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ABSTRACT  
Destructive human action is causing interconnected ecological and 
social challenges on an unprecedented scale. Scholars and artists 
from varied fields have critically expressed their concern about this 
in their research and practice. In this article, we interrogate the 
transformative potential of critically engaged art by analysing the 
work of the Finnish artist duo Gustafsson&Haapoja, a collaboration 
between writer Laura Gustafsson and visual artist Terike Haapoja. 
Gustafsson&Haapoja’s work focuses on the intersecting human 
exceptionalist, racist, imperialist, patriarchal, and capitalist histories 
of violence towards nonhuman animals and dehumanised humans. 
These histories often provoke uncomfortable affects. As such, they 
can be challenging to confront. To account for this difficulty, we 
approach Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art through the idea of 
transformative learning, a process designed to shake established 
thinking and behavioural patterns. We investigate how 
Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art—and art more generally—could function 
as a transformative learning resource and enable sudden ruptures 
in hegemonic cultural norms, privileges, and power positions. We 
focus on how transformative learning emerges through central 
features in Gustafsson&Haapoja’s work: (1) their investigation and 
reimagination of the museum, an institution historically tied to 
notions of humanity and human action; and (2) their critical 
dissection of the complex relationship between Western-centric 
conceptualisations of humanity and its “others.” The article is based 
on a theoretical discussion and a qualitative analysis of works, 
exhibitions, and texts published by Gustafsson&Haapoja’s Museum 
of Becoming (2020–21) as well as an interview with the artists.

KEYWORDS  
Museum; art; transformative 
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Introduction

Destructive human action is currently causing interconnected ecological and social chal-
lenges on an unprecedented scale. A move towards a more socially and ecologically sus-
tainable society is not only a matter of technology, innovation, or science, but requires a 
cultural transformation, meaning “a large-scale change in the shared knowledges, 
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lifestyles, traditions, beliefs, morals, laws, customs, values, institutions, and worldviews, 
and how they are practiced in everyday life” (Koistinen et al. 2023, 232). In this article, 
we suggest that art can promote such change by enabling transformative ways of 
knowing and learning. We interrogate this transformative potential in the art of 
Gustafsson&Haapoja, a collaboration between two Finnish artists, writer Laura Gustafsson 
and visual artist Terike Haapoja.

We have chosen to focus on Gustafsson&Haapoja’s artwork because it addresses press-
ing sociocultural issues, such as the intersecting human exceptionalist, racist, imperialist, 
patriarchal, and capitalist histories of violence directed to nonhuman animals and dehu-
manised humans—including women, colonial subjects, and “other others” (see Ahmed 
2004, e.g. 4–12, 24–25). Their work is driven by a desire to approach the intertwining his-
tories of human and nonhuman lifeforms from a non-anthropocentric perspective (GH 
2020). It is also marked by a critical take on the Western scientific, philosophical, and reli-
gious discourses in which humanity has been defined (see also Koistinen et al. 2023).

As a collaborative effort of a writer and a visual artist, Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art relies 
not only on visual but also on verbal (and aural) forms of expression. Their immersive art-
works combine video and image material with text in ways that are prone to evoke 
thoughts, feelings, and associations—including cognitive dissonance, denial, and other 
uncomfortable affects. Moreover, Gustafsson&Haapoja’s work deals with the question 
of knowledge production and its inherent ethics. The artists themselves identify the “cer-
ebral” nature of their work as the most prominent element of their collaboration (GH 
2020). They refer here to the fact that their art tends to be heavily centred around 
language and utilises scientific knowledge (GH 2020).

It is Gustafsson&Haapoja’s (1) outspoken desire to engage in sociocultural debates 
while challenging existing knowledge structures and (2) tendency to play with scientific 
and artistic ways of producing knowledge, making surprising connections and associ-
ations, that motivated us to approach their art through the idea of transformative learning 
(Mezirow 2018). Transformative learning refers to learning processes that can shake estab-
lished thinking, knowing, and accustomed behavioural patterns, enabling sudden rup-
tures in hegemonic cultural norms, privileges, and power positions. A key element in 
this sort of learning is facing the uncomfortable feelings and cognitive dissonance 
invoked by the acknowledgement and critical reflection of one’s prejudices and presup-
positions (Matikainen 2022).

Although we discuss the concept of learning, we do not seek to measure learning out-
comes or develop concrete pedagogical tools. Instead, we offer a theoretical and analyti-
cal contemplation on art’s potential to invoke transformative learning that can inspire 
societal, ecological, and cultural change—with Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art as our case 
study. We are especially interested in the ways that Gustafsson&Haapoja’s artistic 
choices and the affective and cognitive affordances of their art could challenge collec-
tively held sociocultural truths. In other words, we focus on how Gustafsson&Haapoja’s 
art foregrounds certain affective and cognitive responses related to human exceptionalist 
and violent practices, and how it may participate in modifying societal, ecological, and 
cultural realities.

We focus on the Museum of Becoming (henceforth MoB), a tripartite art installation dis-
played in Helsinki Art Museum (HAM), Finland, between 2 June 2020 and 17 January 2021. 
MoB consisted of the reinstallation of The Museum of Nonhumanity (MoN, 2016), an award- 
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winning imaginary museum exploring the intersections between the exploitation of non-
human animals and the dehumanisation of certain human beings; and two new entities, 
Remnants (2020), a curated collection of art objects from the HAM collection; and Becom-
ing (2020), a three-hour multichannel video work dealing with possibilities for ethical 
coexistence of humans and nonhumans on this planet. We take a cultural studies 
approach to Gustaffson&Haapoja’s work, understanding art as embedded in and in inter-
action with its broader cultural context (e.g. hooks 1995; Williams 1985, 14). Our analysis is 
grounded in intersectional feminist perspectives and decolonial and posthumanist 
theories.

The article is based on a qualitative analysis of the two parts of the exhibition that 
included original artworks by Gustafsson&Haapoja (MoN and Becoming, visited in 
August 2020) and an interview with the artists on 15 December 2020 (henceforth GH 
2020). Our analysis is structured around two central features in Gustafsson&Haapoja’s 
work: (1) their non-anthropocentric investigation and reimagination of the museum, an 
institution historically tied to notions of humanity and human action; (2) their critical, 
intersectional dissection of the complex relationships between Western-centric conceptu-
alisation of humanity and the dehumanisation of the multitudes of human and animal 
others who are constructed as its counterpart.

The museum of becoming

Before embarking on the analysis, we offer a short description of MoB. The idea of the 
museum has been a consistent, repeating theme in Gustafsson&Haapoja’s work; the fas-
cination with the museum stems from their first artistic collaboration. As Gustafsson 
describes, they were initially united by an aspiration to explore alternatives to human 
exceptionalist thinking and “quickly got the idea that the history of other animal 
species [besides humans] ought to be told from a non-anthropocentric perspective, 
and that an installation of some kind ought to be established for this history”1 (GH 
2020). The idea resulted in the 2013 “ethnographic museum,” The Museum of the 
History of Cattle, exhibiting the shared history of cattle and humans from a “bovine per-
spective.” This was followed by the 2016 installation MoN, and eventually the MoB, 
which extends these considerations of what a museum can be.

Each of the aforementioned installations was accompanied by a multimodal book 
(Gustafsson and Haapoja 2015, 2019, 2020). These books not only repeat the themes, 
texts, and visual imagery of the installations but add theoretical and poetic contempla-
tions (including images) on their themes. Additionally, both artists have published 
several essays and articles on the theoretical underpinnings of their artistic practice 
(e.g. Gustafsson 2020; Haapoja 2019, 2021, 2023).

At HAM, MoB consisted of three parts that were displayed in three separate spaces. 
When entering MoB, the visitors first find themselves in MoN, a ten-channel, seventy- 
minute video installation, the only part of the exhibition that has been exhibited pre-
viously as an independent entity. MoN deals with the techniques of dehumanisation, or 
rather animalisation (see Haapoja 2021), which are used to justify the violence toward 
nonhuman animals as well as some human animals. The exhibit is constructed around 

1All citations have been translated from Finnish to English by Kosonen.
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twelve affectively loaded concepts: “person,” “potentia,” “monster,” “resource,” “bound-
ary,” “purity,” “disgust,” “anima,” “tender,” “distance,” “animal,” and “display” (Figure 1). 
Each concept’s violent history is “excavated” (see Foucault 1972) in a three- to ten- 
minute-long video installation, in slideshow-like presentations that consist of textual frag-
ments from a wide range of sources (e.g. encyclopaedia entries, etymological excerpts, 
historical records, policy documents, and media and social media commentaries) and 
visual imagery, like photographs, blueprints, and historical illustrations.

Beyond the videos projected onto multiple screens, the exhibition space of MoB is 
rather minimalist, consisting of scaffolding covered by white sheets and not much else. 
Behind the sheets are scattered wooden boxes, on top of which regular natural history 
museum objects, like taxidermy animal remains and skeletons, are displayed in vitrines, 
visible as shadows on the white sheets (Figure 2). Simple seats invite the visitors to sit 
down to watch the projections. Each thematic section in the video has a distinctive 
colour scheme that effectively tints the entire space covered by the white cloths. The exhi-
bition is accompanied by sombre, mournful instrumental soundscape, which, together 
with the changing colours, contributes to the affective atmosphere of the installation 
space (see Sumartojo and Pink 2019).

A more spacious installation room is occupied by Becoming, a three-hour, three- 
channel video work offering a meditation on how humans could better coexist with 
one another and with other lifeforms. The video consists of interviews with scholars, 
artists, activists, and other individuals such as children, who Gustafsson&Haapoja have 
found essential for reimagining human societies and human–nature relationships from 
a more sustainable and ethical viewpoint. Questions—including how to live, how to 
listen, how to love, and how to die—create a central focus of the interviews. The intervie-
wees could decide which of thirty-one questions they answered, and were encouraged to 
create questions of their own (GH 2020). The video is pieced together from headshot 

Figure 1. As one excavated concept in MoN, Gustafsson&Haapoja study “person” through debating 
the object–person dichotomy. Photo © Terike Haapoja. Courtesy of the artists.
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interview clips, closeups of interviewees’ embodied gestures, and atmospheric clips of 
human and natural environments, with children playing, a river flowing, and treetops 
swaying in the wind. As the artists recount, the long video itself is not intended to be 
viewed in one go: it could be accessed on Vimeo through a QR code presented at the 
exhibition.

The video is exhibited on three huge screens at the one end of a large yet mostly 
empty museum space, with three circular seats positioned near the screens, where the 
visitors can either sit or lie down to experience the video that fills the space with 
imagery and a soundscape of speech, nature sounds, and music. The back end of the 
space includes the names and information of the individuals interviewed for the video, 
as well as printed pages from Bud Book, the publication expanding the themes of the 
video work. In this sense, the exhibition provides transmedial access points (see Klastrup 
and Tosca 2014) that expand Becoming beyond the exhibition space: a physical copy of 
Bud Book can be purchased and read whenever and wherever one wishes.

One option to experience the exhibition is offered by a map designed by queer fem-
inist curatorial duo nynnyt (“sissies”), offering a path to approach the themes of Becoming. 
The four exercises on the map invite children, but also “their adults,” to sense the sensory 
stimuli in the museum space. Tasks include: “What is the most silent sound you can hear? 
Listen to it. What does it tell you?” or “Listen to yourself. What do you sound like? What 
kinds of things do you contain? What kind of things can you do?” As a multimedia and 
multimodal installation that engages visitors via cognitive and sensual modes of 
expression—with a guided map encouraging visitors to pay close attention to the 
affects, emotions, and experiences it evokes—MoB offers myriad opportunities for invok-
ing transformative learning. In what follows, we first describe our theoretical approaches, 
after which we delve deeper into the analysis of Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art by focusing on 
what we deem the most relevant parts of MoB for transformative learning.

Figure 2. The shadow figures in the MoN. Photo © Johanna Turunen.
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Uncomfortable knowledges and transformative learning: theoretical 
approaches

Addressing the themes dominating Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art can be an unpleasant and 
deeply uncomfortable process both individually and collectively. First, it means challen-
ging intertwining notions and internalised attitudes about valuable life, rooted into hier-
archical configurations between human and other life (Chen 2012). Recognising this 
interconnectedness between the exploitation of nature and nonhuman animals, and 
the oppression and dehumanisation of certain human beings, Sanna Karkulehto et al. 
(2016, 3) note: 

the cultural meanings given to nonhuman animals often reflect and coincide with the atti-
tudes and assumptions held toward repressed or marginalized groups, whereby the treat-
ment of animals and nonhumans is connected to the treatment of the humans who are, in 
varying contexts, viewed as lesser, weaker, subordinate, or substandard.

Second, addressing these themes means challenging the “cultural archive” (James 1999; 
Said 2003): a deeply normative, patriarchal, colonialist, White, and human exceptionalist, 
yet often “unacknowledged reservoir of knowledge and feeling” (Wekker 2016, 3). The 
cultural archive tends to manifest in “almost gut-instinct type cultural reactions, norms, 
and biases that powerfully govern the way we react to different cultural incentives” 
(Turunen 2021, 25). It represents the emotional and cognitive structures of a society— 
the unwritten, yet strikingly precise behavioural rules that everyone within a given 
society is socialised into. The binary moral opposition between humanity and animality 
is one dimension of this archive (e.g. Ko and Ko 2020). The archive also has to do with 
affects, emotions, and cognitive dissonances. For instance, sociologists Eviatar Zerubavel 
(2002) and Kari Norgaard (2011) speak of “the social organization of denial,” in which the 
social norms of attention, conversation, and emotion do not allow for constructive 
encounters with harsh social realities, like genocides or the climate crisis, and the uncom-
fortable feelings and affects—ranging from fear and helplessness to guilt—they often 
cause.

Our interest lies in Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art’s capability to invite people to become 
aware of the often-denied histories and practices of violence and inspire them to act 
against the prevailing norms—two principles inherent to transformative learning. The 
idea of transformative learning is based on three foundational principles (e.g. Kegan 
2018; Matikainen 2022; Mezirow 2018). First, creating and assigning meanings is an essen-
tial part of human life (see also Hall 1997, 61). Second, a person can become more aware 
of these meaning-making processes, and the cultural and political norms and ideologies 
that drive their actions. Third, thereby one gains tools to oppose, unlearn, or resist hege-
monic interpretive frames and knowledges. This third stage, transformation, can often be 
achieved only through an uncomfortable process, or rupture, of coming to terms with 
one’s own innate assumptions and attitudes, sociocultural privileges, and positions of 
power. If successful, transformative learning may change collective notions of normal 
or desired behaviour in a society (Ziehe 2018, 206).

It has been argued that the feeling of discomfort may be “productively unsettling” in 
teaching and learning, meaning that uncomfortable feelings have potential to challenge 
fixed epistemologies, thus inspiring new knowledges (e.g. Hyvärinen, Koistinen, and 
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Koivunen 2021; Juvonen 2006). Feminist scholars, such as Katariina Kyrölä (2018), have 
also argued that feeling uncomfortable is sometimes important in the learning process. 
We argue that productive unsettlement, or learning through discomfort, is an incremental 
part of transformative learning, and art can serve as a space for it (see Hyvärinen, 
Koistinen, and Koivunen 2021, 12). Art, therefore, can have transformative potential.

Cultural studies commonly understands art as a powerful form of meaning-making 
(e.g. Hall 1997; hooks 1995; Lähdesmäki et al. 2022). This connects art to transformative 
learning. Art’s potential to evoke affective responses, which may lead to activism, has 
been widely recognised (e.g. Hiltunen, Saresma, and Sääskilahti 2020; Simoniti 2018). 
So has its potential to engender transformative ways of knowing (e.g. Eisner 2008). The 
transformative capacity of art, art education, and art-based research has been connected 
to their power to enrich human imagination regarding the experiences of others, includ-
ing the engendering and learning of empathy (e.g. Lähdesmäki and Koistinen 2021; Leavy 
2017; Stout 1999), and opening “the door for multiple forms of knowing” (Eisner 2008, 5).

Elliot W. Eisner posits that art influences knowledge production in three ways: first, by 
evoking nuanced understanding by emphasising phenomena’s situatedness; second, by 
generating a “kind of empathy that makes action possible”; and third, offering “a fresh 
perspective so that our old habits of mind do not dominate our reactions with stock 
responses” (2008, 10–11). Art can serve as a space where different knowledges and experi-
ences can be safely encountered (Lähdesmäki and Koistinen 2021; on safe spaces, see 
Gurian 2010; Kyrölä 2018). As it helps people to grasp the experiences of others, art 
has the capacity to foreground situated knowledges based on for example gendered, 
classed, or racialised experiences (Lähdesmäki and Koistinen 2021; see also Haraway 
1988). Furthermore, imagining of the experiences of others, leading to empathic or sym-
pathetic responses, may extend to nonhuman beings (Koistinen et al. 2023; Weik von 
Mossner 2017). These factors therefore make art suitable for engaging in transformative 
learning, including dismantling anthropocentric perspectives.

The transformative potential of a museum in the state of unravelling

The museum is a loaded platform for criticising the human exceptionalist tendencies of 
contemporary societies. Ethnographic and natural history museums have contributed 
to the moral binary of humanity versus animality by dividing the world between 
viewers (the White, Western, upper-class—and human—audiences) and viewed (the 
many human and animal others, plants, artefacts, and other others that have been objec-
tified in their exhibits). The knowledges constructed on this binary have had extensive 
and long-lasting effects. In MoN, Gustafsson&Haapoja attack the reality created through 
this violent, elitist, patriarchal, racist, and human exceptionalist history of the museum 
institution (e.g. Abungu 2018; Bal 1992; Levitt 2015; Mignolo 2011) head on. As they 
explain in their interview, the artists find the notion of the museum as an institution of 
knowledge and truth intriguing. They discuss their habitual negotiation with institutions 
and institutionalised knowledge from non-anthropocentric and artistic perspectives: 

Our fascination with institutions stems from […] the way their truth value is constructed by 
believing in them, their authority built by use of authority, and the truths they tell built by a 
collective faith on their truthfulness. All these institutions are social constructions […] And 
through this [recognition of their constructed nature] we can also question their epistemic 
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authority and ask why the histories we build could not be the authorised knowledge, or tem-
plates for knowledge. It depends on which viewpoints are held as valid. (GH 2020)

Despite historically functioning as “arenas for ideological assertion” (Katriel 1993, 7), 
museums can nevertheless be considered as spaces of change, opposition, and activism 
(e.g. Hansson and Öhman 2022; Janes and Sandell 2019; Reilly 2018). By archiving, catalo-
guing, ordering, and exhibiting objects and knowledge they hold the power to naturalise 
specific worldviews (e.g. Bal 1996; Bennett 1995)—and denaturalise others. Thus, they can 
be mobilised to break their own internal logics and challenge normative structures in 
society.

Yet even critical museums are often chided for reiterating the same power structures 
that they seek to unwind (Turunen 2020; Turunen and Viita-aho 2021). The problem is not 
that museums avoid taking a stance on difficult sociocultural phenomena, per se. Rather, 
their critical stances often fail to account for their own role in creating and sustaining the 
problems they attempt to critique. Reiterating Audre Lorde (2017, 91): “the master’s tools 
will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us temporarily to beat him at his 
own game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change.”

Accordingly, if one wishes to achieve more sustainable changes within the museum 
space, one must reimagine the tools used in/by museums. In our interpretation, Gustafs-
son&Haapoja attempt to achieve this through numerous means. First, they break away 
from the object-centred logic of museums and move towards a knowledge-centred 
one that brings together artistic and scientific methods of knowledge production. In 
doing so, they use writing to fight the obsession museums tend to have with material 
artefacts and instead shift the focus onto what is “normally erased in the museums: the 
context” (Gustafsson and Haapoja 2015, 108).

In interview, Gustafsson&Haapoja recognise art markets’ capitalist involvement with 
the fossil fuel-based economy and arms trade.2 Discussing the reasons their exhibitions 
stray from the material traditions of visual art, Haapoja refers to a distinction between 
Western and non-Western conceptions of art: 

Guatemalan curator Pablo Jose Ramirez has discussed Mayan art in the context of reproduc-
tion of life, where art is interwoven with life sustaining practice and traditions […] so I have 
been thinking how the Western conception of art posits art in the service of death. The prac-
tices produce a world of death, or a world that is against life, and growth, and transformation. 
And we did not want to be involved with it. And [when creating the 2020 exhibition] we used 
to think what this Museum of Becoming – because we had this pair of words – could be like. 
And we immediately realised that it cannot be material stuff. No way can it be material stuff 
that we would somehow make to represent transformation. It had to be something else …  
oral, immaterial, something else. (GH 2020)

Second, Gustafsson&Haapoja take part in what decolonial theorist Walter Mignolo 
(2011) has termed “aesthetic and epistemic disobedience.” They confuse and disorient 
the visitor with a regiment of rhetorical devices, aesthetic and poetic cues, and curatorial 
choices that break established museum protocols and institutional truth claims. On enter-
ing MoN, the visitor is confronted with a black screen that sets the affective and 

2In this sense, Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art comments on discussions around the role of art in cultural and social sustain-
ability: although art can be part of sustainable practices, it is not free of capitalist and oppressive structures (see 
Koistinen et al. 2023).
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intellectual expectations of the exhibition. The screen states that the museumgoer is 
about to enter “another reality,” a fictional, speculative one, where the violent boundary 
between the human and nonhuman worlds is no longer in place. Sumartojo and Pink 
(2019) have argued that memories of previous experiences in specific spaces—in this 
case museums—form a powerful expectation or anticipatory atmosphere that precondi-
tions our experiences of spaces. By explicitly negating these expectations, the opening 
statement of MoN can be seen as an attempt to break existing constructions of truth, chal-
lenge anthropocentric perspectives, and set the visitor in a state of uncertainty.

This uncertainty is compounded by curatorial choices that play with the idea of the 
museum in a state of unravelling and mix traditional museum aesthetics and tropes 
(see Mignolo 2011). The exhibition space is filled with scaffolding covered by white 
sheets, creating an eerie feeling of an abandoned building—or a museum space in a 
liminal state between reconstruction and abolition. As Gustafsson&Haapoja explain, 
this unravelling symbolises how “the museum is in the process of changing” (GH 2020). 
It is unstable, much like the anthropocentric, colonial, and patriarchal “truths” that the 
museums have historically sought to promote. Scattered behind the sheets are 
wooden and cardboard boxes, reminiscent of those usually used to store museum arte-
facts. While contributing to the aesthetic atmosphere of demolition and renovation, 
these boxes can be interpreted as symbols of the endless number of animal and 
human remains locked in museum storage. On top of the boxes is a selection of animal 
remains, primarily skeletons or taxidermy mounts, sealed in vitrines. Together the 
boxes and the remains make the violence of the anthropocentric museum physically 
present in the exhibition space, but in a subtle, haunting way. The visitor can only see 
the animals and the boxes through the shadows they create on the sheets (Figure 2).

This unravelling is ultimately linked to the idea of humanity itself. As Gustafsson&Haa-
poja elaborate in their interview: 

In MoN we show how this human, or rather the [idea of] a human produced by White supre-
macy and patriarchal structures, has been constructed. And in Remnants it is being 
dismantled. And in Becoming we start constructing it again. (GH 2020)

In this sense, Gustafsson&Haapoja seem to suggest that museums are not only human 
institutions in a sense that they have been designed, created, and managed by 
humans; the museum, as an institution reimagined through MoB’s chronology of con-
structing, unravelling, and rebuilding, has had an incremental ontological role in creating 
the idea of “the human” as something that can be set apart from a variety of human 
beings and other animal species deemed as “Other.”

Altogether, MoB could be characterised as dominated by overwhelm: projections on 
several screens at once make it impossible for the visitor to follow everything simul-
taneously. After each episode in the video, there is a break that entices the visitor to 
move to the next area, but after a short while a new episode begins, prompting the 
visitor to hesitate as to whether they are supposed to move forward or not. By refusing 
to play by the established rules for how a museum space orients visitors, Gustafsson&Haa-
poja’s museum again forces the visitor outside their comfort zone.

This confusion or unsettlement is not an accidental byproduct of the exhibition. 
Instead, Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art can be seen as a systematic attempt to create both 
physical and imaginative spaces to reenvisage what a society could be when it is stripped 
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of its human exceptionalist character, with those who the museum has historically sought 
to reduce and objectify taking centre stage, as Gustafsson says: 

For me, in the MoN the most important thing was the way it created this space where some-
thing like this can exist […] that there exists a museum, which stores all the dehumanisation, 
or these distinctions between humans and animals and their violent conceptual apparatus. 
[…] That [these spaces] create these types of … utopia is a wrong term in this sense, 
because these places will be real … but affordances or possibilities, especially through 
imagination. (GH 2020)

Along with Gustafsson&Haapoja, we highlight the importance of these alternative spaces. 
While the effects of art are always unpredictable, we argue that the atmospheric elements 
and (disobedient) curatorial choices, such as those described above, powerfully invite visi-
tors to ponder the messages conveyed by the exhibition—creating an alternative space 
for challenging the anthropocentric worldview. That said, as Sumartojo and Pink (2019, 5) 
highlight, there is no causality between atmospheres and change. Specific artistic and cur-
atorial choices can nevertheless craft space for new knowledges—and the seeds of trans-
formative learning—to emerge.

Critical dissections of humanity and its “Others”

Next, we turn to how Gustafsson&Haapoja grapple with the difficult task of taking an 
intersectional, contra-institutional approach to the violent histories of humanity and its 
others, in their interview on MoB. In their own words, Gustafsson&Haapoja aim 

to bring together critical animal studies perspectives, environmental or ecological justice per-
spectives, and social justice perspectives into the discussion of the concepts of “animal” or 
“nonhuman.” It is our political objective that these discussions should not be separate. We 
should be able to face the ways the exploitation of both nature and humanity are intertwined 
through these central concepts and dichotomies with shared historical roots. (GH 2020)

As is recognised in the duo’s work, the intersections of dehumanisation, animalisation and 
other forms of violence form the core of the histories of violence for human and nonhu-
man animals alike. The exploitation and slaughter of farm animals for food—as well as the 
killing of wild animals as game or due to the (supposed) threats they pose to agriculture 
and civilisation—is linked to misogyny, racism, and other forms of oppression (especially 
in the West) and grounded in the same colonialist, patriarchal, human exceptionalist, and 
capitalist structures (see Åsberg and Braidotti 2018; Braidotti 2017; Koistinen et al. 2023; 
Kosonen 2023; Kosonen and Greenhill 2022; Turunen 2019). However, as the artists 
describe, even in critical discussions where the oppression and suffering of nonhuman 
animals is linked to the exploitation of humans the former is often dismissed to focus 
on the latter (GH 2020; see also Ko and Ko 2020). Discussing animal rights together 
with violence towards humans therefore makes for an uncomfortable, often offensive 
combination: “The juxtaposition between the animal and the human is such a dramatic 
form of violence for so many people, so it is hard to be like ‘what about the cattle?’ 
when we are discussing police murders.” (GH 2020)

Despite this difficulty, addressing the violent histories where animal and human rights 
intersect is a central feature in both parts of MoB that we examine: in MoN through the 
critical dissection of these histories, and in Becoming through a more utopian imagining 
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of humanity without such violence. Similarly to the artist duo, who describe the affor-
dances of art as “facilitating seeing the broader picture of how phenomena are related 
to one another and what rationales they have” (GH 2020), we consider this intersectional 
approach crucial for creating sociocultural change. Like Gustafsson&Haapoja’s reimagina-
tion of the museum, which we discussed as inviting “productively unsettling” affects 
(Hyvärinen, Koistinen, and Koivunen 2021; Juvonen 2006), this intersectional approach 
creates specific affective affordances for confronting the violent structures treated in Gus-
tafsson&Haapoja’s work (see Ahmed 2004).

In MoN we can witness the affective power of constant human/animal juxtapositions 
and their intersecting histories. The installation focuses on how binary concepts of 
human and animal have been constructed through discourses and the language used 
to distance certain lives from humanity. MoN’s study of the concept “Disgust” 
(Figure 3), for instance, opens with the definition of pests as “any organism judged as a 
threat to human beings or their interests” (Gustafsson and Haapoja 2019, 150), and 
takes up the well-known example of the Rwandan genocide, where the minority ethnic 
group Tutsi were dehumanised through terming them Inyenzi, cockroaches. The slide-
show-like examples spun around the concept of “Boundary” connect the Finnish hatred 
and fear of wolves, an animal seen as “rapacious, ferocious, or voracious” (Gustafsson 
and Haapoja 2015, 127), to the 1918 Civil War between White and Red Finland. During 
the war, the “Red women” involved with the Finnish Red army or Finnish socialist 
parties were called “wolf bitches,” a term systematically used to justify their massacre 
(Gustafsson and Haapoja 2015, 119–137; see also Haapoja 2023). The animalisation of 
the Tutsi and the Red women was an explicit act to move them into the animal realm, 
thus aligning them with nonhuman beings as discardable and freely killable (e.g. 
Haapoja 2019; Ko and Ko 2020): a tactic motivated by the interconnections of racial 
and ethnic purity and human essentialist desires.

Figure 3. In MoN, Gustrafsson&Haapoja study dehumanisation through the genealogical excavation 
of concept “disgust”. Photo © Terike Haapoja. Courtesy of the artists.
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These genealogical excavations of the circulation of affectively loaded concepts— 
cockroach and wolf—testify to how certain human bodies become “sticky” with negative 
affect through their contact with animal- and nature-related signs, objects, and bodies 
that drag along affective associations, social tension, and stigma. Sara Ahmed (2004) 
has famously argued that objects and signs become affectively invested through time, 
as they are culturally circulated, making specific affective content “stick.” For instance, 
the stripping of the Tutsi’s humanity and right to live rested on insects’ “symbolic 
utility in representing otherness and on their instrumentality in the differentiations 
between groups of people” (Kosonen 2022, 93), pests’ association with dirt, disease, 
and death (Kosonen 2022), and fears of their excessive proliferation (e.g. Sleigh 2007, 
290). In the Finnish context, the wolf is affectively connected to evil and the supernatural 
(Vilkka 2009, 30; see also Lähdesmäki 2020) and considered specifically violent, making it 
important to establish a strict boundary between it and human beings (Ratamäki 2009, 
48).

These genealogies discussed by Gustafsson&Haapoja rely on surprising affective 
associations. MoN introduces the audiences to the cockroach and wolf cases to suggest 
that in human societies, dehumanisation is not an exception, but the rule. Taking an 
example from Finland’s silenced civil war history brings the strategy of dehumanisation 
affectively and effectively close to the local audiences. By highlighting the multiplicity 
of, and intersections between, these dehumanising practices, Gustafsson&Haapoja’s art 
causes ruptures in the affectively sticky and reiterating association chains between 
signs and their objects—for instance between disgust and its tendentious objects— 
and instead attaches these circulating affects to the harmful structures behind them.

In Becoming, the power of the intersectional approach works differently. The artists 
describe their strategy of bringing together activists and inspiring individuals from all 
fields as their interviewees: 

We wanted to create a feeling that there is a huge number of people [striving for change], 
that we in effect are no minority, but actually the majority … That we most definitely are 
the majority, creating a feeling that there is a multitude of these people, and points of 
view, and actors working for these goals, countering the discourse of always being the under-
dog, with little chance of winning. (GH 2020)

With this regard, Becoming combines viewpoints from scholars, artists, educators, acti-
vists, and other individuals that are interested in feminism, antiracism, LGBTQI + issues, 
disabled persons’ rights, (Finnish) Sámi or Roma culture and activism, animal rights, 
environmental humanities, sex workers’ rights, and the rights of other groups of people 
marginalised by the current patriarchal, colonialist, and capitalist structures.

Beyond this intersectionality, another factor we consider as enabling transformative 
learning in both MoN and Becoming, is the “cerebral” nature of Gustafsson&Haapoja’s 
art combined with the exhibitions’ affectively immersive and often unsettling nature. Gus-
tafsson&Haapoja consider art’s ability to create experiential spaces for imagination and 
empathy: 

An ethical awakening is not a process dependent on knowledge. Knowledge can prepare the 
ground for somebody being a little more open to this awakening […] but it is an experiential 
process that you actually awaken to something, say violence, for instance, or feel empathy or 
something like that. Perhaps art, at its best, has this ability to create a certain kind of space, 
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where it is possible to be open to this experience on a level that is not cerebral, rational […] 
Perhaps art’s greatest potential is that it can help you imagine such possibilities that have not 
yet manifested. (GH 2020)

While the artists do not consider their work particularly emotional, they recognise the 
atmospheric and immersive nature of their installations, and recount feedback from visi-
tors with highly emotional experiences—tears, or even giving up meat-eating, as one 
visitor had (GH 2020). They consider art’s ability to encourage an understanding of the 
world that arises through sensory means rather than through privileged, mind-centric 
epistemes. This connects to Tom Barone and Elliot W. Eisner’s claim that “the arts make 
[…] empathic participation possible because they create forms that are evocative and 
compelling” (2012, 3). We want to make a similar argument relating to engagement 
with uncomfortable knowledges through art; we see this atmospheric component as 
one element that makes Gustafsson&Haapoja’s work so impactful.

Furthermore, Gustafsson&Haapoja describe their means of conveying knowledge and 
creating these experiential possibilities as being facilitated by art’s and their own installa-
tions’ capacity to shift perspective from scientific normativity: 

Somehow the instruments of art are not normative in a similar way as those of science. Or, 
art’s way to approach norms is such that it avoids being normative in itself, or that this nor-
mativity is on a different level to science […] In our art, we attempt to shift the perspective, or 
in a way we try to look at this normative knowledge from a different perspective. (GH 2020)

Returning to the power of Gustafsson&Haapoja’s intersectional approach, part of this non- 
normativity is no doubt related to the genealogical, fragmentary presentation that 
enables Gustafsson&Haapoja to shed light on uncomfortable topics without fixating on 
singular viewpoints. The artists themselves see MoN as 

facilitating an insight, an understanding, that suddenly takes the self-evident knowledge of 
“dehumanisation being a mechanism of violence” somehow further … I mean everybody 
knows this already, it just demands that something new arises in the people who already 
know this. (GH 2020)

Becoming, instead, they describe as: 

being in the process of becoming … against this idea and ideology of historical narratives, 
where there is a beginning and an end, and the history in the middle. We did not want to 
search for such a narrative, but for something that happens, or is in the process of taking 
shape, looking for a way. (GH 2020)

This lack of a narrative invites the audience to construct their own understanding from the 
fragmentary pieces presented to them. We consider this as one way in which Gustafs-
son&Haapoja’s art helps audiences overcome the cognitive challenges related to proces-
sing uncomfortable knowledges.

Conclusion: transformative learning in the museum space

From the dehumanising rhetoric justifying the exploitation and killing of (certain) human 
and nonhuman animals to the capitalist structures accelerating the environmental crisis, 
many of the phenomena explored by Gustafsson&Haapoja are linked to pressing threats 
to the environment, humanity, and nonhuman species. Leon Sealey-Huggins has 

CRITICAL ARTS 13



introduced the term “existential imperialism” (2017, 2446, see also Turunen 2019) to refer 
to how colonial and capitalist webs of exploiting nature’s resources have come to threa-
ten all life on earth. There is no use denying that the endless pursuit of profit in the Global 
North poses a universal and interspecies existential threat through its role in environ-
mental and social crises such as increasingly frequent and intense storms, heat waves 
and drought, rising sea levels and melting glaciers, warming oceans, and the accelerating 
sixth mass extinction. Due to the elusive nature of these crises, and the uncomfortable 
emotions involved in realising one’s responsibility in such profound forms of destruction, 
the threats caused by human actions are often dismissed, downplayed, or denied. In this 
context of deep ecological crisis, philosopher Timothy Morton calls for “art that does not 
make people think […] but rather that walks us through an inner space that is hard to 
traverse” (2013, 184). Art is, of course, not free of all these harmful structures, and can par-
ticipate in the destruction of our planet (e.g. Brennan et al. 2019; Koistinen et al. 2023; see 
also Parikka 2018). However, as Morton suggests, art and artistic thinking can be transfor-
mative; they can offer space for questioning oppressive structures, imagining, and inspir-
ing more sustainable futures and practices.

In this article, we have argued that art may serve the sociocultural and ecological trans-
formation required in environmental and social crises by setting in motion the process of 
transformative learning. As such, our article offers a novel way of negotiating the role of 
art in the so-called Anthropocene. Moving from informative to transformative learning 
often demands facing the uncomfortable feelings and cognitive dissonance invoked by 
the acknowledgement of difficult truths, including one’s own prejudices and presupposi-
tions (Matikainen 2022; Mezirow 2018). The complex experiences produced—or invited— 
through art, such as Gustafsson&Haapoja’s work, can be productively unsettling (Hyväri-
nen, Koistinen, and Koivunen 2021; Juvonen 2006).

As we have proposed, the strength of Gustafsson&Haapoja’s approach is that they do 
not offer ready-made answers. Instead, their critical, highly atmospheric, and affective 
works create a space for complex contemplation, highlighting the capabilities of artistic 
knowledge production to confront uncomfortable realities. In their art, Gustafsson&Haa-
poja bring disparate histories of violence and their associated epistemologies together 
but leave visitors to draw their own conclusions—thereby encouraging visitors to 
become an active participant in the construction of knowledge. In doing so, Gustafsson&-
Haapoja intentionally break the established rules of museum exhibitions, and both make 
and invite unforeseen connections between seemingly incongruent epistemologies— 
such as the remarkable similarity in the hateful discourses on the Red women as 
wolves, and the Tutsi as cockroaches. The multimodal and fragmented aesthetics and 
poetics of their art emphasise the knowledge-rich and fragmentary nature of the uncom-
fortable genealogies of violence toward both humans and nonhuman animals, whereas 
the atmospheric, immersive qualities of their exhibitions facilitate a safe space for even 
difficult emotions and contemplations.

Thus, rather than being a material display of artefacts, the museums constructed by 
Gustafsson&Haapoja constitute a gathering space for critical thinking (Sterling 2020, 
197), unsettling audiences in many ways. Building on Robert Kegan (2018), we argue 
that Gustafsson&Haapoja’s artwork moves beyond informative learning—the practice 
of increasing knowledge and skills—into the realm of the transformative. Transformative 
learning transgresses knowledges in surprising ways, causing ruptures and mutations in 
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existing constructions of truth; Gustafsson&Haapoja accomplish this in ways that we as 
researchers and visitors felt evocative and powerful. For these reasons, we suggest that 
art like Gustafsson&Haapoja’s can make people aware of the collectively organised 
denial of difficult truths (the second premise of transformative learning) and decide to 
act against it (the third premise).

As bell hooks (1990) argues, knowledge that seeks to challenge established (Western) 
sociocultural truths is always inherently unsafe—since by challenging the cultural archive 
it also challenges the fundamental fabric of the given society. The social norms of atten-
tion, conversation, and emotion do not usually create opportunities to constructively 
encounter harsh social realities or their root causes. However, art can offer avenues for 
such encounters with uncomfortable topics and themes. While it is beyond the scope 
of the present article to verify any effects that art may have on museumgoers besides our-
selves, the authors, our discussion suggests that art and art museums should be utilised 
more robustly in transformative learning.3 Although transformative learning can occur in 
response to a single catalytic event—like a critical art exhibition—that forces individuals 
to reevaluate their essential values and priorities, the process is more commonly long, 
complex, and cumulative (e.g. Mezirow 2018). Future research should examine the experi-
ences of museumgoers, including this longer temporal dimension that transformative 
learning usually demands.

Finally, the effects of art are complex and difficult to foresee. If museums want to 
harness the power of art for transformative learning, they need pedagogical tools 
attuned to encountering uncomfortable knowledges. Although museums can attempt 
to keep the transformative learning process sparked by art aflame, they do not have a 
long-term relationship with their visitors. This makes sustained pedagogical approaches 
very difficult, a crucial factor to remember when developing tools for studying the experi-
ences of transformative learning among art audiences and museum visitors.
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