germans, and, in fewer numbers, Hungarians, 

Americans, British, Czechs, Croats, Israelis and other nationalities (Deganutti, Parish, & 

Rowley, 2018). Furthermore, the area around Kobarid became an important dark heritage 

site. In 2002, the Slovenian state established the Pot Miru Foundation ‘in order to preserve, 

restore and present the historical and cultural heritage of the First World War in the Soča 
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Region’1. The Foundation, in turn, promoted the Walk of Peace project in collaboration with 

Italy as part of the EU cross-border cooperation programmes (Likar & Klavora, 2015; 

Nadalutti, 2012). The Walk of Peace extends for over a hundred kilometres, incorporating 

numerous historic sites, monuments and cemeteries from the First and Second World Wars. 

Methods 

We used a combination of interviews, questionnaires, and analysis of visitors’ comments to 

investigate the emotional reactions experienced by visitors at the Kobarid Museum.  

First, in September and October 2016 we interviewed various current and former directors 

and curators of the museum (7 people in total) with the purpose of identifying which 

approach was used for the design of the museum and whether any mode of remembering 

was preferred. Interviews were subsequently transcribed and analysed thematically.   

Questionnaires and analysis of visitors’ comments were carried out simultaneously in 

2017. We focused our data collection on Italians and Slovenes because Kobarid is a site of 

dark heritage of particular relevance for both, given the history of conflict between the two 

nations and the fact that it was the location of a battle fought primarily by Italians and 

Slovenes during the First World War. Indeed, Italians and Slovenes account for about two-

thirds of the annual visitors. Thus, following Watson’s (2016) reasoning, we investigated 

whether each national group experienced different emotional states at this site. 

We started with an examination of the visitor books because they can provide a very 

useful insight into visitors’ reactions (Macdonald, 2005) and emotional responses (Isaac & 

Budryte-Ausiejiene, 2015). We were particularly interested in investigating how emotions 

differ based on national belonging or across national boundaries (Chen, 2012, pp. 375–376) . 

The site of Kobarid has a different meaning for Italians and Slovenes, so we were not only 

interested in understanding which emotions were elicited but also how these related to the 

visitors’ cultural background. We analysed books of comments in Italian and Slovene at 

different intervals  (1990-1; 1993-4; 1995-96; 1999-2000; 2004-2005; 2010-11, 2014-2015) 

so that we could compare how they experienced the museum. Hence, we analysed all 

comments left by Italians and Slovenians in these years, for a total of 2,533 comments, 1,709 

were written in Italian, 824 in Slovene. Visitors’ books were first scanned, then comments 

were transcribed into a Word document and translated into English. Thus, we carried out a 

 
1 ‘Walk of Peace in the Soča Region Foundation’, the Pot Miru Foundation, 

www.100letprve.si/en/po_miru/about_fundation 
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content analysis using NVivo to find comments describing personal experiences and 

emotions. For example, we looked for instances in which comments referred to family 

members, or to emotions such as feeling sorry, worried or proud.  

While a very high number of visitors’ comments explicitly referred to emotional 

outcomes, it is also the case that  affective experiences are not easy to verbalise (Reijneveld, 

de Looze, Krause, & Desmet, 2003; Scott, 2011). Moreover, ‘unlike responses to 

questionnaire questions, recorded comments do not necessarily address the same issues. 

Visitors write whatever seems most important or most appropriate to them at the moment 

and do not reveal their feelings on other subjects’ (Pekarik, 1997). To supplement visitors’ 

comments with data specifically about their emotional outcomes, we also developed a 

questionnaire regarding visitors’ emotional response to the exhibition. The questionnaire 

was displayed on a tablet in the museum for 9 days in May 2017. Since the questionnaire 

was placed initu and involved museum visitors, we relied on convenience sampling 

(Robson, 2002). In total, we received 55 questionnaires, 40 responses from Italians and 15 

from Slovenians. We calculated our numeric results both as derivatives (i.e. percentages) 

and absolutes (i.e. numbers from which the derivatives were calculated). However, when we 

analysed visitors’ experiences, we decided to use percentages. While this allowed us to 

generalise the results and to compare the experience between populations, we acknowledge 

that our findings from Slovenes’ questionnaires should be taken with caution as they rely on 

a small sample (i.e. 15). At the same time, even though Slovene visitors who answered the 

questionnaire were not the same as those who left the comments, we are satisfied that data 

collected from both methods show similar reactions. 

The digital questionnaire was developed using Google Forms and included three sets 

of questions. First, it collected demographic data: age, gender, and nationality. Second, it 

displayed a set of emoji-based questions designed and validated by De Angeli et al. (De 

Angeli, Kelly, & O’Neill, 2020). This validation process ensured that the meaning of these 

emoji was clear to the public. Visitors were asked to choose among 13 emoji, each depicting 

a different emotional state, to illustrate how they felt through the museum. For example, 

these emoji capture basic emotions (e.g. anger, sadness), experiences (e.g. perception of 

pride or achievement), global experiences of affect such as boredom, and passions (e.g. 

hatred). They could select multiple emoji. Last, we asked who was represented in the 

exhibition using emoji illustrating for example a nurse and a soldier. Answers were 

automatically saved in a Google Sheet document, facilitating the data analysis: from Google 
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Sheet we could download an Excel file and use this software to calculate the frequency each 

item was selected by Italians and Slovenians. 

We opted for an image-based questionnaire because research has shown that 

representations of facial expression can communicate emotions in an effective way, 

sometimes even better than verbally (Bradley & Lang, 1994; Desmet, 2003). Emoji are also 

increasingly popular in everyday life (Gülşen, 2016) and are often used to express emotions, 

particularly in social networks, so they are very intuitive. Emoji are a global phenomenon, 

which is why they are often interpreted in the same way across different cultures and 

languages (Barbieri, Kruszewski, Ronzano, & Saggion, 2016). 

Findings 

The Museum’s Approach 

The museum was planned with a clear anti-war message in mind. The founder and 

organisers of the museum favoured a cosmopolitan mode of remembering, avoiding 

conflicting interpretations and contrasting perspectives and focusing on shared experiences 

of suffering by soldiers of all nationalities. The explicit absence of historical and socio-

political contextualisation aims at promoting peace and mutual empathy across national 

groups: 

As the founder himself, Zdravko Likar, explicitly stated, 

 

The Kobarid Museum was founded above all to caution that war should never happen again. 

It has focused on ordinary soldiers plunged into the bloody dance of war. Their youth was 

destroyed; survivors returned from the war as if grown old: they were disabled, their souls 

were wounded forever. The museum was founded for them, not for the generals and 

politicians who triggered this unprecedented butchery. (Likar & Klavora, 2015, p. 98) 

  

Interviews carried out in 2016 with former and current directors, as well as curators, 

established that they all shared the anti-war message and supported the museum’s emphasis 

on the pain and suffering engendered by war. As one of the founders and an ex-Director 

stated: ‘We wanted to underline that war (every war) is catastrophical. Weapons cannot 

solve anything. The aim was peace, this is still the case today [...] The concept still works 

very well today’ (Interview, 28 October 2016). One of the curators was also very explicit in 

defining the museum’s message as ‘peace, a message of peace’. While he acknowledged that 



12 

the museum should be classified as a ‘historical-military’ institution, he argued that this was 

fully ‘compensated for’ by its clear and uncompromising message (Interview, 8 September 

2016). Another curator stated that difficult and controversial issues were also important to 

address, but still insisted that in all wars the ‘small’ man always pays and the First World 

War soldiers from both sides were victims (Interview, 7 September 2016). 

The permanent exhibition dedicated to the First World War fully reflects this 

unanimous vision. Already at the entrance of the museum, the visitor encounters a gallery of 

photographs of soldiers which, apart from their uniforms, provide no indication of the army 

they fought for. A White Room focuses on the trenches and the harsh mountainous 

environment, which claimed many casualties. A Black Room includes portraits of soldiers at 

prayer before going into battle, the gate of an Italian military prison, displaying anti-war 

graffiti in Italian and German, horrific facial portraits of wounded soldiers and photos of 

hanged ones. An art installation depicts a series of black dots on a wall and on the ceiling, 

gradually becoming smaller and more numerous, graphically showing the mass death toll of 

the First World War. On the top floor, a  narrow cave replicating part of a trench shows the 

dummy of an Italian soldier writing a letter to his father. Visitors can hear the letter being 

read aloud over the notes of the Friulan song Stelutis alpinis. This scene seemingly aims at 

moving visitors and inspiring reflection on the human suffering that soldiers on both sides of 

the front experienced. Although a room is specifically dedicated to Slovene soldiers in the 

war, the images shown are similar to those of all other soldiers, as they focus on the terrible 

climate and terrain conditions they experienced in the trenches as much as on the bodily 

wounds inflicted upon them during the conflict. As a curator explained, ‘On the one hand, 

the museum displays many artefacts, materials etc, on the other hand it shows many photos 

and not much text. Photography itself is a universal language. Everyone understands it.’ 

(Interview, 8 September 2016). 

The anti-war message of the museum was officially recognised and acknowledged at 

national and EU level. In 1992, the museum was awarded the Valvasor Prize by the 

Association of Museums of Slovenia. In 1993, it was one of the finalists for the European 

Museum of the Year award. In the same year, it received the Council of Europe Museum 

Prize. Since then, the Soča valley dark heritage site, with its numerous international 

cemeteries, and the Kobarid museum itself have increasingly come to play a high-level 

diplomatic role (Clarke, Cento Bull, & Deganutti, 2017), hosting official commemorative 

events attended by the Prime Ministers and Presidents of former enemy countries, including 

Italy and Russia. As the authors argued (2017, p. 671), the cosmopolitan narrative of peace 
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and reconciliation promoted by the museum, ‘allows Slovenia to present itself as a niche 

advocate for the normative values of the EU’. The Kobarid museum, therefore, stands in 

contrast to, and explicitly aims to overcome, the divided memories of the First World War in 

this borderland, by emphasising the shared experiences of the foot soldiers, whichever side 

they fought on, and implicitly blaming, as Likar had remarked, ‘the generals and politicians 

who triggered this unprecedented butchery’. By shifting the emphasis on the sufferings of 

ordinary soldiers, the museum curators and managers (and policymakers) hope for a 

rapprochement between ordinary visitors from former enemy countries. If this is the explicit 

approach of the museum, do visitors respond positively to the prevailing message? Do they 

feel empathy with and compassion for their former enemies? Are other emotions aroused 

while they visit the museum?  

Visitors’ experience 

In this section we describe the data collected from Italian and Slovene visitors to 

understand: how they experience the museum and its narrative; what are the similarities and 

differences between the two groups; whether the way these two groups experienced the 

museum may explain why we collected more data from Italians than Slovenes. 

The questionnaire provided a good picture of which emotions were felt and which 

perspectives were perceived during the visit, while visitors’ comments provided a better 

understanding of visitors’ experience, so what may have caused specific emotions. The 

comments also provided an overview of visitors’ social experience. For example, they 

highlighted how the museum is often visited in groups: among Slovenians school groups are 

especially prominent, while Italians often visit with their family or as part of an Association 

(e.g. Association of elderly people or Alpine soldiers).  

The data collected established that many visitors of both nationalities had found 

visiting the exhibition a very moving experience. Comments registering emotions such as 

compassion and sorrow for the plight of soldiers and civilians from all sides, were often 

recorded in the visitors’ books: 15% of Italians and 10% of Slovenes wrote that they felt 

moved, sad, repulsed or horrified by what they had seen, or indeed experienced a state of 

shock for witnessing the suffering brought by war. Anti-war, pro-peace comments were 

recurrent, especially numerous among Italians (37%), but also among Slovenes (17%). 

Typical comments included, ‘Never again!’, ‘Down with war!’, ‘No more wars!’, ‘Long live 

peace!’. Many comments also remarked on the folly of war, considered responsible for 
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bringing only suffering and destruction, specifically linking these feelings to the exhibition 

itself. As a Slovene visitor wrote, ‘The museum left an impression upon the whole family. 

Now we want only peace’. This strength of emotional reactions was also found in the 

questionnaire responses (Table 2).  

Visitors answering the questionnaire selected the emoji illustrating sadness (32.5% of 

Italians and 33.3% of Slovenes) and worry (27.5% of Italians and 20% of Slovenes). 

Respondents also indicated that they had understood the message of the museum, as the vast 

majority commented that the exhibition portrayed the combatants (and to a lesser extent the 

civilians) as victims of the war, while nobody emerged as heroes. Similarly, a very high 

percentage of respondents to the questionnaire (100% of Italians and 93.3% of Slovenes) 

indicated that the focus of the exhibition was on ordinary soldiers, while roughly a third 

identified middle-ranking military officers as being also portrayed in the museum (36% of 

Italians and 33.3% of Slovenes) (Table 3). Thus, the general consensus was that the focus of 

the museum appeared to be soldiers, with hardly any examples of generals or other high-

ranking officers. These findings would appear to confirm Boyd’s (2017, p. 9) evaluation of 

visitors’ reactions to an emotionally-charged WW1 exhibition at the Melbourne Museum, as 

she concluded that ‘Overwhelmingly, participants were against war, finding it 

unconscionable’. Further analysis of our data revealed a more complex picture. 

[Table 2 near here] 

[Table 3 near here] 

Beyond eliciting generalised anti-war and pro-peace feelings and compassionate 

emotions for both civilians and soldiers, the Kobarid museum is experienced very differently 

by Italian and Slovene visitors. Indeed, rather than breaking down barriers among national 

groups through its emphasis on shared experiences, the museum appears unwittingly to 

enhance national bonds. This confirms the relevance both of the concept of ‘entrance 

narrative’ put forward by Doering and Pekerik (1996) as well as Watson’s (2016) view that 

each cultural or national group associates specific emotions with past events. The linguistic 

barrier also plays a part, as we found clear evidence of visitors reading and reacting to 

previous comments in their language, thus engaging in a dialogue only with those sharing 

their national background, which in turn reinforces nation-building rather than transnational 

empathy.  
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These national differences may explain why more Italians left comments and 

answered the questionnaires, even though Slovenian visitors are usually more numerous than 

Italian visitors (Kobarid Museum, 2014). In particular, the much greater number of 

comments by Italians in the visitors’ books compared to Slovenes’ may be explained by the 

long-lasting legacy the defeat at Caporetto left in Italy and its public memory, as it continues 

to reverberate across different generations, reinforced by private/family memory. Many 

more Italian (15%) than Slovene (7%) visitors, in fact, expressed the need to remember and 

even honour those fallen in the war (with numerous comments referring explicitly to ‘our’ 

dead, as opposed to the dead from all sides). Indeed, the word Kobarid (Caporetto) seemed 

to have a very different kind of resonance among the two groups of visitors, with 4% of 

Italians mentioning it with explicit reference to the First World War (and the twelfth battle in 

particular), while the 6% of Slovenes who used this term in their comments did so regarding 

the museum, as opposed to the site of the events linked to the war. It was the museum, in 

fact, which elicited the largest number of comments among Slovenes:  44% of Slovenian 

visitors praised the institution, while only 15% of Italians referred to the museum. 

A personal memory of the war is also stronger among Italian visitors: 10% of Italian 

visitors’ comments referred to a relative who had died in the battle of ‘Caporetto’, as 

compared to 6% of Slovenes. Many of the former also stated that they had been 

accompanied by other family members in their visit, especially siblings and offspring, and 

mentioned the stories related to war experiences they had been told by their parents and 

grandparents. An Italian visitor typically wrote; ‘My grandfather often tells me stories…but 

the photos break the heart more!’ Another wrote ‘I have come from Tuscany to remember 

and partially relive what my parents told me’. In total, roughly 29% of Italians stated that 

they had visited the museum to remember and pay their respects to the dead, compared to 

around 13-15% of Slovene visitors. 

This personal level of remembering can be related to Hirsch’s (1997) concept of 

‘post-memory’, which refers to the second generation of victims and survivors experiencing 

the past events only indirectly through family mediation. The strong involvement of feelings 

affects the way events are remembered. Italians connected national and cultural memory 

revolving around the tragedy of Caporetto to their personal family history. Thus, visiting the 

museum and the trenches become both an individual and a collective pilgrimage, which 

reinforces their emotional response to the museum’s exhibition. Indeed, one visitor wrote 

explicitly in capital letters, ‘ON A PILGRIMAGE TO THESE SACRED PLACES FROM 

NAPLES’. Another linked her personal story with the history of the Italian nation: ‘Very 
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moved to see again the sites of our history – my granddad Nicola was captured and deported 

to Austria and Bravanne. And he died there. With love his granddaughter’. As Damari and 

Mansfeld (2016, p. 202) have argued, pilgrimages promote a sense of community and 

collective identity ‘even if he/she is undertaking a journey as an individual and is not 

surrounded by fellow pilgrims’, not least because each visitor is well aware of following in 

the footsteps of so many others. By contrast, the First World War was not publicly 

remembered in Slovenia either during the interwar years or indeed after 1945. It was only 

after Tito’s death in 1980 that the war began to be remembered. Many comments by Slovene 

visitors refer to the fact that their history is not widely known. As a visitor remarked, ‘Pity, 

that we Slovenes know so little about our past history. This is also a part of us and so all 

praise to the people who have preserved this memory! Thank you!’. 

Although the cosmopolitan message of the exhibition is largely shared among 

visitors, it sits ambiguously with an enhanced sense of nationhood and kinship registered 

among Italians. The post-memory work associated with both the war and the visit to the 

museum among Italians, therefore, sets their experience apart. The strong emotions often 

experienced by Italian visitors for the plight of their relatives and/or fellow nationals tend to 

establish invisible bonds among them which seemingly exclude other national groups. 

Indeed, a minority of Italian comments openly displayed antagonistic emotions of belonging 

and of animosity towards the former enemy (linked to words like hero(es), glory, victory, 

‘Long Live Italy’, or even ‘Kobarid is Italian!’).  

It is also the case, however, that an enhanced sense of nationhood emerges from the 

comments of Slovene visitors, even though it revolves around pride in present-day Slovenia 

and in its achievements rather than around a shared memory of the First World War. The 

Kobarid Museum plays a pivotal role in this renewed sense of collective belonging.  Some 

visitors explicitly link pride in the museum with pride in their (new) nation-state. As one 

visitor commented, ‘Very remarkable museum - Slovenian pride!’. Similarly, another 

remarked that ‘We are proud that we have in Slovenia such a good museum!’ Another 

referred to the local area: ‘People from Primorska are proud of this museum!’ Praise and 

congratulations are heaped on the museum and by association on all Slovenian people. As 

one visitor wrote:  

 

The museum is a good illustration of how the SLOVENES developed into a good 

nation of the independent and honourable Europe and world, which in its history has 
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never done anything bad. Postscript: Due to its heroic and unblemished history of the 

nation SLOVENIA deserves to live peacefully in the future.  

 

Such strong feelings of national pride and belonging are at times accompanied by more 

explicit antagonistic emotional reactions, as also witnessed in the case of Italian visitors.   

A few comments reflected upon the historical and political context leading to the 

conflict, blaming the generals and/or political and economic powers from all sides for the 

war, rather than enemy nations. As an Italian visitor remarked, ‘Wars are always fought by 

the poor people ... Cadorna = war criminal’. Another stated, ‘Rebel against those who send 

us to die for interests that do not concern the people but a few èlites’. While this type of 

comments is also in line with the mission of the museum as conceived by its founder, they 

were quite rare, probably because these historical actors were largely absent from the 

exhibition and the perpetrators, in turn, were not dealt with.  

Ultimately, the exhibition provoked cosmopolitan emotions and some antagonistic 

reactions, but these feelings were often not translated into agonistic reflection. Some visitors 

were critical of the exhibition. For example, in the questionnaire, just a small minority 

indicated that nurses were portrayed in the museum while for most respondents, civilians 

and women were considered not to be represented in the display. A few visitors were overtly 

critical of the exhibition for presenting a simplistic and superficial view of war-making. In 

particular, visitors remarked that the museum should be more open to different perspectives. 

For example,  an Italian visitor wrote the following comment, which we can also define as 

agonistic: 

 

The multiethnicity of the territory is not revealed, and the suffering and the horror of 

war are presented trivially. You have the tools, look for the means of promoting a 

message that really makes people reflect. It is a banal museum, which expresses only 

the sadness and desolation of war. This is not sufficient.  

 

This lack of pedagogical content and learning outcome from visitors (especially Italians) 

was also reported in the questionnaire: the emoji illustrating indicating whether visitors had 

discovered something new was selected by only 7.5% of Italians - as opposed to 20% of 

Slovenes, while the emoji illustrating a feeling of achievement and educational outcome 

were never selected. 
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Discussion 

One Approach, Two Reactions 

Our findings highlight the extent to which the museum’s cosmopolitan intentions impacted 

upon visitors’ emotional experiences at the Kobarid Museum, inspiring tolerance and 

reconciliation. Despite being focused on the First World War, a conflict which may seem 

distant to the vast majority of Europeans who are several generations away from those 

bloody events, the Kobarid Museum is still able to stimulate strong emotions among its 

visitors. Furthermore, its cosmopolitan message resonates strongly among visitors in line 

with the museum’s stated mission, eliciting feelings of compassion for all those who fought 

in the trenches, regardless of their nationality, as well as a clear stance in favour of peace 

and against all wars. 

Beyond these uniform transnational reactions to the exhibition, however, Italians and 

Slovenes experienced the museum quite differently and associated discrete collective 

emotions with the site (Fortuna, 2013; Watson, 2016).  The combination of visitor books and 

questionnaire responses brought to light how memories and emotions differ on the basis of 

national belonging (Chen, 2012). Italian visitors appeared to be particularly emotional and 

have deeper connection with the history of the site as they remembered not only the history 

of their own nation, but their own family history, which is probably why they could feel 

such a strong empathy for the soldiers who fought and died in the area. The larger number of 

Italian visitors who decided to leave a comment or fill out the questionnaire further suggests 

that Italian visitors felt a stronger personal connection with the museum’s display and thus a 

stronger emotional reaction to it. Usually, only visitors who feel strongly about their 

experience leave a comment: ‘comments tend to be written by people with strong emotional 

or ideological responses to the exhibition or museum’ (Pekarik, 1997). According to the 

questionnaire, while both Italians and Slovenians felt almost equally sad (e.g. for the 

soldiers), Italians felt angrier and more scared than Slovenians. This may be because Italians 

experienced the museum in a more personal way.  

Ultimately, the exhibition also seems to be enhancing a national sense of belonging, 

often accompanied by indifference towards, and/or lack of knowledge of, one’s own 

neighbouring country, rather than greater understanding and empathy for the former enemy. 

Even more worryingly perhaps, from the perspective of the museum’s stated mission, is the 
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finding that this enhanced national pride and/or sense of belonging at times leads to the 

expression of openly nationalistic and even antagonistic reactions among visitors. 

Suggestions for Agonistic Interventions 

Based on the above findings, the Kobarid museum’s cosmopolitan purpose of having visitors 

empathise with victims from all nations and of promoting reconciliation seems to fall short 

of its own vision. This appears to confirm Smith’s (2016) wide-ranging survey of the 

reactions of visitors to museums and heritage sites in Australia, the vast majority of whom 

found that the experience had strengthened their existing views and knowledge, while in 

most cases empathy for the other had not gone beyond generic feelings of sadness or pity. 

Importantly, however, Smith (2011, 2016) also distinguished between different registers of 

engagement, whereby deep emotional engagement coupled with critical thinking can trigger 

transformative experiences among visitors. In light of this, we would contend that, by 

incorporating agonistic interventions, the Kobarid museum would be in a better position to 

engage visitors at a deeper level and promote meaningful reconciliation. As Simon (2010) 

and Coghlan (2018) argued, visitors themselves increasingly welcome the opportunity to 

discuss, share, and remix what they consume.  

Based on our findings, we suggest three main interventions to  promote an agonistic 

approach in museums and heritage sites. These observations would also help address some 

of the highlighted shortcomings of the cosmopolitan approach at the Kobarid museum. 

Firstly, an agonistic exhibition should balance emotional, educational and transformational 

outcomes. The Kobarid museum was able to provoke strong emotions, but these feelings 

either simply reinforced visitors’ ‘entrance narratives’, both individual and collective, or did 

not go beyond generic feelings of compassion and sadness for the other. We could term this 

a missed opportunity, since, as Blanchette and Caparos (2013) have argued, greater 

emotional involvement can lead to greater motivation in understanding.  This is especially 

the case with positive emotions, which have been deemed to enhance cognitive skills while 

negative emotions such as concern and fear are believed to impede critical thinking 

(Schmidt, 2017; Tyng, Amin, Saad, & Malik, 2017). However, as Nawijn and Biran (2019, 

pp. 2392–2393) have argued, ‘the experience of negative emotions provides tourists with 

opportunities for transformation and self-development’, as well as ‘affecting meaning-

making’.  Hence both negative and positive states can be channelled to stimulate critical 

thinking and deeply transformative experiences, linking these emotional states to new 

memories and new knowledge. 
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Secondly, a museum’s exhibition would be enhanced by presenting to visitors 

contrasting perspectives and unsettling issues, as proposed by agonistic memory theory. 

Providing a multi-perspectival narrative can promote empathy and interest in different 

historical actors and points of view (Savenije and de Bruijn, 2017), which in turn can 

facilitate learning and critical thinking (Schmidt, 2017).  In our case study, the lack of 

multiple and even contrasting perspectives was perceived negatively by many visitors.. In 

order to overcome this issue, the Kobarid Museum could incorporate the controversies 

around the Italian 1917 defeat and surrender and the ambiguous Slovene memory of the First 

World War. Rather than hinting at the responsibility of policymakers and army generals for 

the carnage caused by the war, yet also leaving them out of the display, the museum could 

present their views and decisions, promoting a discussion among visitors. The exhibition 

could also display the views of those soldiers and ordinary people who were in favour of 

participation in the war, at least in the initial phase.  

Lastly, museums wishing to promote a transformative experience, for instance in 

favour of peace and reconciliation, could promote an active dialogue between different 

national and cultural groups. By engaging visitors from different national groups with 

broader debates and political discourse, a museum could potentially involve a wider range of 

emotions and have a deeper impact on the community (McConville, McCreanor, Wetherell, 

& Moewaka Barnes, 2017). Drawing from our experience at the Kobarid museum, we 

suggest two ways in which an active dialogue can be encouraged. First, guided tours could 

play an enhanced role in facilitating cross-cultural encounters, as suggested by Schorch et al. 

(2017). In the case of the Kobarid museum, the tour guides often promoted dialogue around 

controversial and unsettling aspects of the war, yet such tours were conducted in either 

Italian or Slovene, hence precluding transnational understanding, which ought to be one of 

the goals of cosmopolitanism. As most guides are plurilingual, the tours could be provided 

to mixed language groups and address multiple perspectives. In this way they could promote 

a form of collaborative learning (Gokhale, 1995) through an active exchange of ideas and 

views among groups of visitors of different nationalities. Collaborative learning is believed 

to increase interest among the participants as well as to promote critical thinking (Gokhale, 

1995). Indeed, both Crooke (2019) and Reynolds and Blair (2018) have shown, with 

reference to Northern Ireland, that museums dealing with difficult and conflictual pasts can 

both challenge established narratives and promote dialogue among visitors around contested 

history. 
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Furthermore, comments books could play a critical role in promoting dialogue and 

critical reflection. Visitors themselves consider comments as a valuable element in a 

museum exhibition (Coghlan, 2018). Comment books and boards are a participatory activity 

in their own right where visitors can co-create content and provoke conversation (Coghlan, 

2018). They are dialogical events in themselves as they allow visitors to enter into a 

conversation with the museum (Coffee, 2013). In Alexander’s (2000) words, visitors are 

able to ‘talk back to the museum’. For example, the museum could share visitors’ comments 

within the exhibition to elicit a dialogue. Indeed, our study confirmed that comments allow 

visitors to share their own stories and beliefs. Furthermore, visitors’ comments are the ideal 

tools to engage the public with both past and contemporary issues (Crooke, 2005). As a 

consequence, comments books can become an agonistic tool in their own right, not least 

thanks to the use of digital technologies. While comments usually appear in different 

languages, so a dialogue across borders and cultures is almost impossible, a digital book 

could list any previous comment and translate it automatically into different languages 

and/or it could ask for basic demographic data such as nationality, in order to automatically 

translate interface and visitors’ comments into the desired language. Digital books could 

work as a form of on-site social network system, taking advantage of the potential of social 

media to enhance critical reflection and community building (Arnold & Paulus, 2010; Yang, 

2009). 

Conclusion 

This paper set out to explore the relationship between different modes of remembering in 

dark heritage sites and visitors’ emotional reactions to them. As our case study demonstrates, 

a cosmopolitan approach to war-making in museums, aimed at promoting peace and 

reconciliation, can elicit the desired emotional outcomes among visitors of different 

nationality, including visitors from nation-states marked by long-standing animosity and 

mistrust. Prominent among these are feelings of revulsion towards war and conflict, 

compassion for all victims, including soldiers, and sadness for their plight. Further probing, 

however, revealed the existence of strong positive and negative feelings among visitors 

which simultaneously enhanced a sense of inclusion among co-nationals and exclusion 

towards other nationals, at times spilling over into antagonistic sentiments.  

Our findings, therefore, indicate that a cosmopolitan approach, while successfully  

promoting generic feelings of sadness for the other, may be unable to trigger transformative 
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experiences which can stimulate critical thinking and reflection, changing visitors’ 

perspectives on self and the other. This is not entirely surprising, given the resilience of 

national identity and belonging even at times of transnational dialogues and exchanges. Yet 

we have argued in this paper that the injection of agonistic interventions in museums can 

engage visitors at a deeper level and facilitate meaningful cross-cultural and cross-national 

encounters. Such interventions may vary greatly in terms of their format, medium and 

delivery, but should not shy away from controversial issues and contested histories, eliciting 

both positive and negative emotions capable of challenging visitors’ established narratives.     
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