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Abstract
This thesis is a thesis by publication and consists of two peer-reviewed articles, a theoreti-
cal discussion section, and a critical conclusive section. The research theme of the thesis is 
queering Finnish art education, and the thesis process is an inquiry as to how could queer 
theory and different queering practices be applied in Finnish art education. As employed 
in this thesis, queering consists of a critical deconstruction of gender norms and heter-
onormativity as they are present in the norms of education as well.

The initiative for this work was the observation that there was a lack of publications 
that applied queer theory in art education, and my initial essay about the issue started the 
process. As a result, I was asked to write an article to the anthology Feminism and Queer 
in Art Education, together with other students and faculty, and the article “Queer Should 
Be Here” is included in this thesis. The other article, “Centralizing Queer in Finnish Art 
Education” was published in Policy Futures in Education (Sage Journals) looks at queer 
perspectives on gender at the level of educational policymaking and gives proposals to 
increase the intended inclusivity of these policies. The article was written in collaboration 
with Anniina Suominen, Tiina Pusa and Larissa Haggrén.

This thesis explores the theoretical foundations of queering, utilizing standpoint epis-
temology and diffractive knowing as the epistemological framework, centralizing the po-
sitionality of knowledge. My personal position as a non-binary genderqueer person works 
as a context-sensitive approach to queering. There is no explicit methodology apart from 
the close theoretical work which informed the process throughout, and the diffractive 
epistemological commitment through the thesis. In deconstructing gender and sexuality, 
the theory of performativity is employed as a tool on understanding gender, and the the-
ory of agential realism as a tool of understanding performativity as a material-discursive 
processual practice. The philosophical implications of queering are discussed in detail, 
and queering is considered through notions of failure and potentiality.

In the final section, I discuss possible criticism towards the approaches introduced in 
the articles as well as the impact of the thesis; whether the process has sufficiently made 
use of intersectional analysis and whether the context of the thesis process has facilitated 
the queering enough. The section proposes directions for further queering, based on the 
observations during the writing of the thesis, most notably greater level of critical inter-
sectional analysis, accountability, criticism of educational norms and focus on process 
philosophy instead of outcomes.
Keywords  queer, gender, queering, social justice, queer theory, feminism, performativity, 
feminist epistemology
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Tiivistelmä
Opinnäyte on artikkelimuotoinen ja koostuu kahdesta vertaisarvioidusta artikkelista, 
teoreettisesta keskusteluosuudesta sekä kriittisestä päätelmäosuudesta. Tutkimusteemana 
on suomalaisen taidekasvatuksen queeriyttäminen, ja opinnäytteen prosessi on tutkielma 
siitä, miten queer-teoria ja erilaiset queeriyttämisen käytännöt voisivat toimia osana tai-
dekasvatusta. Tässä tutkielmassa queeriyttäminen tarkoittaa sukupuolinormien kriittistä 
purkamista osana taidekasvatuksen normien kriittistä tarkastelua.

Työ sai alkunsa lyhyestä seminaariesseestä, joka tarkasteli queer-teoreettisen näkökul-
man puuttumista taidekasvatuksen julkaisuissa. Päädyin julkaisemaan aiheesta artikkelin 
”Queer Should Be Here” Aalto Booksin julkaisemassa kokoelmassa Feminism and Queer 
in Art Education, ja artikkeli sisältyy tähän opinnäytteeseen. Toinen artikkeli julkaistiin 
aikakausijulkaisussa Policy Futures in Education (Sage Journals). ”Centralizing Queer in 
Finnish Art Education”, on kirjoitettu yhteistyössä Anniina Suomisen, Tiina Pusan ja La-
rissa Haggrénin kanssa ja tarkastelee sukupuolta queer-perspektiivistä koulutuspolitiikan 
kontekstissa sekä koostaa ehdotuksia koulutuspoliittisten dokumenttien inklusiivisuuden 
lisäämiseksi.

Tämä opinnäyte perehtyy erityisesti queeriyttämisen teoreettiseen perustaan ja sovel-
taa standpoint-epistemologiaa sekä diffraktiivista tietämistä tieto-opillisena viitekehyk-
senä korostaen tietämisen kontekstisidonnaisuutta. Oma positioni muunsukupuolisena 
henkilönä toimii kontekstina queeriyttämiseen koko tutkielmassa. Opinnäytteessä ei ole 
perinteistä erillistä metodia, vaan se perustuu diffraktiiviseen epistemologiaan sekä sen 
teoriapohjan soveltamiseen, joka työn alussa esitellään: sukupuolen ja seksuaalisuuden de-
konstruktio perustuu performatiivisuuden teoriaan, ja performatiivisuuden ymmärtämi-
nen jatkuvana materiaalis-diskursiivisena prosessina puolestaan perustuu agentiaaliseen 
realismiin. Tutkielma tarkastelee queeriyttämisen filosofisia taustoja yksityiskohtaisesti, 
mm. epäonnistumisen ja mahdollisuuden tematiikkojen kautta.

Viimeisessä osuudessa käsitellään työn sisältöä kriittisestä näkökulmasta sekä sen vai-
kutuksia. Osio tarkastelee artikkelien intersektionaalisuutta sekä kysyy, edistävätkö tut-
kielmassa esitetyt perspektiivit queeriyttämistä riittävästi. Lopussa esittelen ehdotuksia 
queeriyttämisen jatkamiseksi ja kehittämiseksi tutkielmaan perustuen. Erityisesti koros-
tuvat kriittinen intersektionaalinen analyysi, vastuullisuuden idea, kasvatusnormien kriit-
tinen tarkastelu sekä prosessifilosofian painottaminen lopputulosten sijaan.
Avainsanat queer, sukupuoli, queeriyttäminen, tasa-arvo, queer-teoria, feminismi, 
performatiivisuus, feministinen epistemologia





Contents

1  Introduction

2  Discussing theory, orientation and central notions

15  2.1 Analyzing and queering – conflicting strategies?
18  2.2 Performativity
22  2.3 Standpoint epistemology, positioning and knowledge
25  2.4 Queer influences, failure and potentiality

3.1  Queer Should Be Here – Queering Finnish Art Education

31  Abstract
32  Gender can be Critical
34  Queer is Avoided in Art Education
39  Queer in Question and Possible Ways Toward 

Anti-Oppressive Education
45  Conclusions
47  References

3.2  Centralizing Queer in Finnish Art Education

49  Abstract
50  Introduction
53  Defining notions, concepts and theories that guide 

understandings of gender and queer
57  The global policy frame
60  Queer reading the national core curriculum
62  Capability Approach-based analysis of the National Core 

Curricula and its supporting materials
68  Conclusion and suggestions for queering the core curriculum
70  References



8

4  Now and in the future – discussing critical views on the 
articles, and future directions

73  4.1 Intersectionality and accountability
76  4.2 Questions of the theory of performativity
79  4.3 Conclusions (?) and ways of queering

5  References for sections 1, 2 and 4



9

1  Introduction

This master’s thesis consists of two peer-reviewed and published arti-
cles, Queer Should Be Here – Queering Finnish Art Education which was 
published in Feminism and Queer in Art Education (Suominen & Pusa 
eds. 2018), and Centralizing Queer in Finnish Art Education, written in 
collaboration with Anniina Suominen, Tiina Pusa and Larissa Haggrén 
and published in a special issue of Policy Futures in Education under the 
theme of Arts and Culture in Education. In addition to the published 
articles, I discuss some of the queer theory that has influenced my thesis 
process in section 2 and the questions raised during the process in sec-
tion 4. 

Simply put, this thesis is about gender diversity and queer in Finnish 
art education. The theme, however, is far from simple but rather com-
plex in how different notions of gender and queer connect to the vari-
ous directions of feminist philosophy and actual societal movements of 
feminism. I approach the research theme from my personal experience 
as a gender non-conforming and gender fluid1 person, which seems to 
set a critical and sometimes careful approach to gender diversity issues, 
as I explain in chapter 2.3.

The context of art education frames the discussion in this thesis. 
The initiative to focus on gender came from an indicative feeling of the 
absence of feminist and queer focus in my studies in the Aalto ARTS Art 
Education program, which was contrasted with an atmosphere of toler-
ance and liberal values of my peers. I wanted to study how gender was 
understood in art education research and teacher training.

I do not use a typical, explicit methodology throughout the thesis 
process, as the work consists of two peer-reviewed articles and both of 

1  In queer language, fluidity is used to describe the impermanence of sexual or 
gender identity over time and social contexts.
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them build around a distinct thought and working process. The for-
mat of a thesis by publication supports the overall process of constant 
questioning and repositioning, which I cannot help but see as somehow 
analogous to the queer fluidity of identity. This forms a specific episte-
mological challenge as the research focus may seem to shift as I ponder 
on questions about gender. However, I find this kind of loose methodol-
ogy creates a pedagogical space to actually focus on the process and let 
it be affected by various contexts. In this sense, my process could clearly 
be described with what Karen Barad (2007) calls the diffractive method, 
where the seeming epistemological challenge is met by moving from 
“reflection” to “diffraction”, understanding a phenomenon from within.

The motivation behind this thesis is both personal and societal. On 
one hand, as an art educator and perhaps future researcher, my intent 
has been to become well acquainted with the research theme of gender, 
especially as seen through queer theory, as well as to map out how gen-
der as a theme is present in the discourses of art education. However, I 
did not find it meaningful to analyze the discourses as I felt I had some-
thing more to contribute, which led me to assume a more personal and 
activist point of view and mode of scholarship than I initially thought. I 
hope that addressing queer issues in art education carried out in Finland 
and materialized in art education pedagogy provides a critical point of 
view of gender notions in a way that would provoke and in part gener-
ate more ambitious discussion that aim to further understandings and 
rethinking of inclusivity in education. In addition to a more diverse dis-
cussion, I hope that the art education community will find more ways to 
queer the practices present in the field and academic research.

The thesis process evolved at times quite quickly and the orienta-
tion was contemplated and redirected as I was reading, discussing and 
working with friends and other people who are interested or somehow 
invested in queer issues. During this process, I have shifted from a more 
theoretical or philosophical focus towards a more practical goals and 
writing, and back again. What has made this process both demanding 
and rewarding is how I have (re)positioned myself countless times, be-
tween privileged and marginalized. Perhaps the main outcome of this 
thesis work is the realization of a fluid thought process and its constant 
questioning that in a sense characterizes queer theory and may contrib-
ute to a way of queer learning.

At the beginning of the process, the first tentative research questions 
I sketched out were:



111  Introduction

1) What kind of notions of gender are there in the theory and/or 
practice of art education?

a) What kind of premises these notions rely on?
b) Are the premises ideologically and ontologically plau-

sible?
2) What is the political scope of gender in art education?

a) Why is gender a research theme in the first place?
b) Is there a specific power structure in the gender dis-

courses of art education?
c) What kind of gender politics would parallel sustainable 

education ethics?

It may not come as a surprise that many of these questions remain unan-
swered and set aside during the thesis process. However, they are a good 
reminder of how the queering of knowledge and learning is a complex, 
nonlinear, at times slow and fluid process that is by no means only ana-
lytical and cumulative.

I formulated the first question in order to look at the existing gen-
der discourses in Finnish art education. However, as I describe in the 
first article (3.1), these discourses were almost nonexistent, as there were 
no active publications about gender or sexuality, and when there were 
publications discussing these themes, they were not influenced by queer 
theory or queerfeminism.

Formulating the questions 1a and 1b guided me towards an ontologi-
cal inquiry of gender, which has been an interesting journey and often 
provoked me to question, criticize and mend false, outdated and op-
pressive understandings of gender variant people’s lives, identities and 
histories. However, I have realized during the course of this work that 
the political position of the first question (especially 1b) is also question-
able, as it often turns into a discussion about the ontology of gender 
that focuses on validating marginal people in the eyes and within the 
structures of oppressive society, engaging in the discussion about the au-
thenticity of gender experiences (which can be very violent to gender 
variant people). It turns out, as philosopher and feminist theorist Judith 
Butler (1999) suggests, that ontological questions were actually political 
and ethical questions all along. Also, influenced by the new materialist 
theory (Barad, 2007) in writing my part of the second co-written article 
included in this thesis, I started to incorporate more of these ontological 
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inquiries that may shift the focus of questioning towards “what gen-
der is” instead of “what gender does”, which proves to be much more 
fruitful and perhaps more accurate to my experience. Moreover, in the 
light of gender performativity, which is a theme that unites and connect 
both of the articles included in this written thesis document, gender is 
what gender does, which is the whole point of Butler’s theory on gender 
(Butler, 1999 [original 1990]; 2011 [original 1993]). That certainly led 
me to think of this thesis as a queering project instead of just analyzing 
gender notions and discourses, which would have externalized my posi-
tion instead of admitting that I am socially and materially entangled in 
the process of gender production even when I am analyzing it.

The second set of research questions identified above is more open 
and probably truer to what the articles in this thesis lean towards. As I 
realized that “gender ontology” is in fact governed by gender politics 
and gender epistemology, as Butler (1999) writes, the political scope of 
gender became the focal point of this thesis. The focus of the inquiry about 
gender is not as much about what gender is or what art educators think 
gender is, but more about what is said and done in the name of gender. 
This kind of focus is performative and process oriented.

This thesis, as most of them, is not simply a report of a research that 
I conducted. What I aim to present here is more like an active tracing 
of the inquiry that surfaced when I wrote a tentative essay, titled “Queer 
Should Be Here”, as a part of my thesis seminar in the autumn of 2018. 
Even though writing that essay began the process on paper, the com-
plexity of the issue and many of its discourses clearly did not emerge 
for the first time through that text but much earlier, as I had already 27 
years of various lived experiences as a non-heterosexual and non-binary 
person, it was the starting point of a process and led me to writing the 
articles that this thesis features. It is more likely that the decision to 
finally focus on gender issues was made when I attended the master’s 
course Gender and Art Education in 2015. I say “finally”, because I had 
held an enormous interest on the topic for the whole of my time study-
ing art education but it was not until attending this course that I realized 
my education (institutional and public) had been missing elements and 
themes that were crucial to my growth as a person and an educational 
and culture professional. Nevertheless, I did not address these issues that 
were vital to me until the beginning this thesis process, which I find 
to be another example of the bias that is created when politically and 
personally relevant topics are shunned, rendered taboos or improperly 
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attended to in public, cultural and educational domains.
The first article, “Queer Should Be Here - Queering Finnish Art 

Education” is an elaborated version of my initial essay written during 
the thesis seminar. It was published in Feminism and Queer in Art Edu-
cation (Suominen & Pusa, 2018). In this essay, I approach the tenta-
tive research questions first from a very personal point of view, sharing 
some illustrative experiences of the workings of identity politics of being 
queer and non-binary. Secondly, I move onto contemplating at the find-
ing that queering is avoided in education, even though the pedagogical 
situations are often thought of or said to be inclusive. I explore how the 
implausible conceptualization of gender leads to a token emancipation, cre-
ating new power dichotomies instead of equity. In the third section of the 
essay, I utilize Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity to further 
discuss gender, finding connections between the dense theory and lived 
experience as well as deconstructing the sex/gender division and the 
politico-ontological status of gender. In the final section, I turn towards 
the pedagocial implications and reflect on the state of crisis that unlearning 
and deconstructing might induce, and how this crisis of unknowing is vital 
in creating way for anti-oppressive education.

The second article, “Centralizing Queer in Finnish Art Education” 
is a collaborative project, written together with a fellow student, Larissa 
Haggrén, and two faculty members, Tiina Pusa and Anniina Suominen. 
This journal article was published in 2019 in Policy Futures in Education 
(Sage Journals, https://journals.sagepub.com/home/pfe). In this text, 
we examine if and how gender diversity and queer are present in the 
policies guiding Finnish art education and how these texts might influ-
ence praxis. The text explores the policy-practice gap through a close 
analysis of the Finnish National Core Curriculum for basic education 
as it relates to the broader Finnish culture of power and politics. In 
the article, we approach the topic of gender diversity through epistemic 
injustice and suggest that current international and national guidelines 
and policy documents may propagate a deeply seated normative, binary 
mind-set that not only impairs the actualization of equity but also ren-
ders paradoxical.

As a collectively constructed text, my primary contribution to the 
second article is the philosophical background that illuminates our 
performative understanding of gender and queer (Butler, 1999, 2001; 
Barad 2007), and the familiarization with the capability approach as an 
ethical apparatus (Robeyns, 2016; Sen, 1993) to produce new, more 
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sustainable policies. Here, the idea of revising some of Butler’s theory 
of gender performativity with posthumanist and materialist views from 
Barad, is from my perspective, central to the philosophical framework, 
as the revision answers to some critiques that have pointed out the lin-
guistic focus at the expense of materiality or embodiedness in Butler’s 
work (Butler, 2011; Barad 2007). Barad’s theory aims to resolve the ten-
sion between linguistic and materialistic views by suggesting metaphys-
ics that focus on the entanglement of matter and meaning.

Interestingly, during the process of writing these two articles and this 
thesis document, I have found my focus constantly shifting as I have 
learned new perspectives on queer theory and queer practices. Between 
the publications of the two articles, I began working in a dense collabo-
ration with my pedagogical partner, Jemina Lindholm, to develop an in-
tersectional feminist concept for guided tours in the Finnish Museum of 
Photography. These tours radically intersect the concepts of queer and 
crip and utilize feminist and queer pedagogy not only as subject matter 
but also in practice (Lindholm & Raudaskoski, 2019a, 2019b). Our 
pedagogical experiences have further shifted the focus of my thinking 
towards the intersectional analysis of social justice and further, and thus 
affected the theoretical basis of this thesis. The institutional positions 
and the privileges of whiteness of the authors of both these articles have 
raised my will to learn about the limits of my own cultural perspective, 
along with my middle-class background and understanding of academic 
language - and writing in English instead of my native language, Finn-
ish. I will further contemplate these progressions in the fourth part of 
this thesis, in which I discuss some critical views on the articles and the 
impact of this thesis on my work, thinking, research orientation and 
future aspirations.

I am grateful for my thesis seminar teacher Tiina Pusa, as well as 
Anniina Suominen, who asked me and other MA and PhD students to 
form a collective and write a book on emerging feminist and queer is-
sues in Finnish art education. 

Most of all, I thank all my friends and colleagues with whom I had 
countless immensely important conversations that also allowed me to 
learn more about gender, sexuality and their intersections with other 
realms of life.

Feminist work cannot be done alone.
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2  Discussing theory, orientation 
and central notions

This chapter focuses on the theory and philosophical background of the 
two published articles included in this thesis, and aims to contextualize 
them in research philosophy. Where the articles raise specific questions 
addressed to specific intended audiences, here, I explore and elaborate 
some of the theoretical inspirations and the epistemological and linguis-
tic views behind the process of composing this thesis and the articles. 
As I did not use an explicit, distinct method in this thesis, here I use the 
opportunity to discuss more closely the theory, research orientation, and 
central notions that guide and influence my understanding of the issue 
of gender and queer in art education.

More specifically, in this section, I discuss my theoretical orienta-
tion as both an analytic philosopher and a queer thinker, and the epis-
temological background of queer theory influential in my thesis work. 
I further contemplate performativity, standpoint epistemology and my 
own epistemic position, and finally, briefly review specifically some of 
the queer theory that has had the most influence in writing the articles 
in this thesis.

2.1 Analyzing and queering – conflicting strategies?

In this section, I position the articles philosophically and discuss the 
feeling of inconsistency that surrounds the wider philosophical subtext 
of this thesis. I argue that despite the usefulness of the analytical and 
rationalist approach to gender justice, that approach has several limita-
tions which call for different ways of meaning-making, learning and 
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knowing.
My education in analytic philosophy and personal tendency in ana-

lytic thinking forms an important starting point for the whole inquiry 
of this thesis. For an analytic ethicist, concept analysis is a way of finding 
out the logical rationale behind our conclusions about the world: taking 
time to attempt to define notions enables the analytic approach, which, 
in its turn, is often helpful in challenging problematic circular conclu-
sions, active or passive oppressive normative thinking, and inherited, 
un-checked notions of gender, for instance.

Analyzing gender binary is a prime example of this: the dichotomy 
is contested by non-binary people with their very existence and experi-
ence, and queer theorists in their argumentation against it (see, for ex-
ample, Butler 1999, 2011; Sedgwick, 1990; Muñoz, 2009; Halberstam 
2011). Regardless, popular societal gender norms render non-binary 
gender conceptually impossible, and affect concretely the possibilities 
of expression, way of life and social space. In order to point out the 
processes that produce these inequalities, it is important to try to map 
out and verbalize the (power) relations concerning normative gender 
production that produce rigid and artificial categorizations such as men, 
women and their mutual heterosexuality as sole intelligible realms and 
normative starting points. Michel Foucault influentially wrote about 
the historicity of power relations in his account of the concept of geneal-
ogy (Foucault, 1972, 1977). This discursive analysis has been an impor-
tant influencer behind many of the queer theorists, and notably Butler, 
whose at times canonical mode of deconstruction of gender (Butler, 
1990) can be seen as a deconstructive analytical method in itself (Pulk-
kinen & Rossi, 2006).

Power relations produce norms. When these norms are contested by 
pointing out that the norms have a certain history and logic, queered no-
tions of gender and sexuality might be passed on to the contexts where 
the primary perpetuation of sexism relies on vaguely rationalist argu-
mentation based on ignorant, ill-informed or false premises. An analytic 
feminist often finds the rationale behind everyday gender binary almost 
stunningly poor, and one could think that pointing out the problem-
atic arguments would simply lead to greater social justice, openness and 
understanding. This was the initial motivation for applying myself into 
analyzing the rationalist argumentation surrounding gender notions.

However, simply bringing out the historicity of gender and sexual-
ity is not always possible because of at least three more or less obvious 
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limitations.
First limitation for the rationalist context is the fact that our minds 

and social realities are not fully available to ourselves as the mind is 
not transparent. This limitation has been insightfully explored by femi-
nist psychoanalysis (such as Pinar 1998; Sedgwick 1990; Butler, 1999, 
2011). Therein lies also the major challenge for educators, as Kevin Ku-
mashiro notes in his account of different types of anti-oppressive educa-
tion:

“-- pedagogy traditionally attempts to control and grasp the knowable, 
leaving no space open for what is really uncontrollable and unknowable 
in education; and it attempts to do so out of desire for self-affirmation, 
desire for sameness and repetition. Education, then, needs to explore the 
difference produced in the unknowable, such as the uncanny (i.e., the 
strangely familiar). A pedagogical example would be reflecting on and 
revisiting one’s own desire to ignore --” (Kumashiro, 2000, p. 46-47)

The challenge described above is a profound pedagogical challenge. Ide-
ally, this challenge is met in various practices of feminist pedagogy and 
art education, where the desire to control is first recognized and then 
subjected to negotiation through social diversification, carried out creat-
ing structured safer spaces, and explored through artistic practice. Cre-
ating anti-oppressive practices is a great challenge for the pedagogue, 
who often works under stressful conditions, where controlling certain 
aspects of the learning process may be unconscious coping mechanisms 
(Lindholm & Raudaskoski, 2019a). Artistic practices, such as perfor-
mance art, with its embedded possibilities of working with the unre-
solved, uncanny and queer in real life, can perhaps offer some important 
non-rationalist ways of working towards queered knowledge about gen-
der and sexuality and, therefore, assist the pedagogy of anti-oppressive 
educators in various ways.

The second limitation to the rationalist context is the fact that we all 
live different lives. We differ from each other in class, color and ability 
in ways that shift the focus of oppression and its relatedness to sexism: 
oppression can be situated in ways that make it context-specific, also 
meaning that oppressive situations may in some cases only be perceived 
by certain people (Kumashiro, 2000). This is why, in order to enable 
anti-oppressive change, it does not simply suffice to find faulty argu-
ments and come forward with better ones. One possible way to address 
this limitation is to apply standpoint epistemology (discussed in section 
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2.3) and intersectional analysis (discussed in section 4.1).
In addition to the psychological knowability of the circumstances 

of others or one’s own, the third challenge for rationalist, analytical ap-
proach is the fact that almost the whole of the history of Western logic 
has been based on binary thinking, binary truth values and exclud-
ing opposition (Parsons, 2017) which has a bearing on epistemology 
and metaphysics, as they have been “geared to the static view of real-
ity” (Seibt, 2017). Other ways of anti-oppressive meaning-making are 
needed, and the focal shift from static ontology into a process-based or 
dynamic ontology is one way to address the issue and correct some of 
the epistemological binary bias. In the case of gender justice, the theory 
of performativity works exactly this way. It looks at gender as a process, 
a collection of repetitive acts that are performed against the backdrop 
of societal norms (Butler, 1999). From a point of view of a gender fluid 
person, this makes sense as it emphasizes the importance of context and 
its impact on gender.

2.2 Performativity

This section focuses on the theory of performativity, which is central in 
the understanding of gender and identity in both articles in this thesis. 
While the idea of gender as a performative phenomenon is discussed 
in some detail in both published articles, here I discuss performativity 
more broadly as a background theory for gender inquiries, to give a 
clearer account of what is meant by the term.

To contextualize performativity in philosophy, the idea is very much 
rooted in 20th century philosophy of language. Here, my understanding 
of language is based in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s “meaning as use”, which 
hails from Wittgenstein’s philosophy of language or the use theory of 
meaning, where the meaning of a word is defined by our ability to use 
it (Wittgenstein, 1999), and J. L. Austin’s book How to Do Things with 
Words (Austin, 1962). Austin’s influential speech act theory brought 
forth the idea that language is not merely descriptive relations between 
signifiers and the world but also contains performative utterances that 
have a normative bearing on the shared social scope of the language, us-
ing the act of naming a ship as an example (Austin, 1962). This linguis-
tic performativity relates to Judith Butler’s theory of gender performa-
tivity quite clearly, as a departure from an implicative relation between 
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ontology and identity towards a poststructuralist understanding of the 
production of subject as an inherent part of the performativity. 

In both articles of this thesis, I utilize Judith Butler’s idea of gender 
performativity (Butler, 1999) to point out the processuality or becom-
ingness of gender as opposed to a static attribute of the subject. My 
main theoretical influence is the performative view that gender is an ef-
fect produced by certain acts that through time and repetition form an 
illusion of permanence and naturalness (Butler, 1999, 2011). This goes 
against the popular view that gender is a fixed category of identity which 
stands in relation with the prediscursive, “natural” category of sex. In 
Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1999, originally 
published in 1990), Butler writes:

“-- acts, gestures, enactments, generally construed, are performative in 
the sense that the essence manufactured and sustained through corporeal 
signs and other discursive means. That the gendered body is performa-
tive suggests that it has no ontological status apart from the various acts 
which constitute its reality.” (Butler, 1999, p. 185)

This ontological/social view is deconstructed in the discussion about 
the sex/gender dichotomy, as Butler points out that sex as an ontologi-
cal category has discursive implications and therefore its naturalness is 
constructed (Butler, 1999). This view continues from Michel Foucault’s 
idea of the constructedness of “sex” in The History of Sexuality (1978), 
which Butler describes as:

“(a) produced in the service of the social regulation and control of sexu-
ality and (b) conceals and artificially unifies a variety of disparate and 
unrelated sexual functions and then (c) postures within discourse as a 
cause, an interior essence which both produces and renders intelligible all 
manner of sensation, pleasure, and desire as sex-specific.” (Butler, 1999, 
p. 128)

Performatively speaking, sex and gender are the same thing, as they are 
both constructed through a normative process of explicit and implicit 
performative utterances. This has lead to questions about the ontologi-
cal status of the body, which Butler writes is “productive, constitutive, 
[and] performative, inasmuch as this signifying act delimits and contours 
the body that it then claims to find prior to any and all signification” 
(Butler, 2011, p. 6). I think performativity as an anti-essentialist way of 
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thinking about gender and body, as it reveals that the interior core of 
identity is an “illusion discursively maintained for the purposes of the 
regulation of sexuality within the obligatory frame of reproductive het-
erosexuality” (Butler 1999, p. 186). In other words, heteronormativity 
produces bodies that fit the heterosexual ideals, and then claims to find 
these bodies simply as they are in the world, naturally gender-binary 
and naturally heterosexual, which in fact are the norms that define the 
essence of each binarily gendered subject. Performativity, then, does not 
mean that anything can be performed since there is no natural, interior 
essence as constraint, but rather that in spite of the seeming integrity of 
the identity, it is actually constantly and repeatedly being produced and 
signified on the body.

In gender performativity, the possibilities of what to perform and 
how, are according to Butler, constrained by gender norms that she 
frequently calls “highly rigid” (Butler, 1999). While performativity is 
linked to the idea of gender as a socialization process and Simone Beau-
voir’s famous claim that one is not born a woman, but rather becomes 
one (Beauvoir, 1988, originally published in 1949), this focus on het-
eronormativity as a regulatory power for the otherwise contingent rela-
tion between sex, gender, and performance, explains why gender per-
formativity is not as subject to the so called “coat-rack view of gender” 
(Mikkola, 2017), where the body is simply a surface upon which any 
given social production of gender could be inscribed. One cannot just 
perform any identity and call it gender, but the gender performance, 
according to Butler (1999), always stands in relation to stiff, societal 
gender norms.

This focus on the powers of norms has led to some critique about 
the ontological problems of discursivity on this deep a level (Butler, 
2011; Barad, 2007). If the body is performative, how can its ontological 
status then be described? Is the linguistic discursivity emphasized at the 
expense of materiality of the body, or corporeality? Here, I incorporated 
the theory of agential realism by feminist physicist Karen Barad (2007) 
to “reread” performativity in a contemporary posthumanist context in 
this thesis. I felt that the above-mentioned accusations of the lack of 
corporeality were themselves part of a certain type of discourse, aiming 
to hold on to the body as a natural, pre-discursive realm. In deconstruct-
ing this, I find Barad’s neo-materialist account of discursivity helpful, as 
it focuses on the discursive nature of matter itself, grounding the theory 
meticulously in Bohrian quantum physics in an interesting and scien-



212  Discussing theory, orientation and central notions

tifically specific way. 
Most of the philosophical argumentation of Barad’s theory cannot 

be addressed in the scope of this thesis, but I look at the question of 
the materiality of the body in the second article of this thesis, Central-
izing Queer in Finnish Art Education. The main idea in agential realism 
is that the material ontology of the universe is entangled with social 
agency, from which follows that language, or discourse, is not distinct 
from matter. In short, the whole universe is inherently discursive and 
in constant agential process of becoming, and agency is not defined 
by human intentionality or subjectivity (Barad, 2007). Agential realism 
detaches performativity from anthropocentric contexts where material-
ity is limited to the construction of the human body, which may have 
led to the misinterpretation of Butler’s account of the body as a mere 
linguistic deconstruction or even linguistic monism. To Barad, “matter 
is a dynamic intra-active becoming that is implicated and enfolded in its 
iterative becoming. Matter(ing) is a dynamic articulation/configuration 
of the world” (Barad, 2007, p. 151). This view positions matter itself as 
a possible agent in the process of materialization, as opposed to Butler, 
to whom matter seems to be “a passive product of discursive practices” 
(Barad, 2007, p. 151). According to Barad, world is inherently pro-
cessual and discursive, and the ontological, epistemological and ethical 
realms are not distinct fields of inquiry but unified, entangled, through 
the extended concept of agency.

The ethical (or political) scope of gender performativity, for Butler, 
arises in particular through the idea of subversive action (Butler, 1999). 
Subversive acts are described with examples of gender parody, notably 
drag, which plays upon the contingency of the relation between anat-
omy, gender identity and gender performance. These three realities are 
then revealed to be distinct from one another, which can manifest itself 
also in very much everyday life situations, where a male-passing person 
is told to “act masculine” in order to be a “proper male”, and this is done 
under the pretext that the person already is “naturally male” and should 
act in a certain way. But if being male is in any way dependent on the ex-
pression of maleness, then the idea of a natural maleness turns out to be 
a performance as well. As Butler describes in the case of the performance 
of drag, “the parody is of the very notion of an original” and that “gen-
der parody reveals that the original identity after which gender fashions 
itself is an imitation without an origin” (Butler, 1999, p. 188). Here, the 
subversion happens when the essentialist view is effectively undermined 
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by pointing out that it is, indeed, an imitative, discursive practice.
To illustrate this idea of imitative performance further, and to con-

nect to the oscillation between analytic and queered thought described 
earlier, I find the trans vlogger and philosopher Natalie Wynn’s famous 
Youtube channel ContraPoints (Wynn, 2019) an example of a success-
ful, intentional use of subversive performance. She uses multiple drag 
personas and performs different roles that each talk about different an-
gles of the issue at hand, often related to transgender issues, feminism, 
fascism or capitalism. The personas in the videos often debate in various 
styles, others being extremely analytical while others state opinions very 
frankly and affectively. This way, contradicting views can be incorporat-
ed into a single discussion by creating videos where different alter egos 
debate. The “outcome” of these discussions is more queer than linear in 
the sense that it retains the multiplicity and processuality of the issue 
while still being able to use analysis and argumentation at each separate 
parts of the discussion. The most subversive part of the videos, however, 
is not just the act of drag or theatrical alter egos, but the way she appro-
priates alt-right memes and sexist internet discourses, displacing their 
meanings into a queer context and thus stripping them of their usual 
powers of persuasion.

2.3 Standpoint epistemology, positioning and knowledge

Epistemologically, a central perspective in this thesis is the way knowl-
edge is a social and participatory practice, affected by social relations 
and structures. In this section, I discuss the epistemological linkages of 
the articles in this thesis. I apply the standpoint theory, an aspect of so-
cial epistemology and clarify my personal position as a part of my view 
on the process of situated knowledge-production. In the final part of the 
section, I look at knowledge as entanglement and the diffractive method 
(Barad, 2007).

Feminist standpoint epistemology can be used as a way of addressing 
power imbalances in epistemology. As I briefly explain in the first article 
of this thesis, Queer Should Be Here, standpoint epistemology is takes 
into consideration the position of the knower in the knowledge produc-
tion (Grasswick, 2018). Knowledge can be situated in countless different 
ways, which “influence knowers’ access to information and the terms in 
which they represent what they know”, as well as the form, attitudes and 
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modes of certainty (Grasswick, 2018). The feminist standpoint theory 
claims that one can have an epistemic privilege or authority over certain 
types of knowledge by virtue of their gender position, therefore carrying 
also normative content as a knowledge-producing process. For example, 
if one is a heterosexual cis person, their access to the social production of 
the heteronormativity is seen as very limited, compared to the position 
of a non-binary or trans person, who may have, by the virtue of their ac-
tive marginalization, situated knowledge of exact social contexts where 
gender binary or heteronormativity is produced, favoured or promoted. 
There is an epistemic asymmetry that Miranda Fricker (2007) calls epis-
temic injustice, a view applied in the second article of this thesis. Fricker 
argues that social prejudices create specific epistemic problems of in-
credibility and ignorance.

In discussing standpoint epistemology, it is important to accurately 
define the position of the knower, as it carries definite consequences 
on the knowledge-production, meaning that some social positions are 
actually more epistemologically valuable than others (Grasswick, 2018). 
In order to avoid false generalizations, such as “all women have an epis-
temic privilege in gender issues”, one needs a departure from second 
wave feminist standpoint theory, for such assertions perpetuates gen-
der binary and heteronormativity while claiming to dismantle gender 
inequalities in epistemology, and my application of standpoint theory 
relies on a diversified view on the social and gendered position of the 
knower. Therefore, also in the context of this thesis, I need to attempt 
to situate myself as a non-binary, gender-nonconforming, genderflu-
id, genderqueer person, but also look at the limits of my position. My 
gender causes me to have very different experiences from many of the 
experiences of other transgender people today, who may struggle with 
more explicit discrimination and violence. My struggle has mostly been 
about not having space or feeling of safety, or not being recognized or 
validated, listened, taken care of or understood. My male-passing physi-
cal appearance may give privilege in some cases, because of those of 
my traits that are generally deemed masculine and therefore signs of 
credibility and authority in the heterosexist society. I tend to recognize 
most of these privileges as they very often contradict my own social ex-
perience of the situation and, in some cases, add to the overall anxiety 
about my gender (and in some cases, gender dysphoria). As Be Oak-
ley describes their situation similar to mine, “[a]s a non-binary queer 
person who does not identify as male, my assumed maleness is both 
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a site of privilege and of a violence of naming. -- Such passing comes 
at the price of dealing with the action of being misgendered on a daily 
basis, but also becomes a site of privilege due to such presumed white 
maleness.” (Oakley, 2018b, p. 34) This contradictory point of gendered 
existence defines the psychological landscape of my everyday life, as it 
could sometimes be described as a lose-lose situation. I hope that in the 
context of this piece of academic work, my specific epistemological posi-
tion comes through.

In this thesis, I approach queering first and foremost from the per-
spective informed by my personal experiences. Living with contradic-
tions between my sexual and gender identity and the heteronormative 
society, at this point of my life, I have gathered ample knowledge about 
how my experiences differ from, are similar to or intersect with oth-
ers. This knowledge is queer because it is formulated within normative 
structures and discourses and thus rendered unintelligible, unnatural or 
simply impossible in the normative context. The contradiction between 
the normative and the marginalized position has, at times, forced me 
to verbalize my lived experiences in a language that is not fully suitable 
or hospitable to them, namely, use words and explanations that do not 
always feel appropriate. The choice is made based on the understand-
ing of language as a performative tool in a world that is discursive and 
endlessly reshaped, as described earlier. In this way, the analytic think-
ing may also be understood as a necessary defensive mechanism against 
the violence inflicted by the heteronormative society, a performance of 
rationalism. It gives me social access and psychologic space to live and 
write as a queer person, whereas the queer knowledge could certainly be 
communicated more effectively in non-normative ways.

Eventually, as another departure from the traditional analytical epis-
temology, this thesis connects to a diffractive way of knowing, an ap-
proach to knowledge formulated by Karen Barad (2007). Although I 
did not utilize this theory as an explicit method of inquiry in writing the 
articles, in retrospect it seems to have influenced and further shifted my 
focus from the linear and static philosophical frame to a processual and 
extensively discursive mode of research. In short, Barad discusses the 
diffractive method through contrasting it with the idea of reflection and 
reflexivity, agreeing with earlier feminist critics, who have often viewed 
scientific reflectivity as insufficient in addressing important intersection-
al social factors. But the most important criticism is that reflexivity is 
founded on representationalism, the belief that “words, concepts, ideas 
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and the like accurately reflect or mirror the things to which they refer” 
(Barad, 2007, p. 86) and that “practices of representing have no effect 
on the objects of investigation and that we have a kind of access to rep-
resentations that we don’t have to the objects themselves” (Barad, 2007, 
p. 87). Barad suggests as a response a turn towards diffractive methodol-
ogy that is performative rather than representationalist. (It is important 
to note, as Barad clarifies herself, that diffraction is not a mere optical 
analogy here but a fully fleshed methodological theory on philosophy 
of science.) Based on her theory of agential realism (described briefly 
in the section 2.2 of this thesis), diffraction departs from the way that 
reflecting the world from outside keeps the world at a distance, and 
engages fully to understanding the world “from within and as part of it” 
(Barad, 2007, p. 88). As an method of knowing, I realize that my con-
stant process of learning, my ways of “representing” ideas, and chang-
ing my points of focus, my views, myself and the world around me are 
characterized by diffraction, as it focuses on performativity, ontologi-
cal entanglement and the fundamental blurring of the lines of ontol-
ogy, epistemology and ethics. The most significant part of this mode 
of knowledge-production is that by understanding the subject/object 
division to be contingent, it “makes manifest the extraordinary liveliness 
of the world” (Barad, 2007, p. 91) and successfully disrupts the static 
norms of knowledge and knowing, and therefore, importantly, it also 
disrupts the norms of learning.

2.4 Queer influences, failure and potentiality

The term queer is something I cannot fully define even as I use it in this 
work. Having been a pejorative term for homosexuals, the activists of 
the queer liberation movement appropriated it for a positive use as a 
word that celebrates all things anti-heteronormative (Liu, 2018). The 
term has fluid meanings and multiple uses, which is important to its 
political potential. Moreover, some still may consider it a slur. Today, to 
understand “queer” simply as synonymoys to “gay” seems revealing of 
the discursive powers that deeply entangle gender and sexuality without 
ever calling their interconnectedness out aloud. For me, queer reveals 
the constructedness and underdetermination of gender and sexuality 
while at the same time remaining undefined in terms of heterosexist 
language. This is not to mystify the term. It is a form of rebellion against 
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the oppressive hegemony of heterosexist language, based on the notion 
of language as a discursive, shaping force, and in my view, can only be 
understood properly in queer contexts.

I may also use the term queer differently from its habitual English 
use, because the word in Finnish remains untranslated (with some ex-
ceptions1) and may in some contexts work in ways that the English ver-
sion does not. For example, I do not talk about queerness but simply use 
the word queer instead. Not all of the confusion is intentional but given 
the focus on the connection of queer experience and queer theory (But-
ler, 1999, 2011; Halberstam, 2011; Sedgewick, 1990), it is a conscious 
choice to keep the word as it is. For a genderqueer person like myself, 
the slipperiness describes well the fluidity of the meanings around the 
term queer and underlines its welcome inclusivity for people whose gen-
ders are marginalized beyond public description.

In the past 30 years, queer has been described and approached dif-
ferently by different queer theorists, and I recognize their influences on 
this thesis. In addition to Butler’s Gender Trouble (1999), another queer 
theorist whose writing felt strangely familiar was Eve Sedgwick on Epis-
temology of The Closet (1990). The main idea behind her work is that the 
“homo/heterosexual dichotomy has been a presiding master term for 
the past century” (Sedgwick, 1990). Although I do not credit her work 
in the references of my articles, I realize that it probably has had an indi-
rect impact on my thinking through queer culture. In the Epistemology 
of the Closet, she writes:

“I’ll argue that the now chronic modern crisis of homo/heterosexual 
definition has affected our culture through its ineffaceable marking 
particularly of the categories secrecy/disclosure, knowledge/ignorance, 
private/public, masculine/feminine, majority/minority, innocence/ini-
tiation, natural/artificial, new/old, discipline/terrorism, canonic/non-
canonic, wholeness/decadence, urbane/provincial, domestic/foreign, 
health/illness, same/different, active/passive, in/out, cognition/paranoia, 
art/kitch, utopia/apocalypse, sincerity/sentimentality, and voluntarity/
addiction.”

1  Some Finnish queer theorists have used the Finnish word pervo (Seta, 2019), 
which is literally translated as pervert in English. It tries to capture some of the subver-
sion of queer but does not centralize the uncanniness and strangeness quite as well. In 
the queer movement, some use the term vino or vinokas, which derive from the Finnish 
word for slanted, not straight, not quite in place, also leaning in connotation towards 
opposite of the English word straight, which does not translate directly into Finnish.
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I find this formulation interesting, as the long list of dichotomies por-
trays the way that our culture incorporates certain central binaries into 
all other binaries through connotation and normative association. In my 
view, this binarism is a patriarchal system of sexual and gender norms 
which enables social policing of identities. This is a central theme in 
my thesis. Incorporation of gendered and sexualized norms onto the 
whole of social life is the part of the genealogy of gender which most 
affects queer people and from which most of the countless heterosexist 
practices rise.

Turning to the subversive practices that often accompany queering, 
I am also influenced by the theme of queer failure. Jack Halberstam, 
a queer and trans theorist, explores insightfully how the failure can be 
seen as central queer thinking:

“Under certain circumstances failing, losing, forgetting, unmaking, un-
doing, unbecoming, not knowing may in fact offer more creative, more 
cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the world. Failing is some-
thing queers do and have always done exceptionally well; for queers fail-
ure can be a style, to cite Quentin Crisp, or a way of life, to cite Foucault, 
and it can stand in contrast to the grim scenarios of success that depend 
upon ‘trying and trying again.’” (Halberstam, 2011, p. 2-3)

Failing to comply to the rules of the society, the contradiction between 
what the society expects and what one wants to be and express, can 
therefore become a rewarding source of liberation. It carries the unruli-
ness of childhood and can be used as a strategy of “low theory” (Halber-
stam, 2011) to work with issues that defy the norms of seriousness or 
meticulousness. This is an aspect of queer that builds on the subversive 
side of queer politics, and how queer failure is a disruption to the per-
petuation of heterosexist society at play. However, I seem to fail this 
kind of failing, as my strategies of analyzing and communicating with 
precision actually do comply with some of the hegemonic knowledge 
production, and in this work I do not operate “successfully” in low the-
ory. In writing the articles, I am not overly worried about this since it is 
a natural philosophical fluidity that my research thinking has and serves 
to clarify connections between ontology, epistemology and politics that 
concern gender, but I discuss the issue of academicization in the end of 
section 4.3 of this thesis.

Also, as Halberstam writes, the negative connotations of failure may 
also be used transgressively to undermine the toxic positivity of con-
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temporary life (Halberstam, 2011, p. 3). In my view, failing sets an 
urgency to the matter and connects queer issues with issues from other 
oppressed marginals. The binary of failing/succeeding is a forceful way 
of othering, and the theme of failure as part of queering “embraces the 
contradictions that exist when trying to survive in a society fueled by 
racism, colonization, and capitalism” (Oakley, 2018a), not to mention 
heterosexism and ableism. Here the interconnectedness of marginalized 
failures in a society are framed as a performed failure, a non-binarism 
that centralizes the contradictions of denying normativity. 

There is a close connection to be seen, for example, with how able-
ism and neoliberalism are connected, just as well as heterosexism and 
capitalism are connected. According to this view, the value of a person is 
tied to their productivity in the capitalist economic system under strict, 
set criteria for valuable acts, which only includes ableist notions of ef-
fectiveness, personal traits, and bodily ability (Goodley, Lawthom, & 
Runswick-Cole, 2014). Similar rigorous criteria for success form the 
core of multitude oppressive structures in society, including the queer 
failure: the lacking of legislation and the absence of queer in sex edu-
cation, for instance, contribute to constructing queer people’s failing 
heterosexism. Butler addresses this gendered failure in Gender Trouble: 
“The injunction to be a given gender produces necessary failures, a va-
riety of incoherent configurations that in their multiplicity exceed and 
defy the injunction by which they are generated.” (Butler, 1999, p. 199) 
This is the background against which I share the personal anecdotes in 
the first part of Queer Should Be Here, and the dilemma of failing as a 
productive citizen or as a normal person, but conversely succeeding in 
finding out what kind of possibilities one actually has of existing and 
expressing oneself. In the words of the queer icon Quentin Crisp: “If at 
first you don’t succeed, failure may be your style” (Crisp, 1968, p. 196). 
I find that there is a vast creative possibility in queer as failure which, 
however, should be overly idealized or appropriated beyond the contra-
dictory circumstances of queer existence.

The dimension of possibility in queer is well described in seeing 
queer as a utopia. José Esteban Muñoz talks about queer potentiality:

“Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another way, we 
are not yet queer. We may never touch queerness, but we can feel it as 
the warm illumination of a horizon imbued with potentiality. We have 
never been queer, yet queerness exists for us as an ideality that can be 
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distilled from the past and used to imagine a future. The future is queer-
ness’s domain.” (Muñoz 2009, p. 1). 

This queer utopia is something that is central to the politics of the term. 
It implicitly opens up possibilities for anti-heteronormative realities that 
require active and collective imagination. This potentiality is probably 
what drew my attention to queer theory in the first place, although Mu-
ñoz is not the first queer theorist I encountered. To quote Halberstam: 
“Queer studies offer us one method for imagining, not some fantasy of 
an elsewhere, but existing alternatives to hegemonic systems” (Halber-
stam, 2011, p. 89). As I write in Queer Should Be Here, the feeling of 
potentiality is very important for a person who lives their life with non-
binary gender experiences. In oppressive contexts, a comfortable space 
or an accepting community are all part of a utopia in which potentiality 
is a way of life by itself, having concrete effects on the social life of a 
queer person, and the utopian mode of existence can also be an accu-
rate context for the queer subject, further breaking binaries of present/
absent, past/future, which, from a queer perspective of possibilities, may 
well seem redundant.

This section has been an attempt to describe the theories that in-
formed my inquiry in the articles that follow in the next section. As my 
methodology oscillates between analytical and theoretical on the one 
hand, and diffractive, entangled and experience-based on the other, this 
theoretical section cannot be seen as an all-encompassing description of 
the thesis process but more of a heuristic theoretical framework of the 
thesis. The two published articles are discrete parts of that process but, 
considering the wide scope of the subject at hand, I suggest that the 
articles could understood as integral part of a bigger process that this 
project has initiated. The next section consists solely of the articles as 
they were published.
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3.1  Queer Should Be Here – 
Queering Finnish Art Education

 
If stubborn sexism is the only thing that keeps you from being an outcast 
pervert, it has already failed in its task: creating norms credits the outsiders.

Abstract

In this article, I argue why gender issues should be central to art educa-
tion that works for social justice. In slowly discovering how little gender 
and queer is discussed in Finnish art education on a professional level, 
I find it important to raise questions about why this is and to point 
out some of the key challenges in deconstructing gender. In the first 
part, I share illustrative personal experiences of the workings of identity 
politics concerning queer. Secondly, I look at how queer is avoided in 
education, even though it is often thought or said to be included. The 
implausible conceptualization of gender leads to a false emancipation, 
creating new power dichotomies. In the third section, I ask more precise 
questions about the conceptualization of sex and gender, and draw on 
Judith Butler’s gender theory to deconstruct the sex/gender division and 
the politico-ontological status of gender. Finally, I reflect on the state of 
crisis that a thorough unlearning and deconstructing might induce, and 
how this crisis of unknowing is vital in creating a way for anti-oppressive 
education.
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Gender can be Critical
 

My deep underlying motivation to work with gender issues and con-
tribute to the movement has been accumulating throughout my whole 
life. As a child, I was often asked questions like ”Why do you play with 
girls?” and ”Are you a boy or a girl?” The latter troubled me the most: I 
felt as though it was supposed to make me feel inferior to others because 
I was not masculine enough in their eyes as an eight-year-old “male-
bodied” child. But the truth was, I didn’t understand what the question 
was about at all, and it startled me. Of course I wasn’t masculine, why 
would I be? Why would you ask these things from me? It seemed that 
others claimed to have knowledge about my gender that I didn’t, and, 
at the same time, they bullied me with such questions, as if to catch me 
in the act of not complying, not doing what I was supposed to do with 
the gender assigned to me by a heteronormative society. The problem 
was that I did not have the words that I have now to describe my gen-
der identity: a genderqueer person. This means that I identify neither 
as a man nor a woman, and that many parts of my gender and sexual 
identity are explicitly open to context sensitivity and in the vast major-
ity of cases do not conform to the masculine-feminine or man-woman 
binaries. They are fluid social realities.

One might wonder what use ‘opening up possibilities’ finally is, but no 
one who has understood what it is to live in the social world as what is 
‘impossible’, illegible, unrealizable, unreal, and illegitimate is likely to 
pose that question. (Butler 1997, viii)

For the cis-gendered reader, that is, for those whose gender identity 
matches their assigned sex, it might be hard to understand how the type 
of dominance of normative gender system that I described above has 
been repeated immeasurably during my life – everything from gendered 
dressing rooms, saunas and toilets, to mental health problems resulting 
from early experiences facing heterosexist1 attitudes – and how some of 

1  I use the term heterosexism because of its inclusivity and logic compared 
to “homophobia” which, in my view, reflects the views shared in popular everyday 
discussion on sexuality as a distinct trait from gender. Heterosexism takes into account 
the workings of compulsory heterosexuality which creates normatively sexed and gen-
dered settings differently in different cultural contexts, and underlines the fact that the 
most acute discrimination is targeted against those who break gender norms, including 
feminine men, masculine women, and all non-binary people.
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the situations have been especially revelatory, further clarifying my epis-
temic standpoint related to gender issues. In this context, standpoint 
epistemology means that the core of the heterosexist society can be seen 
more clearly if one stands, in one way or another, in a marginalized 
position, “left outside.” When one constantly runs into the obstacles of 
a system not built for people like oneself, those obstacles are very plain 
to see.

One definitive turning point for my involvement occurred when I 
participated in the masters’ course Gender and Art Education, which is 
the one course to ambitiously tackle the complex issues around gender 
and sexuality in the whole of the Aalto ARTS Art Education program. 
For me it was a much-anticipated platform to look closely and reflect 
collectively, with a multitude of standpoints, on the complex issue. Vis-
iting lecturers, consisting of artists, art professionals, and scholars, had 
worked at the junction of art education and gender. One of them had 
worked with gender-specific pedagogy for dancing “boys” (that is, as-
sumed boys) in another field of education. Since in visual art educa-
tion, the researchers on the issue are very few and the course emphasizes 
performativity as a relevant point of view, we listened to an expert from 
a sibling pedagogical field. During his lecture, the group discussed the 
problem of binary gender segregation in education, and I pointed out 
how this division leaves queer people on the margin or outside alto-
gether: as a gender-nonconforming queer, I wouldn’t know whether I 
belonged to a boys’ dance group or a girls’ dance group, and why. To my 
surprise, for some reason, he sneered and said “Come on, now,” moving 
on with his presentation, thus completely ignoring the problematization 
of gender as a given ontological category that I had just raised. It should 
be noted that one might consider it a luxury to be able to do this – not 
all of us have the privilege of not listening, not having to justify one’s 
point of view. This recalls countless similar situations in my life when 
gender assignation overruled my gender experience without any intel-
ligent effort whatsoever to justify itself facing the call-out. The attitude 
is supported by norms that present it as something natural, something 
that does not need explanation. However, in the context of the course, 
these norms were not as solid as elsewhere, and the situation became 
extremely awkward. Where I have learned to effectively and successfully 
cope with individual rejections like this, it is their multitude that fur-
ther drives marginalization, reifies the power dynamics of compulsory 
heterosexuality, and continues its naturalization. Fortunately for me and 
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others in the group, we later reflected on the incident together, and my 
experience was heard and felt by fellow students and faculty alike.

This has not been the only incident in my studies that has led to me 
questioning whether it is possible that many art educators have minimal 
awareness of the actual problems involved in what we call “gender is-
sues.” How do art educators, students and teachers, see, perceive, and 
conceptualize gender, and what do they make of it? The culture of gen-
der discourse in my art education program has seemed vague, to say 
the least, and the one course mentioned above has been the only real 
platform to open up serious discussion to allow further questioning. 
The more one learns about contemporary gender studies, the more one 
misses the pivotal discourses in art education. Granted that as a result 
of the dialogic ideals of art education, there is an atmosphere of toler-
ance and acceptance in the art education program at Aalto University, 
which is indeed helpful in creating room for queer, is it possible that this 
almost self-evident acceptance is in fact not working toward emancipa-
tion, instead simply creating evasion around issues that would cause 
severe political conflict if they were brought into open discussion?

 
Queer is Avoided in Art Education

 
Do we really agree on gender and sexuality? Is gender not, in some ways, 
an elephant in the room, when we talk about education-related prob-
lems such as power relations in schools, bullying and inequality? Do art 
educators knowingly or unknowingly take part in discourses that do not 
drive the goals that we have explicitly set for ourselves (social justice, 
inclusion, equality), but generate new ways of marginalization in soci-
ety? To answer these questions, it is important to look into the premises 
that underlie different gender notions in Finnish art education. The dis-
course on the level of publications is, surprisingly, very scarce, with few 
exceptions in the past ten years in the main periodicals or publications 
in the field of Finnish art education. Although there have been a hand-
ful of Bachelor’s and Master’s theses that evoke gender in one way or 
another, they do not always do so in a critical way, and they do not seem 
to have entailed extensive further discussion in research publications. In 
the context of research, it remains vital to underline that talking about 
“boys” or “girls” is a different discourse altogether, as it begs the ques-
tions that operate on the level of gender production, gender ontology, 
and identity politics. Talking about boys and girls does not necessarily 
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make it about gender. Strikingly, the prominent discourse of contempo-
rary feminism and gender deconstruction that has in recent years been 
seen across the news media (the #MeToo campaign, marriage equality, 
transgender human rights violations), has not found consolidation in 
art education, although several discussions seem to have been opened up 
over the years. Is it because we think that heterosexism does not touch 
us or the work we do? Is it because we think we already know how to 
deal with gender in a way that is sustainable and inclusive and promotes 
social equality?

Either active or passive silencing behavior to silence queer in Finn-
ish art education prohibits important questions from being asked, dis-
misses real conversations from taking place, and bans educational and 
curriculum theory from evolution. But is the silence in fact that surpris-
ing? In the context of the United States, Adam J. Greteman (2017) has 
joined Ed Check (2004) and Dipti Desai (2003) in demanding a queer 
space in art education. In addition, the Big Gay Church collective has 
worked to open discussion through their interventions at the National 
Art Education Association Annual Meetings (Sanders, Cosier, Rhoades, 
Wolfgang & Davenport, 2013). One and a half decades after Check and 
Desai’s accounts, queer is still avoided in education (Greteman, 2017). 
He writes that in addressing sexuality in classrooms, engagements fall 
roughly into three categories: 1) discussing sexuality as a curricular is-
sue, 2) discussing sexuality as a student issue, and 3) discussing it as 
a teacher issue. He goes on to state that these viewpoints neglect the 
possibility of addressing sexuality and difference as a way of helping 
produce queer subjects (Greteman, 2017). Homosexuality, for example 
in the context of art history, is discussed by some teachers, but gender 
and sexuality as identity politics are left untouched.

In a situation where the mere subject of sexuality is largely avoided 
in education as being volatile, we should not be set back by the fact that 
it is discussed in a way that excludes sexually critical possibilities, such 
as students becoming queer, for fear of political dissent. As shown below, 
in the Finnish national curricula, the above-mentioned categories can 
be found either explicitly or implicitly, and as Greteman (2017) finds is 
often the case, the focus is on raising awareness of sexual and/or gender 
diversity, thus hoping to contribute to a change in education. As Ku-
mashiro (2000) notes, this type of focus has several weaknesses which 
do not enable progressive education in gender and queer, thus not yield-
ing further social justice. The approach assumes that raised awareness 



36 Queering The Way

leads to transformation, which it does not necessarily do, as it might 
just reaffirm the rift between norms and margins. While the new Finn-
ish national curricula allow and encourage teachers to deal with diverse 
sexual identities, there is no guarantee whatsoever that queer will be 
included in the way that Greteman proposes, as an open-ended category 
of sexual meaning and transformation. This means that it is possible to 
disregard gender politics, countless queer realities and the dynamics of 
gender production altogether, by just adding a sort of disclaimer when 
lightly touching on the subject of marginalized identities: “And then 
there are gays and what have you.” This type of evasion undermines the 
project of social justice as a whole, creating a new power dichotomy, a 
fake emancipation.

The Finnish national curricula for compulsory basic education 
([POPS], 2014) and the national core curriculum for upper second-
ary schools ([LOPS], 2015) acknowledge gender and sexuality as an 
integral part of education. As documents that draw carefully balanced 
political and pedagogical guidelines for education, both curricula work 
on an abstract level. However, in the national curricula for compulsory 
basic education (POPS, 2014), advocating “gender equality” (p. 18) and 
learning about gender diversity are mentioned explicitly in the part that 
clarifies the larger societal purpose of the document, and in the core cur-
riculum for upper secondary schools, the goals are mentioned more su-
perficially: “understanding the diversity of gender and sexuality creates 
room for teaching that is aware of gender and equality issues.” (LOPS, 
2015, p. 12). Is this an invitation to break the silence around the politics 
of gender production? Will raising awareness produce change?

The abstract terming of the text is undoubtedly intentional, allow-
ing different teachers to work in ways that are supported by the material 
context of their work. However, as progressive as the new curricula are 
in dealing with multidisciplinary learning and many other contempo-
rary societal challenges, they do not draw a clear picture of “gender”. 
It is worth noting that in the Finnish language, there is no sex/gender 
distinction on a lexical level, but the distinction is made semantically by 
referring to “biological sex” (biologinen sukupuoli) on one hand and “so-
cial gender” (sosiaalinen sukupuoli) on the other. Because of the lack of 
substance, “gender” is still easily understood as the socially constructed 
counterpart of the “sex,” popularly as two mutually exclusive categories: 
men and women. Therefore, “gender equality” also refers to equal rights 
for men and women, excluding once again those outside the binary 
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gender system. For instance, the curricula for compulsory basic educa-
tion is explicitly founded on the Finnish constitution and the so-called 
Equality Act (POPS, 2014, p. 14) which was originally a specific law to 
enforce equality between men and women, and is still literally named 
“the law on equality between men and women,” but also contains some 
updated notions of gender as a socially constructed identity (Equality 
Act, 1986). The Equality Act, like the national curricula, indirectly but 
strongly indicates a binary norm of heterosexually justified and norma-
tive gender, and other gender or sexual possibilities are added onto this 
structure as a sort of feminist disclaimer. As mentioned above, gender 
production and queer possibilities cannot be properly reached through 
this approach (Kumashiro, 2000; Wolfgang & Rhoades, 2017).

The important work of second-wave feminists or gender-specific 
feminists has been to examine, expose and change the power structures 
of this male-female and men-women dichotomy in general. Since the 
wave model is a limited description of feminist movements and theory 
and often includes canonized Western texts, underrating the widespread 
feminist beliefs that have been documented at different times, in differ-
ent parts of the world (Mikkola, 2017; Freeman, 1996), I supplement 
the term “second-wave feminism” with “gender-specific feminism,” as it 
is generally understood to apply to subjects that are called “women” in 
distinction from “men.” In the gender-specificity of the second wave, 
the dichotomies themselves prevailed. They were, however, contested as 
early as in the early 1990s by Judith Butler’s theory on gender performa-
tivity (Butler, 1999 [original 1990]; Mikkola, 2017), giving rise to more 
critical perspectives on gender, such as queer theory, in contemporary 
feminism. Since then, gender-specific issues have become more com-
plicated, as the distinction between biological “sex” and social “gender” 
is itself discursive (Butler, 1999). In light of this complexity, it is only 
logical that if gender-based inequality is to be examined and fought, the 
dynamics of gender production and performativity must necessarily be 
examined in the process. For this reason I continue to further explore 
these arguments in the next section of this article through queer theory, 
which provides an extensive framework for this contemplation.

There are revelatory examples of how simple gender specificity cre-
ates epistemological problems. There have been publications and writ-
ings, for example, on topics such as “why art classes do not interest 
boys” (Vira, 2007; Vira & Pohjakallio, 2011). From the point of view 
of queerfeminist philosophy of science, this type of research question is 
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inadequate for producing any knowledge concerning what the problem 
at hand has to do with gender, since it already contains the premise that 
there is a group of subjects called “boys” who have clear attributes, such 
as a certain type of social security number or physical traits distinct from 
groups who are not “boys,” and who are not interested in art classes. It 
is important to understand that while the phenomenon of not being 
interested may certainly exist, what is not justified is the application of 
the term that implies a normative grouping of “boys” into that category. 
There are, for example, students that we call “boys” but who are indeed 
very much interested in art classes. Conversely, there are students that 
we do not call “boys” but who also are not interested in art classes.

What can be seen here is the power of discourse producing differen-
tiated gender positions that effectively hide their genealogy in focusing 
on the wrong question. This is often done in the name of statistical 
simplification, to produce ”practical” knowledge, which is, of course, 
a grave mistake in such qualitative issues that are extremely sensitive to 
social context and that also have a complex cultural and political history. 
Why is the discourse already subscribed to the notion that being “a boy” 
plays a central part in disinterest toward art education? Why are the fol-
lowing questions not asked: who is not interested in art classes? What in 
fact do they have in common? Is gender production involved, and how? 
The important question that is far too often left unanswered is whether 
there even exists an attribute that justifies the above-mentioned focus 
on a sample that we, for some reason, call “boys.” Questions of this sort 
could prevent us getting stuck in the loop of hegemonic gender pro-
duction that often stirs the media in all the wrong ways and reinforces 
sexist accounts. In Finland, for instance, this discourse has given rise to 
the “worry talk” that inadvertently places boys as a monolithic group in 
danger of becoming socially excluded because of their poor performance 
in school situations. I often find myself wondering: Why do we need to 
know, what “boys” think of art classes? Is there an underlying supposi-
tion that “boys” have certain qualities that perhaps need to be touched 
or enriched by art education? Why is it more important to know why 
“boys” are not (allegedly) interested in art classes than to know how lack 
of interest in art education intersects with gender?

In the following, I argue that an intersectionally informed theory 
of gender production should – at least for now – be evoked where gen-
der issues in art education are discussed. This means that the identity 
politics of gender and sexuality as well as class, ethnicity, ability, etc. 
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are to be considered in conjunction. Different marginal positions may 
share important similarities in how they are produced, and my personal 
standpoint on gender sets several restrictions on using my experienc-
es in other cultural contexts, where gender might be constructed very 
differently. However, in the scope of my standpoint, the core observa-
tion is that if gender is to be understood as a manifold field of identity 
processes, as contemporary gender studies and the national curricula in 
many cases imply, it is simply not plausible to step back into hetero-
normative dynamics without justifying the exclusive simplification. As 
Butler (1999) argues, this type of feminist thought is self-defeating, as it 
re-creates oppressive structures in the name of emancipation. However, 
this is what often happens. Supposedly informed and educated discus-
sion about gender often becomes flattened talk about “boys and girls” 
or gender-specific issues, such as criticizing stereotypical gender roles 
and discussing their impact on heterosexual cis-gendered students’ lives. 
Agreeing to Greteman’s (2017) views on how queer should be included 
in teaching – not merely as a victimized, potentially at-risk group of 
queer students whose human rights have been stomped over by hetero-
normative society, often to the extent of them being forced to live most 
of their lives in “war zones” (Check, 2004), but also as a diverse sexual 
and gender culture of its own right, truly equal to normative hetero-
sexual positions – I propose that queer could work as a context for more 
inclusive and sensitive teaching.

 
Queer in Question and Possible Ways Toward Anti-
Oppressive Education

 
How is gender then to be discussed, deconstructed and queered? Is there 
a possibility of settling on a sustainable gender ontology or gender poli-
tics?

Decades after gender simplicity was irrevocably contested, it seems 
quite clear that research questions that try to produce knowledge about 
issues related to gender need to take a stand on what gender is, and 
how it is produced in a specific cultural context. Knowledge about the 
social and power dynamics of a certain gender cannot be researched 
simply through a gender-specific framework that lies on implausible 
premises and generalizations. The relationship of ontology and politics 
desperately needs to be examined. I argued above that in order to pro-
duce relevant knowledge on gender, the focus should be shifted from a 
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framework that takes an uncritical gender binary as a theoretical start-
ing point to a framework that goes beyond, and looks into the actual 
situated contexts where gender is produced, repeated, and performed. 
What is taken for granted in gender specificity needs to be thoroughly 
deconstructed in order to find the right questions.

For this, I find the series of compelling arguments Butler presents 
in Gender Trouble (1997, originally 1990) very informative. Although 
written almost 30 years ago, the philosophical shift has not quite been 
popularized on the level it would merit, even though the theory is widely 
appreciated in academic contexts. Butler’s arguments are very analytical 
and often abstract, and as such they are part of a powerful deconstruc-
tion of gender that works its way through some substantial Western 
structuralist theories, such as Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis, and 
Lévi-Strauss’s theory of kinship, and their underlying heteronormative 
assumptions in gender production. In my view, Butler offers valuable 
and strikingly logical alternatives to gender discourses that are shaped 
by heteronormativity – from the production of heterosexuality, homo-
sexuality, and melancholist sexual positions to the institution of mar-
riage and phallogocentric meaning economies. The analytical approach 
makes use of a rationalist language in order to point out the weaknesses 
of the above-mentioned theories, and I find this method works well in 
deconstructing their claims of universality. However, Butler’s theory is 
demanding for the reader, as it involves dense unlearning and question-
ing and is sometimes difficult to comprehend and apply on the level 
of the language. It has been criticized for overly obscure language and 
unclear propositions; although, as Butler has later explained, this type of 
language is partly intentional in the reworking of the heteronormative 
complex of gendered language. However, her actual main arguments 
have become canonical in contemporary gender studies.

The first of the arguments that seems very relevant when considering 
the problem of falling back into a heteronormative gender system even 
after some apparent criticism is the denouncing of the sex/gender di-
chotomy. As discussed above, the national curricula, and the larger dis-
courses of gender equality it cites, state in a way that gender multiplicity 
is acknowledged but simultaneously use vocabulary that excludes genu-
ine diversity and creates a rift between normalized subjects and others. 
In my view, this problem could be seen as an extension of the sex/gender 
division that Butler discusses (1999, see specifically pp. 8–12). Since 
sex is still popularly understood biodeterministically as an unambigu-
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ous biological reality and as such immutable, the notion of gender has 
emerged and evolved into its political counterpart. But if there exist 
discursive processes that produce “sex,” it is no longer immutable, and 
turns out to be nothing but unambiguous: “If the immutable character 
of sex is contested, perhaps this construct called ‘sex’ is as culturally con-
structed as gender; indeed, perhaps it was always already gender, with 
the consequence that the distinction between sex and gender turns out 
to be no distinction at all” (Butler, 1999, pp. 9-10). These discursive 
practices actually exist, as Butler reveals, and they are discussed through-
out the book by analyzing a variety of theory on subjectivization, such 
as that of Lévi-Strauss, Freud, Lacan, and Kristeva, to critiques such as 
those of Foucault, Irigaray, and Wittig.

To unpack Butler’s argument a bit further, Mikkola (2017) writes 
that Butler’s (1999) arguments against sex/gender division can be seen 
as two-fold: On the one hand, a gender notion that implicitly defines 
the group of, for example, women, cannot take into account the full 
multiplicity of the subjects that are bunched by this simplification – re-
lying on a shared identity category of “women” makes the category itself 
exclusive. On the other hand, Butler claims that this kind of account 
of gender is not descriptive but normative. For feminists to define the 
subject of feminism as “women,” the problem is, they implicitly come to 
define what a woman is, thus creating new, exclusionary gender norms 
that leave out many parts of the actual, existing embodied multiplicity 
of subjects that face oppression.

On a more general level, it is traditionally thought that “sex” leads 
to a “gender.” We do this by assigning sex to newborn or unborn chil-
dren, and then, knowingly and unknowingly, raising them to apply cer-
tain gender norms that align in one way or another with the historical 
continuum of that sex. While it seems clear today that sex does not 
necessarily lead to any specific gender at all, because as a social con-
struct, gender is contingent, it is important to understand that Butler 
(1999) drives the deconstruction even further. The normativity of gen-
der should be seen as the cause and not the effect, as it usually is. We 
tend to see bodies through gender-normative lenses by picking certain 
parts of body to form an entity of “sex” (just as we picked individual 
subjects to form the group of “women” in the earlier paragraph). This se-
lection is not void of discourse even though we tend to think so: “Some 
parts of the body become conceivable foci of pleasure precisely because 
they correspond to a normative ideal of a gender-specific body” (Butler, 
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1999, p. 95). That is to say, the body, that was supposed to be biologi-
cal, unambiguous and immutable, is indeed inadvertently constructed 
to match gender norms that are by no means biological. The tradition-
ally assumed causality that a prediscursive sexed body somehow adopts 
a gender identity is reversed, and it is revealed that sex is discursive: sex 
actually is gender. Just as selecting individuals to form the domain of 
“women” leaves the actual, existing multiplicity out, narrowing bodies 
and anatomies to form the domain of “sex” simplifies what should not 
be simplified, only in the name of conserving heterosexuality as a nor-
mative basis of sex. The real multiplicity of sexual anatomy or biology is 
dismissed. Realizing this, in my view, effectively undoes the justification 
for binary sex and calls for a substantial deconstruction in any gender-
sensitive context, and hopefully beyond.

In addition to the dissolution of the sex/gender dichotomy, another 
central notion is the performative nature of gender. Butler writes that 
“gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts 
within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to pro-
duce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (Butler, 
1999, p. 45). This crystallizes what gender is: Not a reality in itself but 
rather a masquerade, a comedy, a performance that is repeated over and 
over again, directed by the power structures that gender assignation and 
norms wield. It is a conglomeration of the political and the ontologi-
cal, whose very terms and interconnectedness Butler (1999) explores. A 
particularly revealing context for the performance is drag, where gen-
der expressions are parodically accentuated: “In imitating gender, drag 
implicitly reveals the imitative structure of gender itself – as well as its 
contingency” (Butler 1999, p. 187). In other words, there is no “real-
ity” of gender, a natural dimension, but gender is a reality that is fake. 
In consequence, all gender expressions are as genuine as they are fake. 
This idea has immense consequences for the more conservative ways 
of conceptualizing gender: in admitting the contingency of gender, all 
gender expressions become “fluid” in the sense that gender does not 
ontologically simply remain from one context to another but rather is 
constructed specifically in every discrete cultural context. This does not 
mean, of course, that someone cannot remain in their preferred gender 
identity, but it recognizes the theoretical possibilities behind the con-
solidation of all gender identities. However, as long as the gender norms 
are in place, the existence of these possibilities is denied.

How, then, to deal with gender in everyday situations, knowing that 
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there often remains a lot to be deconstructed? Gender Trouble was writ-
ten the year I was born, and in a seemingly odd way, I have lived my life 
as if I were aware that this type of theory existed, looking at gender as 
a performative social aspect and performing very “inconsistent” gender 
roles myself, fluidly. For a person whose reality is filled with gender non-
normativity, unlearning the heterosexist norms and language comes al-
most as a deliverance. But where Butler’s theory works as a necessary 
deconstruction toward veritable gender equality, it is perhaps more dif-
ficult to construct than to deconstruct, to say something about gender. 
This must be why gender deconstruction is often described as inducing 
crisis in those who have not had as many possibilities to reflect on gen-
der production as non-binary subjects – why deconstruct if you are left 
with nothing at all? However, this crisis is not something to avoid or to 
be afraid of, as it is a necessary step for revealing what is already there 
and thus liberating oneself and potentially many others while under-
standing the genealogies behind gender production. Kumashiro (2000) 
writes that “learning about oppression and unlearning one’s worldview 
can be upsetting and paralyzing” (p. 44). Unlearning may cause a shock 
and lead to stubborn clinging to what was familiar before, in order to 
avoid crisis. This happens to all of us when facing internalized oppres-
sion or being called out on our privileges, and it often becomes obvi-
ous while questioning gender norms – especially when deconstructing 
gender in the way Butler suggests. Helping resolve the crisis, both in 
oneself and in others, is a pedagogical challenge that educators should 
undertake boldly instead of avoiding the deconstruction. Otherwise the 
individual resistance, shame, political correctness, and dissonance pose a 
significant threat to the advancement of social justice on a more broad, 
cultural level.

It is understandable, however, how demanding the process of solv-
ing the crisis actually is. Butler’s (1999) arguments are hard to digest 
because they contrast with everyday perception, and while deconstruct-
ing gender politics, they actually touch our sense of gender ontology. 
While modern Western thought often suggests settling questions with 
definitive answers, deconstruction alone does not resolve the problem 
of failing emancipation. If the rug is pulled from under one’s feet by 
pointing out that gender is performative and thoroughly discursive, it 
is difficult not to get up straight away but to let the confusion actually 
have an impact on oneself. However, learning to live with open possi-
bilities and uncertainty is what queer insists on – and this is central. If 
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gender is thought of as a performative action, something that one does 
and not something that one is, it is, in consequence, contingent and full 
of endless possibilities for everyone, and not just for certain marginal-
ized minorities. In search of what I call a “sustainable gender ontology,” 
we need to focus on inscribing empty room for queerness, enhance un-
learning even more, and start embracing the emerging queer possibili-
ties. Wolfgang and Rhoades (2017) use the portmanteau “Fagnostics” 
to describe a pedagogy that embraces all possible non-normative sexual 
and gender identities, appropriating the term fag and combining it with 
the philosophical approach of “accepting the unknown and unknowable 
as valuable parts of our experience, our understanding and our growth” 
(p. 74). I see this unknowability as working as a counterweight to the 
tendency toward philosophical realism and rationalism prominent in 
Western modern thought. A sustainable gender would then be one 
that has thoroughly incorporated and accepted the presence of the un-
known. This unknown is central to the concept of queer, as Muñoz 
(2009) writes: “Queerness is that thing that lets us feel that this world is 
not enough, that indeed something is missing” (p. 1).

Kumashiro (2000) points out that in order to endure the open-end-
edness of identity and step away from the normative foci of self, we 
should deconstruct the Self/Other binary (Kumashiro 2000, p. 45). As 
this is not an easy thing to do, he tentatively mentions Buddhism as one 
possible inspiration or insight: “[J]ust as feminist and queer theorists 
made use of certain aspects of psychoanalysis (while troubling its weak-
nesses, such as its sexism and heterosexism), so too can researchers make 
use of certain aspects of Buddhism (and trouble its weaknesses, such as 
its sexism or the prescriptiveness of the ‘eightfold path’ [...]” (p. 47). I 
find this very interesting, as I have had some powerful experiences with 
zen Buddhism and zazen (sitting meditation) and the way it approaches 
the Self/Other distinction that supports the idea of it being an illu-
sionary dichotomy. As Kumashiro writes, “the different ways Buddhism 
conceptualizes oppression, the self, desire and change remain relatively 
unexplored by educational researchers” (Kumashiro 2000, p. 47). I have 
explored zen Buddhism on a practical level not to rationalize but to 
learn ways from which to face the uncertainty that deconstruction en-
tails. I am by no means an expert on zen Buddhism, but suffice to say, 
my interest in zen is not purely theoretical but mostly practical, and my 
interest in the logic of zen and its paradoxes is fairly new. In a famous 
account of zen for the Western mind, Philip Kapleau (2000, originally 
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1965) writes that the theoretical approach to zen is commonly known 
to be academically intriguing but not helpful at all in the actual practice 
of zen – or even “downright hazardous” (p. 96). This is one of the prob-
lems that lie at the heart of dealing with deconstructed states of mind in 
a fruitful way: The rational conceptualization of those states may seem 
inevitable but perhaps it actually is not; rather it takes the place of open, 
holistic experience, that could be epistemically more helpful. I find it 
interesting how the seemingly irrational logic of zen resists traditional 
rationalist education. What seems like a paradox or a situation that sim-
ply cannot be may contain important revelations of the problems of the 
conceptualization process itself. Even for someone who does not lead 
the demanding lifestyle required for the rigorous practice of zen, it may 
still be an inspiration to dwell on the paradoxes we encounter in gen-
der deconstruction, and develop the patience and courage to encounter 
the unknown possibilities of these paradoxes. Finding a way to dissolve 
the resistance they arouse in us may prove to be crucial in building an 
attitude of openness and uncertainty. Applying zen in anti-normative 
education is a method that is still to be explored, as Kumashiro (2000) 
notes, but it seems to have interesting intersections with the concept of 
queer.

 
Conclusions

 
I argue that gendering phenomena in a traditional way consents to un-
acceptable harm not only to those who do not conform to the rules of 
compulsory heterosexuality but also to those who try to conform. The 
rituals of this cultural heterosexuality and the gender system it produces 
– that is, the binary of men and women – take up resources and spawn 
discourses that affect all areas of life. Therefore, it is not a simple ques-
tion of the victimization of assumed “outsiders” or division into segre-
gate marginalized groups. If gender is a rule-based normative dimension 
of identity, as Butler (1999) suggests, and as the experiences I described 
earlier in the text suggest, it has logical consequences on identity politics 
in general, and it deeply affects everyone as individuals and communi-
ties and societies as whole.

In this article, I based my thought majorly on Butler’s Gender Trou-
ble (1999, originally published 1990) to deconstruct gender in a way 
that creates room for queer possibilities in the concept of gender itself, 
and for those embodied subjects that are necessarily left out of most of 
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the normative accounts of gender that have been published in Finnish 
art education. Even if the arguments of deconstruction are hard to grasp 
and mostly consider Eurocentric gender structures, they successfully 
critique the traditional ways of constructing dichotomies such as men/
women, sex/gender and Self/Other. In my view, this type of questioning 
and opening up possibilities is necessary for all education that claims to 
be founded on creating equality and social justice. This is done in theory 
many times, but in practice, it often stumbles upon our own identity 
crisis and resistance that only help us to sustain and promote the privi-
leged epistemological and political position of the Self. As an important 
step toward a more anti-oppressive society, we need to explore ways to 
develop our individual and cultural abilities to embrace the unknow-
ability, the queer, in all identity politics.

As an art educator who identifies as a genderqueer person but who 
has experienced what it is to remain unintelligible and misconstructed 
in the eyes of normative society, I propose that it is urgent to thor-
oughly problematize gender – otherwise any efforts to advance social 
justice may simply be in vain, as we constantly take part in the type of 
heterosexist gender production that not only completely abandons a 
significant proportion of the population but also fails to serve all people. 
Gender is simply a social dimension that every educator, if not every-
one who is part of our society, should have a not only reflective but an 
activist stance on. Failing to discuss and process gender and sexuality at 
the roots of their cultural production does not enable an anti-oppressive 
change in society. Writing this text is an act of making my reflexive 
process partially available to others, as I connect my epistemological 
standpoint to feminist and queer theory and pedagogy. From here on, 
through subsequent texts I move toward articulating the various pos-
sibilities of theorizing, concretizing, and embodying more sustainable 
gender politics in art education.
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3.2  Centralizing Queer in Finnish 
Art Education

Abstract

The text examines if and how gender diversity and queer are present in 
the policies guiding Finnish art education and how these texts might in-
fluence praxis. The authors explore relations between policy and practice 
through a close study and analysis of the Finnish National Core Cur-
riculum for basic education as it relates to the broader Finnish culture of 
power and politics. The authors approach the topic through epistemic 
injustice as the framework, and suggest that current international and 
national policy and guidelines that define human rights, gender equal-
ity, the rights of gender and sexual minorities, and education have cre-
ated a broad and deeply seated normative, binary mind-set that not 
only impairs the actualization of equity in education but also makes it a 
paradox. To unpack the suggested epistemic injustice, the authors con-
textualize their arguments through a critical study of policies and guide-
lines for human rights and Finnish compulsory education and frame 
this with the theories of gender performativity (Butler, 1999, 2011), 
agential realism (Barad, 2007) and the capability approach (Robeyns, 
2016; Sen, 1993), feminist and critical pedagogy (hooks 1994, 2010; 
Kumashiro, 2000).
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Introduction

The authors of this text argue that dominant, normative socio-cultur-
al ideologies directly influence how policies for education are written, 
and in turn how these explicit but abstract texts are understood, imple-
mented, and practised in education. The “epistemic injustice” (Fricker, 
2007) caused by this cyclical relationship continues to be dominated 
by heteronormative values and directly influences educational policy-
making and its implementation, which is a central point in this text. 
The authors specifically examine if and how gender diversity and queer 
are present in the policies guiding Finnish art education and how these 
texts might influence praxis. The authors further argue for an urgent 
need for a critical reading and re-evaluation of ideologies that guide the 
writing of governing policies for the United Nations and their further 
interpretation and implementation in education through the Finnish 
National Core Curriculum.

The authors endorse a turn towards an anti-oppressive education 
that acknowledges the need for an active stance in advocating gender 
equity. This entails disrupting and dismantling normative thinking and 
policies that have created and continue to reinforce epistemic injustice 
and that enable marginalization. Battling deeply seated injustice also 
involves a demand to change laws and policies that guide governmental 
offices and educational institutions at all levels of society.

Despite the excellent reputation of the Finnish educational system, 
the authors claim that the policies directing Finnish art education are 
abstract and disable true advancement of social justice. Given the ab-
stract nature of the policy documents (discussed and analysed later in 
this text), there is ample room for differing understandings of the objec-
tives of social justice, and further domination of binary gender notions 
continues to direct practices left vacant by abstract policies. This is why 
the authors claim that a critical approach to policies of Finnish art edu-
cation is not enough. The paper focuses on revealing and examining the 
conflicts and disconnects within these documents as well as the influ-
ence of the disparity embedded within and between policies and policy 
practice, which stems from the fact that policies are not the only thing 
that govern practice. Even though education policies and guidelines for 
implementing curricula direct educators towards promoting equality 
and awareness of gender diversity, binary gender norms still hegemon-
ize the classroom culture, and queer voices are constantly marginalized. 
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To examine the presence of queer possibilities in Finnish visual art 
education on a national level, we will concentrate on visual art educa-
tion within Finnish comprehensive schools, as this is where compulsory 
and publicly funded single structure basic education is carried out. In 
addition, within the different institutions providing art education, com-
prehensive schools unquestionably have the strongest societal impact by 
engaging all children through compulsory education.

The authors use the Capability Approach (CA) as a framework and 
utilize feminist and critical pedagogies (hooks, 1994, 2010; Kumashiro, 
2000) to analyse how the education documents are enabled through 
providing equal capabilities and to show that there is an urgent need 
of centralizing the queer perspective in order to produce veritable eq-
uity instead of a token emancipation. The starting point for the CA-
based, critical analysis and feminist and queer reading of the National 
Core Curriculum for Visual Arts and its accompanying publications is 
the proposition that normative values and morals have created a deeply 
seated epistemic injustice influencing policies and their implementa-
tion. These arguments are founded on theories by Butler (1999, 2011) 
and Barad (2007). 

Table 1:

The authors of this article have diverse backgrounds and experiences 
from the fields of research and gender issues. All four are members of a 

Theory Materials Queer and Feminist reading

•	 Queer theory: Butler 2011, 
1999; Barad, 2007

•	 Epistemic injustice (Fricker, 
2007) in the context of 
society, culture, politics, 
education policy writing and 
implementation

•	 United Nations: Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights General Assembly res. 217A

•	 Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
Protection against violence and discrimina-
tion based on sexual orientation and gender 
identity, special Report by Victor Madrigal-
Borloz 2018, 

•	 Road Map for Arts Education, the World 
Conference on Arts Education: Building 
Creative Capacities for the 21st Century 
Lisbon, 2006 

•	 Seoul Agenda: Goals for the Development of 
Arts Education, The Second World Confer-
ence on Arts Education, 2010

•	 Finnish National Core Curriculum for com-
pulsory education 2014 and its supporting 
materials and guidebooks

•	 capabilities approach
•	 feminist and critical 

pedagogy, queer pedagogy
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learning, research, and advocacy collective called FAQ (Feminism And 
Queer in art education), and we identify ourselves as genderqueer, gen-
der fluid or non-binary gender researchers and/or equal rights educa-
tion advocates. Within the FAQ collective, there is a diversity, yet social 
cohesion around a shared thematic core, which has created a strong at-
mosphere of solidarity (de Beer and Koster, 2009; Laitinen and Pessi, 
2010; Suominen and Pusa, 2018). Commitment to solidarity requires 
that this principle guides all our actions: as scholars, we do not speak 
or write on behalf of others but we take a position and make propositions 
with others. 

Beginning with understanding and commitment to solidarity, our 
aim is to critically reflect on gender norms in education and influence 
a change towards a curriculum and practice in which queer is central-
ized. Our acquired knowledge is emancipatory and founded on criti-
cal, feminist and queer theory (Kiilakoski and Oravakangas, 2010; 
Keinänen and Vadén, 2011; Rodriquez and Pinar, 2007; Talburt and 
Steinberg, 2000). According to our understanding, gender is an aspect 
of personhood that is fluid, contextual, discursive, embodied, felt, and 
performative. This leads us to identify gender and gendering as an active 
process, influenced by the norms and frameworks of the social world, 
and therefore our aim is to enable emancipation for both marginalized 
students (for example non-binary queer pupils) and also, importantly, 
for those who do not feel the urgency to break the norm (for example 
cis-gendered heterosexual pupils) but are regardless influenced by the 
dominant, normative thinking, beliefs, and materializations of binary, 
norms-based society and cultures. According to a recent study, over 5% 
of the pupils in the 8th and 9th grades do not identify with their gender 
defined at birth, and it should be noted that this does not include other 
marginalized groups (Statistics Finland, 2018). Although the need for 
the diversification of gender may be at its most acute among marginal-
ized subjects, it creates space and possibilities for anyone and everyone 
(hooks, 2000; Rodriguez and Pinar, 2007). 

In Finland the personal risk for researchers and educators address-
ing queer themes and advocating for diversity is rather low compared to 
countries in which people face much more drastic problems related to 
democracy and freedom of speech. As our positions are thus privileged, 
we have an ethical responsibility to research generally silenced issues and 
advocate for change.

We begin this article by briefly discussing the theories that guide 
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our understanding of gender and queer, and the project of queering 
education. Subsequently, we discuss some of the key global policies that 
influence the Finnish National Core Curriculum and visuals art educa-
tion. We then introduce the importance of the Finnish National Core 
Curriculum for compulsory education and perform a close queer read-
ing of the curriculum and its supporting materials. Finally, we conclude 
with some suggestions that would facilitate the centralizing of queer in 
Finnish art education.

Defining notions, concepts and theories that guide 
understandings of gender and queer

 
The project of queering education requires radical mending of the no-
tion of gender, facilitating the actualization of queer potential hindered 
by heterosexism, and dismantling some gendered suppositions often 
taken for granted. Our understanding of queer, explained later in this 
section, includes all non-heteronormative identities and possibilities, 
whether they are sexual, embodied, gender or political identities. Here, 
queering does not refer only to the inclusion of sexual minorities (such 
as homosexuals) to the heterosexist normative structure, but it is more a 
project of deconstructing the pervasive heterosexist binary thinking that 
divides the world into gendered and sexual oppositions, and building a 
culture that allows knowledge and expressions free from heteronorma-
tivity.

Thus, when gender is thought to bear importance on any given mat-
ter, it does not suffice to critically reflect upon or ask questions that al-
ready presuppose normative gender structures, as this makes the inquiry 
merely reproductive of normative notions of gender: Questions involv-
ing unexamined, normative presuppositions of gender can only repro-
duce limited, pre-biased information. This is an important corollary of 
the normativity argument introduced by Judith Butler (1999; Mikkola, 
2017). In other words, there is a deep-seated epistemic injustice (Fricker, 
2007) embedded in the common understanding of gender: To protect 
and shelter the norm, heteronormative questioning pre-excludes emer-
gent relevant queer knowledge that could further our understanding of 
why and how the complex and varied dimensions of gender are involved 
in the matter (Butler 1999). Rather, gender needs to be examined as a 
complex phenomenon in itself, it needs to be diversified and actively left 
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undefined, as suggested by queer and feminist pedagogies of Kumashiro 
(2000) and hooks (1994, 2003, 2010).

The reconfiguration of gender draws from Butler’s (1999) influential 
theory of gender performativity, as we see gender not as a predetermined 
category of identity related to the sex assigned at birth, nor an attribute 
of a fixed individual (being something), but rather as doing (an active 
verb). Quoting Butler (1999): Gender is “the repeated stylization of the 
body, a set of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that 
congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural 
sort of being” (45). The regulatory frame refers to the heterosexual ma-
trix, the “institutional heterosexuality [that] both requires and produces 
the univocity of each of the gendered terms that constitute the limit 
of gendered possibilities within an oppositional, binary gender system” 
(Butler, 1999: 31). 

In a way, the theory behind queering culminates in the sex/gender 
distinction. The term ‘gender’ was first used in this sense in the 1960s, 
in order for psychologists to distinguish between the biological traits 
and the aspects of masculine and feminine societal roles in transsexuals 
(Mikkola, 2017). In a heterosexist society, sex and gender appear com-
plementary, and almost three decades after Butler’s Gender Trouble was 
published, it is still a popular view that sex is a simple, neutral biological 
factor that divides people into two separate, or even ‘opposite’ physical 
categories, and that gender is then constructed upon this physical sur-
face. Butler (1999) argues against the sex/gender distinction in pointing 
out that the supposed precedence and immutability of biological sex is, 
in fact, also discursive: “Gender ought not to be conceived merely as 
the cultural inscription of meaning on a pregiven sex (a juridical con-
ception); gender must also designate the very apparatus of production 
whereby the sexes themselves are established” (10). The naturalization 
of sex as a biological fact, according to Butler, is part of the normative 
discourse of the compulsory heterosexuality of gender, and so the pre-
sumed “immutability” of sex is contested. “Sex” is also discursive, and 
shaped by heteronormativity.

This view turns a common conception of gender around: the every-
day understanding of the body as a sexed and stable physical reality is 
conceived by looking at it through the lens of normative gender. Specific 
parts of the body are identified as pertinent to sex because of gender 
norms, and this process of normative gendering of an individual usually 
starts at birth or even before (Butler, 1999; Barad, 2007). Butler’s theory 
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has received criticism towards its understanding of body and materiality, 
as it may seem to suggest an ontological departure from the material ba-
sis of the world into radical constructivism and linguistic determinism 
(Butler, 1999; Barad, 2007; Mikkola, 2017).

Feminist physicist Karen Barad writes that the accusations of con-
ceiving physical bodies as mere language are a “gross misunderstand-
ing” and that the theory “does provide us with an insightful and pow-
erful analysis of some discursive dimensions of the materialization of 
real flesh-and-blood bodies” (Barad 2007: 192). Barad introduces a very 
substantive account of materiality as a discursive process, providing an 
extensive ontological theory called agential realism that bridges the phi-
losophy of physics and poststructuralist thought in a way that argu-
ably avoids dead-end philosophical debates of constructivism and rep-
resentationalism altogether. Barad argues that “matter does not refer to 
a fixed substance; rather, matter is substance in its intra-active becoming 
– not a thing but a doing, a congealing of agency” (Barad 2007: 151). 
Intra-activity is a term coined by Barad to signify the ontological status 
of the various material processes of becoming. It crucially differs from 
interaction, which pre-supposes ontological subject-object separability 
as its precondition, in that subjects and objects do not actually pre-exist 
their intra-action, but rather come into existence only through intra-
action (Barad, 2007). 

Barad’s agential realism is a new materialist, performative account of 
(no less than) the physical universe itself, based strictly on contemporary 
physics. This makes an important posthumanist revision of Butler’s the-
ory of performativity in a way that it provides an account of bodies in 
their materiality that does not subscribe to the view of passive physical 
bodies. Thus, Barad’s theory offers crucial improvement on theories on 
the plausibility and nature of performativity and the ontological basis 
of our understanding of gender, along with its intersections with other 
defining normative categories, such as race, class and ability.

It is on this theoretical foundation that we propose to centralize the 
notion of queer in art education. Queer as a word is a political appro-
priation from its historically abusive use into an identity celebrating all 
things anti-heteronormative. As a concept, it defies comprehensive defi-
nition and emphasizes the becoming-ness of the world (Muñoz, 2009). 
As a political and theoretical framework, arising from the performative 
understanding of sex and gender, it enables considerations of the mul-
tiplicity of gender by pointing out the weak points of heterosexist ideas 
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and practices that fervently divide the world into a binary opposition 
of two gendered categories maintained by the normative dichotomies 
of sex/gender, nature/culture, physical/social, etc. Importantly, these 
strict divisions cannot account for the diversity of bodies, sexualities, 
physical realities, and their potentialities. Crudely shaping the world, 
these dichotomies exclude existing realities that are rendered unintel-
ligible, suppressed by the normative ideal. Butler claims (1999, 2011), 
this “constitutive exclusion” inadvertently produces the anti-normative 
and unintelligible realities outside the norm – the queer.

As queer thinking in itself is a deconstructive, anti-oppressive prac-
tice, centralizing queer represents facilitating the materialization of 
queer potentials, in a similar way that Greteman (2017) discusses in 
asking “how art education can help kids turn out queer” (195). Because 
of the lacking linguistic status of gender, Finnish discourses of equity 
and equality can easily claim a broader inclusivity than the (pedagogi-
cal) practices imply, as discussed later in the article. In order to attain a 
greater level of inclusivity, a thorough deconstruction and ending of the 
materialized and embodied practices that perpetuate heterosexist, white 
supremacist and ableist ideals, is needed. 

Queering structures and education entails learning how to ques-
tion and confront injustice to advance the goals of social justice, equity, 
and equality in a way that does not produce further marginalization 
and create unnecessary exclusions at the expense of the most margin-
alized groups (Kumashiro, 2000; Rodriguez and Pinar, 2007). Queer-
ing is a way of opening up the possibilities and reducing the need for 
categorization that leads to alienation. The inherent open-endedness of 
queer is a crucial part of queer pedagogy that we claim ought to become 
the leading politics of all education, as it enables true inclusivity. This 
open-endedness as epistemic and pedagogical orientation guides us to 
learn how to advance and actualize the goals of social justice, equity, 
and equality. Kumashiro (2000) writes about the state of crisis often in-
duced by unlearning oppression, and that the anti-oppressive education 
that aims to change the world for the better needs to tackle this crisis 
instead of avoiding the subjects or pedagogies that cause it. Avoidance 
of the crisis is often built into pedagogical thinking as a need to control 
the learning process from beginning to end, not leaving enough space 
to break the norms that might be invisible to the educators themselves. 
Thus, centralizing the unknown possibilities, the practice of not-know-
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ing and open-endedness of queer requires an active change in oneself, as 
a teacher, as a pupil and as a policy-maker. 

The global policy frame

The Global Sustainable Development Report (GSDR, 2015) issued by 
the United Nations (UN) depicts a broad perspective for current multi-
layered global challenges. One of the main statements in the report is 
that interaction between science/research and generating policy is cru-
cial for the whole planet (GSDR, 2015: 19–21). The second chapter of 
the report, focused on Integrated Perspectives on the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), analyses connections between SDGs utilizing 
data and further explains these connections using text and visuals. The 
connections between poverty and education are strong as well as between 
poverty and gender and furthermore between gender and education. Com-
bined, these three pairings create a triangle of concern. As our focus in 
this article is to centralize queer in art education, we interpret the afore-
identified concern in relation to a report, Protection against Violence and 
Discrimination Based on Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (2018) 
by Victor Madrigal-Borloz submitted to the UN General Assembly in 
accordance with Human Rights Council Resolution 32/2. The authors 
return to this document at the end of this section.

Two global-level documents specifically address the field of art edu-
cation: the Road Map for Arts Education (2006) was produced as a result 
of the World Conference on Arts Education held in Lisbon, Portugal, in 
2006; and the Seoul Agenda: Goals for the Development of Arts Education 
(2010) was an outcome of UNESCO’s Second World Conference on 
Arts Education held in Seoul, the Republic of Korea, in May 2010. The 
relationship between these two documents is stated in the Seoul Agenda 
as follows:

A central goal of the Seoul Conference was to reassess and encourage fur-
ther implementation of the Road Map. The Seoul Agenda will serve as 
a concrete plan of action that integrates the substance of the Road Map 
within a structure of three broad goals, each accompanied by a number 
of practical strategies and specific action items. (Seoul Agenda, 2010: 2)
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The Road Map for Arts Education (2006) is stated to promote a com-
mon understanding of the importance of arts education. Its main aim 
is identified thus:

It is hoped that this Road Map will be used as a template, a set of overall 
guidelines for the introduction or promotion of Arts Education; to be 
adapted – changed and expanded as necessary – to meet the specific con-
texts of nations and societies around the world. (Road Map, 2010: 14)

The foundation for the Road Map is explicit: The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (specifically Articles 22, 26 and 27) and the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (articles 29 and 31). The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights specifically emphasizes that everyone is a member of 
society and everyone has a right to participate in the cultural life of the 
community. The Declaration of Human Rights was formulated in 1948 
and the most recent updates for the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
were done in 2002. Further inquiries into the guidelines and policies 
published by the UN and its special advocacy groups reveal that the 
use of the pronouns he/she/hers/his indicates that these documents are 
guided by binary and normative frameworks, which is confirmed by the 
content and orientation of the published materials. 

The UN Declaration of Human Rights has a global role as a set of 
guiding policies. When planning for the core curriculum for the Finnish 
Comprehensive school the UN Human Rights “are taken into account 
in the provision of education” (EDUFI, 2014: 22). We are certainly not 
the first to critically read the Human Rights, as these have been criti-
cized, for example, for being based on a Western worldview and morals. 
The recent report submitted to the UN General Assembly by Madrigal-
Borloz (2018) “examines the process of abandoning the classification 
of certain forms of gender as a pathology and the full scope of the duty 
of the State to respect and promote respect of gender recognition as a 
component of identity” (summary: 1). 

Gender identity refers to each person’s deeply felt internal and individual 
experience of gender, which may or may not correspond with the sex 
assigned at birth, including the personal sense of the body (which may 
involve, if freely chosen, modification of bodily appearance or function 
by medical, surgical or other means) and other gender expressions, in-
cluding dress, speech and mannerisms. In addition, the mandate holder 
takes into account the distinct life experience of individuals based on 
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the interlinkage of their gender identity with other factors, such as race, 
ethnicity, migrant status, education and economic status. Political, legal, 
social and economic contexts are also taken into consideration to un-
derstand systemic patterns, such as institutional violence and impunity. 
(Section 1.2)

On a surface level, the Seoul Agenda (2010) does not make a binary divi-
sion because it refers to students and learners as subjects. Whilst not ex-
plicit, one may read it through an all genders framework, instead of ac-
knowledging the historical, binary frame-setting for genders. The Seoul 
Agenda states that, “arts education can make a direct contribution to 
resolving the social and cultural challenges facing the world today”. The 
mission for our research and this article follows the Seoul Agenda’s Goal 
3, which explains that the aim is to “Apply arts education principles and 
practices to contribute to resolving the social and cultural challenges 
facing today’s world” (8). We are especially connected to Action Item 
3.d (iii): “Apply arts education to foster democracy and peace in com-
munities and to support reconstruction in post-conflict societies” (10). 

We contemplate what these general arts education principles and 
practices mentioned in goal-setting might entail. Another issue that re-
quires further contemplation and clarification is what the verb ‘apply’ 
might signify. The document presents an instrumental role for art edu-
cation, as it implies that something is fostered and contributed through 
art education. Art education is seen as a tool for something other than 
art education itself. We see this as closely connected to our intent in 
centralizing the queer potential through art pedagogy. This approach 
embraces open-endedness and uncertainty, explores what might be pos-
sible in terms of changing the societal structures to promote equity in 
the society as  stated in the Finnish Basic Education Act (Basic Educa-
tion Act, 1998/628, 2 §). More specifically, we aim to make room for 
actual queer materializations among the principles and practices of art 
education. 

As the next section of the text concentrates on the Finnish National 
Core Curriculum, these global art education policies introduced above 
form the foundation for our reading. Further, we believe that each na-
tional policy may and should in turn contribute to the future rewriting 
and revisions of the Human Rights. Thus, influences should not be seen 
as top-down policies but as a tool to foster intra- and inter-revisions of 
policies at all different levels.
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Queer reading the national core curriculum

As is the case in many other countries, the field of Finnish visual art 
education engages a myriad of institutions and organizations provid-
ing art education, and thus centralizing queer is certainly necessary 
throughout the field. The quality of the education is intended to be 
equal throughout the country to ensure that the accessibility of quality 
education is not defined by factors such as the economic make-up of 
the school district or community and its allocation of tax revenue or the 
financial status or social class of a pupil’s family. Being a national insti-
tution, the comprehensive school is broadly connected to the values of 
Finnish society and politics. Considering this, we find a closer study of 
the curriculum justified as the position of queer in the comprehensive 
school also directly and indirectly reflects the position of queer within 
the whole of society.

The compulsory nature of comprehensive school presents a serious 
demand for equal practices within the institution. Basic education in-
cludes Grades 1-9, meaning that for almost a decade, Finnish children 
and youths spend a major part of their everyday life influenced by the 
comprehensive school: its guiding curriculum, the physical school build-
ing, the educational system, and the culture of the school community. 
During this time in their childhood and youth, they build their knowl-
edge and sensibilities of self, learn to cope and face challenges within 
the complex web of social situations, as well as absorb (un)consciously 
the power structures of society – the power structures reproduced by 
the school institution itself. This immense effect the institution has on 
pupils’ lives is also addressed in the policies guiding the institution: The 
social task of basic education is stated to be to “promote equity, equality 
and justice”  (EDUFI, 2014: 30).

Basic education is guided by the National Core Curriculum, pub-
lished by the Finnish National Agency for Education and formulated 
based on the Basic Education Act. The objectives of education, as is 
stated in the Basic Education Act include:

1. The purpose of education referred to in this Act is to support pupils’ 
growth into humanity and into ethically responsible membership 
of society and to provide them with knowledge and skills needed in 
life. Furthermore, the aim of pre-primary education, as part of early 
childhood education, is to improve children’s capacity for learning.

2. Education shall promote civilisation and equality in society and 
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pupils’ prerequisites for participating in education and otherwise 
developing themselves during their lives. (Basic Education Act, 
1998/628, 2 §) 

In addition to the Basic Education Act and Government Decrees, the 
National Core Curriculum is influenced by several national policies, in-
cluding the Non-Discrimination Act, and several international policies, 
most significantly the UN Declaration of Human Rights and the Rights 
of the Child (EDUFI, 2014). The national curriculum does not mandate 
strict content or didactics or instructions for schools, but all local cur-
ricula and practices must align with its contents. It is a strong political 
tool to guide the direction of school culture and education. It is also 
a pedagogical tool, as it is “a framework to help with planning teach-
ing” (Kallio-Tavin, 2015). To respond to the requirements, challenges, 
and needs of the changing world and Finnish society, the curriculum is 
updated regularly, approximately every ten years. The current National 
Core Curriculum has been effective since 2016.

As a whole, the curriculum is a broad document which presents 
“not only regulations applicable to its goals and contents but also de-
scriptions that elucidate them” (EDUFI, 2014: 11). However, these elu-
cidating descriptions are articulated through rather abstract language 
which leaves the actual meaning of the goals ambiguous and open to 
different interpretations. Due to this abstractness, evaluating of success 
in reaching the goals is difficult – especially as decisions over the ways 
of monitoring the implementation and evaluation of the curriculum 
are left to be decided locally (National Core Curriculum, 2014). This, 
of course, reflects the general trust in highly trained and skilled teach-
ers and administrators; prevents the educational system from becoming 
overly rigid; and delegates much-needed and appreciated flexibility to 
the local educational authorities, but it also increases the risk of unequal 
implementation of the curriculum. If equality between genders is un-
derstood as equality between two opposing genders, the binary norm 
leads to a very limited understanding of gender.

To support the implementation of the core curriculum, the Finnish 
National Agency for Education also publishes guides and handbooks 
which complement the abstractness of the curriculum text with more 
detailed and additional information. The perspective of the guidebooks 
is practical compared to the viewpoint presented in the core curricu-
lum, and they include concrete examples of the core issues. Some of 



62 Queering The Way

the guidebooks are available in English, but many are published only 
in Finnish and Swedish, the two official languages. Within the context 
of this article, the most essential of these guidebooks are Tasa-arvotyö 
on taitolaji (EDUFI, 2015, note this guide is published only in Finn-
ish, not in Swedish or Sami), a guide concentrating on gender equality 
within educational institutions, and Prevention of and intervention in 
sexual harassments at schools and educational institutions – Summary (of 
the Finnish version) (EDUFI, 2018).

Also, it is important to consider the realities where the content of 
the curriculum is actualized. As a national institution, the comprehen-
sive school is highly affected by Finnish politics as well as the hegemonic 
values and norms of Finnish society, which are inevitably also trans-
ferred into the culture of the comprehensive school. The socialization 
process taking place in the comprehensive school is not guided only 
by the National Core Curriculum, but also by the multiple customs 
internalized through repetition within the daily practices of school life 
(Törmä, 2003b). Despite the equity-promoting policies guiding the 
comprehensive school, the practices of Finnish schools are found to 
be heteronormative and heterosexualizing in various ways (Lehtonen, 
2003) for example, by assigning toilets and locker rooms exclusively to 
‘boys’ or ‘girls’. 

Although we have witnessed a slow turn towards a more inclusive 
society, the progress towards gender equity is hindered significantly by 
the tradition of heteronormativity in the society, both in and out of 
school institutions. An illustrative example of the gendered atmosphere 
of Finnish society is the report presenting statistics of gender equality in 
Finland, called Sukupuolten tasa-arvo Suomessa 2018 (Statistic Finland, 
2018). The introduction to the publication states that the old name 
of the publication, Men and Women in Finland, has been updated to 
include all genders. Unfortunately, and similar to the above-identified 
documents, the gender-aware approach does not include any of the con-
tents of the report, as all statistics are presented through factors and 
most of the content is identified as relating to men and women. 

Capability Approach-based analysis of the National Core 
Curricula and its supporting materials

Analysing policies and their defining documents from the point of view 
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of social justice may be done in different ways, respective to different 
ethical premises. Economist and philosopher Amartya Sen proposes a 
framework that could account for the moral information that is exclud-
ed from the consequentialist theories of welfare which view utility as the 
sole intrinsic value (Robeyns, 2016): The capability approach brings into 
focus a person’s “actual ability to achieve various valuable functionings 
as a part of living” (Sen, 1993: 30), thus recognizing the important in-
terpersonal differences in abilities to achieve well-being, and accounting 
for the moral dimensions overlooked by utilitarianism. Assessing well-
being as an aggregation of various, morally significant dimensions of life 
makes it an important interdisciplinary tool, and as such it has become 
a paradigmatic approach in human development studies (Robeyns, 
2016). The capability approach relies on two core notions: functionings 
and capabilities. Functionings are the things that a person can do or be 
in their lives; capabilities are the real possibilities for a specific person 
to achieve these functionings: “the approach is based on a view of living 
as a combination of various ‘doings and beings’, with quality of life to 
be assessed in terms of the capability to achieve valuable functionings” 
(Sen, 1993: 31).

Assessing educational policies using the broadened sense of measur-
ing the quality of life is crucial in seeing how some of the important 
functionings are achieved, or if they are achieved at all. The capability 
approach enables the moral assessment of those dimensions of life that 
utilitarianism overlooks. We focus especially on justice and equity based 
on the extended, performative, lived, and flexible notions of gender. The 
right to exist and live outside the gender binary is of crucial importance 
for many genderqueer or trans people, and the right to express gender 
without the threat of violence or exclusion must be considered a signifi-
cant derivation of human rights (see also, Madrigal-Borloz, 2018).

Overwhelmingly, the documents present internal and inter-docu-
ment contradictions, as the core curriculum explicitly names the goal of 
gender equality and gender diversity awareness but, paradoxically and 
repeatedly, relies on terms that reinforce the binary notion of gender in 
its language and propositions. 

To unpack the potentialities for queer in the policies guiding the 
Finnish comprehensive school, we concentrate on analysing the cur-
rent Finnish National Curriculum for Basic Education from the view-
point of social justice and gender-awareness. Through our analysis of 
this guiding document, we point out how the curriculum manages to 
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promote the importance of equality while it simultaneously fails to rec-
ognize and further marginalizes queer members of school communities. 
Of special interest in the analysis of the National Core Curriculum is 
how normative cultures continue to shape the articulation of the policy 
guiding basic education. 

Like all subject-specific chapters in the national curriculum, the 
chapters focusing on the visual arts are divided into three sections: 
Grades 1-2, Grades 3-6 and Grades 7-9. Interestingly, none of these 
three chapters focusing on the visual arts in basic education take gender 
issues into account. Certainly, the contents on the subject are presented 
on a rather general level; however, it is still worth noting that the choice 
of the few issues that are concretized is based on value judgement. It is 
also noteworthy that in the field of Finnish visual art education, gender-
related issues are not often discussed in a way that would encompass a 
broader understanding of gender production and the multitude of pos-
sibilities and performatives, including queer. Similar to what is proposed 
by Greteman (2017) in the context of the United States, the role of the 
teacher, the sexuality of youths, or topics that are considered morally 
inappropriate for discussion in the context of education are dismissed 
with overly generic statements.

As gender or gender issues are not identified in the specific visual 
arts chapters, the following analysis focuses on the chapters that lay the 
foundation of the values and school culture within basic education: 2. 
“Underlying values of basic education”, 3. “Mission and general goals 
of basic education” and 4. “Operating culture of comprehensive basic 
education” (EDUFI, 2014). 

In general, gender is given a very marginal position within the cur-
riculum text. Instead of verbalizing the multiplicity of identities and 
positionalities performed by both students and teachers, the curriculum 
text speaks about educating an abstract pupil and the responsibilities of 
equally abstract teachers. Gender is brought up mainly as a one aspect 
of an equal society, listed among other elements of (utopian) equality 
through titles and slogans such as “Education contributes to promoting 
economic, social, regional and gender equality” (EDUFI, 2014: 24). 
However, the curriculum does not take a stance on what is meant by 
‘equality’ within these issues, thus avoiding stating an opinion or un-
packing the meaning. Also worth noticing is that although equity and 
equality are promoted throughout the curriculum text, especially in the 
chapters “Underlying values of education” and “Mission and general 
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goals of basic education”, only isolated sections are specific about in-
cluding gender equity within the broader objectives of equality. 

Inevitably, “The respect for life and human rights” as well as “Well-
being, democracy and active agency in civil society” (EDUFI, 2014) can 
be – and should be – read as including the necessity of gender equity. 
Still, the vague and abstract tone of the text is problematic, considering 
the existing gap between policies and practices . The abstract overtone 
ignores the complexity and the restrictions of the contexts in which 
the content of the core curriculum is carried out (Törmä, 2003a) and, 
for example, overlooks the structural limitations of the comprehensive 
school and therefore dismisses the significant societal and institutional 
aspects of the problems of evident injustice, assigning responsibility for 
solutions solely to school communities and individuals.

A few notes on addressing gender-awareness can be found in Chap-
ter 4, “Operating culture of comprehensive basic education, specifically 
in Sections” 4.1 “Significance of school culture and its development” 
and 4.2 “Principles that guide the development of the school culture”. 
As the National Core Curriculum states, “school culture plays a key 
role in implementing comprehensive basic education” and “affects those 
who are within its sphere, regardless of whether its significance and 
impacts are recognised or not” (EDUFI, 2014: 46). So, concentrating 
on the gender issues within this context is indeed deemed crucial. The 
viewpoints presented within this chapter are also applicable and seem 
gender-aware. For example, the text points out how the use of language 
transfers values and attitudes to the pupils. The chapter also states: 

The pupils’ conceptions of their gender identity and sexuality evolve 
during their time in basic education. A learning community promotes 
gender equality by its values and practices and supports the pupils in 
forming their gender identity. The approach of the instruction is char-
acterised by gender-awareness. The community encourages the pupils 
to recognise their potential and to study various subjects, make choices 
and commit to studies without gender-related role models. (EDUFI, 
2014:46)

Unfortunately, the connotation of gender-awareness becomes contro-
versial when reading the above-mentioned sections in light of the rest 
of the curriculum text. Although binary notions are not blatantly vis-
ible within the (Finnish or English version of the) curriculum text, the 
influence of the binary norm is unquestionable. In the English transla-
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tion, on each occasion where pupils are referred to by any other term, 
the terms used are strictly either “he or she” or “his or hers” – revealing 
the underlying assumption that ‘pupils’ in the context of the Finnish 
comprehensive school should be understood as a synonym for ‘boys and 
girls’. Moreover, the curriculum text is filled with contradictions such as:

Each pupil is unique and valuable just as he or she is. Each pupil has the 
right to grow into his or her full potential as a human being and a mem-
ber of society. To achieve this, the pupils need encouragement and in-
dividual support as well as experiences of being heard and valued in the 
school community.” (EDUFI, 2014: 52, italics added by the authors)

As was discussed before, using binarily gendered pronouns is exclusive 
and does reiterate oppressive heterosexist norms at the expense of eve-
ryone. Considering the discursive nature of the world (Barad, 2007), 
using notions that exclude pupils outside the binary norm are actions 
that normalize the existing oppressive practices (“constitutive outside”, 
see Butler, 1999, 2011), actions towards a comprehensive school where 
non-binary pupils do not exist and where the masculine/feminine of 
the binary stand in contrastive opposition. Therefore, while parts of the 
curriculum text promote gender-awareness and equality, the document 
itself also disables the true advancement of social justice. As the Finnish 
language does not discriminate masculine and feminine pronouns in 
the third person,  the underlying heteronormativity is less visible in the 
Finnish document, but the English translation reveals its reliance on the 
binary ideology. This highlights how the abstract tone of the curriculum 
text is problematic, as it disconnects the curriculum from the social di-
versity of school life (Törmä, 2003a), and further because it creates an 
illusion of neutrality of a heterosexist institution.

Despite the general abstractness of the National Core Curriculum, 
there are also parts where this illusion of neutrality is entirely shattered. 
Perhaps the most blatant example of this is the following statement from 
the chapter describing the mission of basic education: 

The mission of basic education is to prevent inequality and exclusion 
and to promote gender equality. Basic education encourages girls and 
boys to study different subjects equally and promotes information and 
understanding of the diversity of gender. (EDUFI, 2014: 23)

Disguised as an act of equality, the statement indeed reinforces the 
binary approach. Gender multiplicity is presented as an addition to the 
hegemonic norm, a deviation or abnormalcy to be informed about. 
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Thus, gender diversity is presented as belonging outside the daily life of 
the school, in the spirit of “Education About the Other” (Kumashiro, 
2000:30), while simultaneously further marginalizing and othering the 
queer inside the institution. The chapter “Mission of basic education” 
literally describes the mission of the curriculum to advance equality be-
tween binary norms while oppressing everyone who differs from this.

Not surprisingly, the handbook published by the Finnish National 
Agency of Education to support work towards gender equity, Tasa-ar-
votyö on taitolaji (EDUFI, 2015), reproduces the same inconsistency 
and contradiction that is present in the National Core Curriculum . 
While the handbook repeatedly promotes the importance of gender-
awareness, it continuously underlines the notion of ‘both genders’. Even 
the chapter focusing on gender multiplicity in educational institutions 
is presented through a viewpoint where the heteronormative two gen-
ders are the norm and other gender identities are presented in the light 
of something-other-than-the-norm. The text states that other-gendered, 
means “something outside or in-between feminine/womanhood or mas-
culine/manhood” (EDUFI, 2015: 13).

The ways in which the National Core Curriculum and its supporting 
materials continuously marginalize and overlook the existence of queer 
pupils are contradictory to the objectives of equality and social justice 
presented in these documents. To move towards the equality and “edu-
cation that changes students and society” (Kumashiro, 2000: 40), poli-
cies and school communities should not only acknowledge the presence 
of queer pupils, but rather people writing and delivering these policies 
should become self-critical of the treatment of these pupils. The hand-
book focusing on sexual harassment in schools and educational institu-
tions published by the Finnish National Agency of Education states: 

Members of special groups, including sexual and gender minorities, 
young people of foreign origin, those with a restricted functional capac-
ity, and young people placed outside their homes reported significantly 
more experiences of sexual harassment. These groups additionally had 
more experiences of sexual violence. It would also appear that a signifi-
cant part of the sexual harassment encountered by these young people 
takes place at educational institutions.” (EDUFI 2018: 7)

The statistics above make it evident that the theories and concepts dis-
cussed by Butler (1999, 2011) and Barad (2007) are not as abstract as 
they may appear when read and critiqued as academic texts. The injustice 
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experience by pupils in our schools is real, maintained and reinforced by 
systemic heteronormative domination, institutionalized discrimination 
and further marginalization. The only way to confront the epistemic 
injustice in Finnish education system is to acknowledge that injustice is 
not the aberration but the deeply embedded norm (Fricker, 2007).

Conclusion and suggestions for queering the core 
curriculum

As the National Core Curriculum declares, “The mission of basic edu-
cation is to prevent inequality and exclusion and to promote gender 
equality” (EDUFI, 2014). To align with the United Nations Declara-
tion on Human Rights and the Rights of the Child, as well as the specific 
improvement goals brought up in the social report by Madrigal-Borloz 
(2018), and to work towards true equality, education needs to become 
equal to all by abandoning ‘both genders’ and working with true gender 
diversity. The authors suggest the following action points:

a) Queer reading of the National Core Curriculum, which is effective 
2016-2026. This may work as a tool for educators to include 
queer subjects and diverse gender performatives. This queer 
reading could include further education and resistance towards 
or not-understanding of the phrase ‘both sexes’ or other binary 
terms, and constructing a more inclusive notion of equity and 
equality in terms of gender, within the abstract frame of the 
Core Curriculum. Queer reading requires commitment to criti-
cal institutional and pedagogical analysis, long-term self-reflec-
tion, and creativity, as the queer possibilities that are presently 
absent need to be carved, realized, and concretized repeatedly 
(see for example Sedgwick, 1997).

b) Engaging specialists in training and reflection. Continued profes-
sional education is needed, as anti-normative morals, beliefs, and 
practices are easier to accept as abstract ideologies and harder to 
admit and change related to praxis and core personal, cultural, 
and societal values contextualized in history.

c) Using the Capability Approach (Sen, 1993) as a tool in classroom 
situations; centralizing important dimensions of quality of life 
in education – not only learning results or competencies. Due 
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to the situational nature of oppression, improving policies alone 
will not be enough to centralize queer in classrooms or fix the 
gap between policy and practice. The actualization of the cur-
riculum happens through the ever-changing situations of daily 
life within comprehensive schools, making the detailed interpre-
tations of the curriculum situational as well. 

d) Identifying the underlying political and theoretical foundations of 
the curricula and policy, rather than disguising it as ‘neutral’.

e) Queering future curricula: The critiques presented in this article 
are of critical importance and need to be engaged with in future 
revisions of the Core Curriculum. One of the simplest correc-
tions is to start using truly inclusive language, such as singu-
lar ‘they’, in addressing pupils. This modification is frequently 
misunderstood as ‘gender neutrality’ that deprives cis-gendered 
pupils of their rightful gender expression, whereas it actually 
leads to the exact opposite: all pupils have the right to their 
gender expression, and this right needs to be secured at all levels 
of education.

f ) Taking an activist stance to influence broader change in socio-
cultural change.
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4  Now and in the future  
– discussing critical views on the 
articles, and future directions

In this section, I take a critical look at some of the aspects in the articles 
of this thesis. As bell hooks describes, “there has been no other move-
ment for social justice in our society that has been as self-critical as femi-
nist movement” (hooks, 2000, p. xiii), and I think the appreciation of 
this criticism is an important part of feminism as a pedagogy, as it actu-
ally renders feminism a vivid learning space, enabling the introduction 
of new perspectives as well as the possibility to unlearn views, structures 
and ways of thinking that recreate oppression. First, I discuss the aspect 
of intersectionality in this thesis. Secondly, I elaborate on some critical 
points of view on the theory of performativity, which is central in the 
thesis. In the final section, I conclude this thesis process on a discussion 
about possible ways of queering and my thoughts on the work that I 
have done.

4.1 Intersectionality and accountability

In both articles, I write about diversifying gender beliefs that are unnec-
essarily traditionalist and exclusive in definition. This process of queer-
ing is linked, both theoretically and historically, to similar critiques of 
the status quo prevalent in the society that marginalizes people based on 
skin color, culture, class, . In this section, I raise the question whether in 
the two articles this interconnectedness is addressed properly, and go on 
to look at some critiques of the intersectional analysis.
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Bell hooks famously criticized radical feminism for its bourgeois 
white exclusivity, using the standpoint of a black woman to point out 
problems in the movement (hooks, 1981; 2000). Similar standpoint-
based critiques have led to an expanded understanding of feminism as 
intersectionality. Where I focus on pointing out gates that need to be 
opened for the non-binary and non-heterosexual, I must unlearn many 
oppressive ways of thinking and living that result from me being white 
and from a middle-class Finnish family.

Intersectionality, a metaphor coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989; 
1991), is a way of feminist thinking that recognizes the connection be-
tween seemingly distinct battles for social justice (Bailey, 2010). It is a 
tool for analysis with which it is possible to address many differentiating 
identities and social statuses that people may have. The basic idea of 
intersectionality is that one can be in different positions in relation to 
others according to the social differences we share or do not share with 
others in a given context. For example, a person may undergo discrimi-
nation because of their gender but still have privileges, such as being 
middle-class, white and able-bodied, that others do not have. Different 
forms of oppression can also overlap, for example in the life of a disabled 
queer person or a queer person of color. People with certain privileges 
can ignore some pressing problems because they are not directly affected 
by those problems.

In a nutshell, the roots of intersectional thinking lie in the critique 
of feminism as a movement that unifies women, when in reality, the 
actual movement did not take into consideration the differences within 
the group whose liberation it purported to advocate. This critique in-
cludes bell hooks’ views on white bourgeois exclusive feminism in the 
1980’s, pointing out that poor women and women of color have com-
pletely different possibilities of participating in the movement, and that 
the goals of the movement favored white, middle-class women (hooks, 
1981; 2000). Judith Butler’s gender critique (Butler, 1999; 2011) is sty-
listically more academic and not as accessible but can be seen as a similar 
critique of uniformity in the subject of feminism. If the liberation as a 
movement defines the oppressed too strictly, it risks further marginaliza-
tion of people who are not at the focus of a specific rights-based context, 
for example, women’s rights or gay and lesbian rights. These discourses 
presuppose structures that, if left un-deconstructed, may include modes 
of conduct that are heterosexist, ableist, racist or classist.

When reading the articles of this thesis after learning more about 
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intersectional feminism, I suggest that some parts of them need to be 
positioned in more than one axis that looks at the power relations be-
tween heterosexist norms and queer people. I write in Queer Should 
Be Here call for intersectional analysis but fail to recognize and com-
municate how that could be done in the context of that article. It does 
not simply suffice to say that we need intersectional thought, for the 
public discourse in Finland is predominantly white and middle-class, 
and being white and from a middle-class background myself, I recognize 
that both as a personal and societal zone of comfort for these inquiries. 
For us authors to recognize and explore that position is a mere starting 
point. The discourse (and this thesis) could easily be diversified by col-
laborating with more people with different privileges and disadvantages. 
Many of the problems of strict normalization are so intertwined that 
they become harder and harder to see as detached from each other. Ac-
knowledging the failure to consider one’s own position properly in rela-
tion to queering is part of the idea of accountability that is “paramount” 
in intersectional queer practice, as Be Oakley insightfully describes in 
an essay about their self-critical realization of cultural appropriation in 
regard to queering (Oakley, 2018b).

The project of queering look very different in different contexts, 
which is a point that needs to be further elaborated in the future. The 
intersections of gender diversity and classism, disability and racism 
could be fruitfully worked on while making room for the marginal-
ized. Considering the subject of liberation is vital and must always be 
context-sensitive, as unlearning sexism inherently involves unlearning 
other forms of oppression as well (hooks, 2000). It involves asking ques-
tions such as “does ‘queering’ refer also to the class-based oppression? 
How does queering differ across contexts of class or culture, and how 
does it consider class and cultural differences? How does queering en-
able participation for people with disabilities and work towards eradi-
cating ableism? These questions are not a digression but are at the core 
of how to actually do the queering and open up the possibilities and 
spaces in the society, as queering should always be very context sensi-
tive. This complexity is addressed by by Jasbir K. Puar (2012) in her 
critique of the standardization of intersectional analysis in feminism. 
The problem lies in the way that intersections are sometimes under-
stood as univocal categories and described merely as such, as opposed 
to the original idea of intersectional identities that are in a constant 
process (Puar, 2012), which creates an ironical othering of the margin-
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alized subject and consolidates the centering of the white woman as 
the original subject of feminism. The reason for this domestication of 
the intersectional analysis may be the fact that the movements for the 
liberation of the oppressed struggle to maintain the integrity or identity 
of the group in a sexist, ableist, capitalist and white supremacist society, 
and are therefore forced to hold on to essentialist views. On the other 
hand, according to Puar (2012), if intersectionality becomes mere “di-
versity management”, it ironically others the groups whose liberation it 
was designed to facilitate, as the language of intersectionality seems to 
substitute the intersectional analysis itself. The scope of this thesis is not 
enough to discuss the tension between identity politics and queering, 
but it is a topic that needs further investigation as it seems pivotal to the 
politics of queering in the future. One possible way to address the issue 
is to shift focus from essentializing intersectional apparatus to intersec-
tionality that emphasizes process and becoming, as Puar herself does by 
working in the epistemic framework of assemblage theory (Puar, 2012).

4.2 Questions of the theory of performativity

In addition to the questions of intersectionality described above, some 
open questions about the theory of performativity have emerged during 
the thesis process. First, there is the discourse of abstraction that was 
evoked already in section 2.2 where I discussed the critiques of lack of 
corporeality in theory of performativity. There is another kind of cri-
tique of abstraction that is not as metaphysical but perhaps more politi-
cal.

In the peer review process of the second article, Centralizing Queer 
in Finnish Art Education, it was one of the comments that we encoun-
tered - that the article, as well as many queer theory based articles, erres 
towards abstraction, and we were referred to Alison Rooke’s work (see 
Rooke, 2010, for example, on queering ethnography). In hindsight, this 
is a discussion that seems very interesting and pivotal in the context of 
writing about the kind of queer issues that I address, for my take on 
the critique of abstraction is still not clear as it is a personal dialogue 
that is ongoing. It has to do with the limits of language that we use in 
trying to explain and validate queer identities in the face of implicit dis-
crimination. My sheltered position as a white and middle-class person 
surely contribute to the feeling of “abstraction” of how I discuss gender 
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in the two articles of this thesis. I have the privilege of having abstract 
questions, abstract identifications and abstract problems as opposed to 
many of the very concrete problems that queers of color encounter, for 
example. Also, the feeling of abstraction may have to do with the fact 
that the problems are misidentified in the heterosexist society and het-
erosexist language. This is to say openly that I reflect on my own posi-
tion in the queer issues of this thesis. However, the question of position 
is very complex. If I find surfaces of identification in queer theory that is 
often described in abstract terms, does this make my gender experiences 
more abstract? Hardly, but this kind of discussion is deeply personal for 
a gender fluid queer person, and it has an important role in one’s stand-
point in concrete issues of contemporary feminism. One’s standpoint is 
never completely clear and never fixed but a constantly moving point of 
self-reflection.

Another perspective on the abstraction of queer theory comes from 
a noteworthy critical essay on Butler’s thinking is Professor of Parody 
by Martha Nussbaum (1999), where Nussbaum criticized Butler in a 
straightforward manner, calling her style of writing “ponderous and ob-
scure” (Nussbaum 1999, p. 38), her concepts highly abstract and her 
politics passivist and retreating as opposed to working with the real ma-
terial conditions of gender inequality. As Ori Herstein (2009) discusses 
in their article about the Nussbaum-Butler controversy, part of Nuss-
baum’s critique is aimed towards the post-structuralist mode of decon-
struction that is at the core of Butler’s publications about gender and 
body norms. The mode of action influenced by Butler’s queer theory is 
that of a subversive political parody which has the power to shift mean-
ings, which differs from the more traditional mode where liberation 
as more linear, without the need to question concepts such as gender, 
identity or the subject. I see similarities in this critique with the critique 
of abstraction since here, too, the issue seems to be the view that But-
ler’s project overly stresses the linguistic and the philosophical decon-
struction at the expense of the “material” projects where gender equality 
could be enhanced in very concrete ways. From this point of view, a view 
that Nussbaum is a proponent of, Butler’s focus on discursive subversion 
can be seen as a divergence from more pressing situations of inequality. 
However, I do not see these views as necessarily contradictory, as it is 
fully possible to open discussion on dismantling rigid gender norms 
and, at the same time, work towards equality, on a very concrete and 
material level, in different contexts of feminism all over the world. Some 
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of the critique of Butler’s literal style is justified to some extent, as it is 
not very accessible and many concepts are arduous to grasp. Nussbaum 
writes: “Subservient to the oracular voice of Butler’s text, and dazzled 
by its patina of high-concept abstractness, the imagined reader poses 
few questions, requests no arguments and no clear definitions of terms” 
(Nussbaum 1999, p. 38). As a response to these accusations, I will high-
light the passage already cited in the article “Queer Should Be Here”: 

One might wonder what use ‘opening up possibilities’ finally is, but no 
one who has understood what it is to live in the social world as what is 
‘impossible’, illegible, unrealizable, unreal, and illegitimate is likely to 
pose that question. (Butler 1999, viii)

This passage, in my view, is actually a sound justification for the acts 
of subversion that Butler holds to be a possible parodic agenda to dis-
rupt oppressive gender norms. Also, as Herstein (2009) points out, the 
lack of justification from Butler’s part does not prove that the certain 
acts subversion could be morally justified or rejected, as they are situ-
ated in specific political contexts and do not strive to be universalist. 
From the performative point of view, the gender binary is seen as a 
regulatory practice which naturalizes itself through refuting any non-
binary possibilities. Therefore subverting it through acts of parody or 
gender-bending performances is not politically passive “quietism” but 
simply a strategy of pointing out different things than the inequalities 
that second wave feminism is most interested in, such as wage gaps or 
empowering “women”.

In addition to the aforementioned critiques of performativity, I also 
wonder about the question of inner reality in the cases of non-binary or 
other transgender identities. Butler writes:

“If the inner truth of gender is a fabrication and if a true gender is a 
fantasy instituted and inscribed on the surface of bodies, then it seems 
that genders can be neither true nor false, but are only produced as the 
truth effects of a discourse of primary and stable identity.” (Butler, 1999, 
p. 186) 

This does not seem to be in line with present discourses of popular 
transgender politics, where the inner truth is emphasized, often (in my 
interpretation) as a responsive way to validate trans identities facing het-
erosexist erasure. This is not to say that the inner truth discourse would 



794  Now and in the future

be a mere reaction defined by heterosexism; if anything, many such 
subversive discourses claim spaces to utilize the concept of inner truth 
to overthrow excessive generalizations about gender and also to over-
throw the oppressive excpectations of validating one’s gender if it is not 
a cis gender. (See for example the “Girldick” zines by Camille, 2019.) 
However, if the validation of a gender identity is redundant, as Butler 
describes above, based on the idea that no inner reality exists distinct 
from the material-discursive practices of gendering the body, then the 
discourse of inner truth is not necessarily contradictory to what Butler 
writes. It can be understood as more like yet another way to perform 
gender in relation to heteronormativity. This view, however, is not nec-
essarily appealing or even safe for trans people who struggle to get recog-
nition and often face challenges of proving their gender or proving that 
it is a definitive or somehow an eventual identity instead of a changing 
or fluid identity, the former of which is often an implicit or explicit pre-
requisite for any medical treatment for transgender people in Finland. 
That is why the discrepancies between inner gender identity and gen-
der as performance may in certain situations complicate the discussion, 
which is precisely what Natalie Wynn points out in her ContraPoints 
video about “Transtrenders” (Wynn, 2019), describing in a parodic and 
nuanced video essay that for some, the pressure to validate a binary trans 
identity in a heterosexist society leads to emphasizing the role of medi-
cal gender dysphoria, whereas the non-heteronormative “open possibili-
ties” presented by non-binary people seem very theoretical to some. The 
violence of the conversations around the issue of gender validity makes 
it a volatile subject that needs close attention, carefully managed spaces 
for discussion, and accountability for everyone involved. The contradic-
tions described above emphasize the almost extreme context-sensivity of 
gender discourses and intensify the need to contextualize the discourse 
while avoiding generalization and universalization, and these contradic-
tions also privilege the “ethical” side of the debate over the “ontological” 
side – a seeming dichotomy that mirrors the problematic gender/sex 
dichotomy.

4.3 Conclusions (?) and ways of queering

The type of work that this thesis turns out to be cannot be lightly con-
cluded, as the whole concept of constant becomingness that my ideas on 
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gender and queering rest upon is thoroughly process-based and resists 
the idea of demarcated outcomes. This said, I will try to summarize at 
least some of my personal learning outcomes concerning the project of 
queering art education to help the discussion forward.

This work could definitely have benefited from a much narrower 
outline on the topic of queering. Starting from an observation that 
Finnish art education significantly lacked queer perspective in research 
writing, my thesis, however, may hopefully be a stepping stone towards 
further understanding and application of queer theory in many of its 
forms and discussions, as it has been for me. During the thesis pro-
cess and the writing of the two articles, there were countless questions 
emerging from the complexity of the issue of queering identity, society 
and pedagogy, and I will continue to work with these questions in the 
future. 

One outcome, at least, is the realization that the project of queering 
is not a linear enterprise with a clear goal in mind. Rather, it has many 
possible contexts and strategies according to what kind of epistemo-
logical and political premises it leans towards, and what are the actual 
circumstances, motives and agencies of the queering. There is no one 
permanent way to queer the whole universe. Dismantling heteronorma-
tivity is not a singular task but an attitude and commitment to unlearn 
heterosexism, and to be able to look at queering as a universal task may 
be considered a privileged point of view, reminiscent of the colonialist 
gaze. In the future, in order to be able to queer art education, the inter-
connectedness to ableism, capitalism, racism, and cultural appropria-
tion call for carefully acknowledged and positioned agency, sincere dif-
fraction, commitment into entangling with the project, and most of all, 
accountability as a feminist practice. Once again, I recognize that mere 
attention to language or saying this is not enough, rather, one needs 
start by looking at concrete ways to give way to queer perspectives, such 
as considering the resources and spaces, their economical accessibility 
as well as accessibility for the disabled queer people and unlearning of 
white colonialist attitudes as part of the project of queering, as these 
are culturally linked to the heteronormative, reproductive and capitalist 
othering of queer perspectives (Halberstam, 2011).

In retrospect, also the theme of failure seems to offer various ways of 
queering specific pedagogies. It resonates increasingly as a pedagogical 
problem, as Nora Kahn writes in QUEER.ARCHIVE.WORK 1: 
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“Let’s note that we don’t teach students to fail, to experiment, to col-
laborate. I didn’t learn about failure in college or in graduate school, but 
nothing has been more central to my life as a writer than the willingness 
to fail, frequently, with every attempt. We will fail so much in our at-
tempts to think together.” (Kahn, 2018)

Giving failure due credit in learning and unlearning may well shift some 
of the othering practices often present in educational situations, where 
the normative roles rest on binaries such as teacher/student, organizer/
participant etc. Just as Greteman (2017) notes in the article cited in 
Queer Should Be Here, we rarely ask how to help students become 
queer, similarly, do we ask how we could help each other fail and subse-
quently claim accountability for those failures that are part of our own 
agency. This approach moves the focus effectively towards the crisis of 
unlearning, which has become a central part of my work as a pedagogue, 
as well. 

As an example that I mentioned in the introduction, during the past 
year, I have worked with my colleague and friend Jemina Lindholm to 
develop a concept of feminist, queer and crip pedagogy in the Finnish 
Museum of Photography, in the form of Queer and Crip guided tours. 
The initiative for the tours was the publication of Feminism and Queer 
in Art Education (Suominen & Pusa eds., 2018), the anthology which 
included both my article Queer Should Be Here and Lindholm’s article 
“nothing/special ZINE: A Collective Zine as an Approach to Critical 
Disability Studies and as Feminist Art Pedagogical Practice” (Lindholm, 
2018). In these tours, we focus on the following questions: How to 
mediate queer and crip issues in the museum? How to employ practices 
of feminist pedagogies and strategies and ideology of safer spaces in the 
museum context? How do queer, crip and posthumanism work side 
by side or in relation to each other in discussing art photography and 
togetherness? Why concentrate on a multitude of perspectives? How 
is it possible to resist and challenge a normative guiding situation and 
acknowledge the necessity for uncertainty? How to prepare for the un-
planned? (Lindholm & Raudaskoski, 2019b)

As a parallel process with the thesis, this dense collaboration has 
been a great learning opportunity for me of how to explore the intersec-
tion of sexual and gender diversity, disability and sickness together with 
another person, as Lindholm’s focus is in crip theory, critical disability 
studies. The collaboration has also opened my eyes to some concrete 
obstacles of intersectional collaboration, such as capitalist norms that 



82 Queering The Way

may hinder people from working together, getting paid and realizing 
creative projects of queering, as the norm in cultural field is working 
alone in precarious circumstances and be expected to perform the tasks 
often defined in the terms of reference for funding.

Lindholm and I have worked on a specific kind of feminist, queer 
and crip pedagogy that aims to create a learning space that allows self-
criticism and provides a safe way to encounter the crisis that is often in-
duced by learning about one’s own complicity in oppression – the crisis 
of unlearning (Lindholm & Raudaskoski, 2019a; Kumashiro, 2000). 
As an ongoing process of hands-on pedagogical research, one highlight 
of the collaboration is the attempt to keep the space radically open for 
interpretation and resist not only the norms of compulsory heterosex-
uality and cis-genderism, ableism and anthropocentrism, but also the 
norms of museum pedagogy, museum space and guided tours. This is 
done by using methods that feminist activists have developed in order 
to create safer spaces, such as shared guidelines for interaction; clearly 
considering accessibility from many different viewpoints, and actively 
stepping aside from the normative role of a pedagogue. Moreover, one 
of the most important facts is the ideally unbroken collaboration itself, 
where the boundaries of teaching/learning, learning/unlearning, identi-
ty/entaglement are constantly questioned and subjected to negotiation.

The final self-critical look on the thesis concerns assimilation. As 
I was absorbed into poststructuralist theories and deconstructions of 
gender, an important question has become all the clearer: what am I 
actually doing by writing about queering and gender in Aalto ARTS? 
In life, there is a gap between poststructuralism and practice, as apply-
ing subversion of gender norms through performativity often presumes 
a resistance to heteronormativity (Petrovic & Kosiek, 2007). My ini-
tial position of criticizing the Art Education program of lack of queer 
theory has led me to become involved in a scholarly collective called 
FAQ, Feminism and Queer in Art Education, and subsequently also to 
the publication of these articles. As the institutions, such as museums, 
school system and the academia become more open to what are seen as 
possibilities of queering, my emerging worry is well described by Andrea 
Liu, a queer activist:

“-- what do we gain and what do we lose from the increasing acceptance 
(and integration into society) of the word “queer”? Has “queer” devolved 
into a catch-all term for any aesthetic or methodology that slightly devi-
ates from a norm? Now that earlier connotations of estrangement and 
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alienation of this word have been pinkwashed into a marketable, up-
scale, gentrified “queer,” has “queer” dissipated into a mere boutique 
term, a decoration, an ornament people blithely throw around to make 
themselves sound edgy? Do we no longer “pay a price” or risk anything 
in declaring ourselves to be “queer”? If not – that is to say if “queer” is so 
banalized now that it is uncontroversial – is this a good thing or a bad 
thing?” (Liu, 2018)

The academicization of queer is something that risks the subversive 
powers that queering may have when done in a non-compromising way, 
clinging to contexts that are not heteronormative, not white suprem-
acist, not ableist and not capitalist. Many aspects of this thesis work 
against those possibilities: the fact that this thesis is done under the 
name of one person only; the fact that this thesis is written in Eng-
lish only, using academic terming and tone; the fact that this thesis is 
assessed according to the conventional criteria of ranking and grading 
intellectual endeavors of very different people – all these work against 
queering art education. As a consolation, failing has an important part 
to play in queering and learning, as discussed earlier, and failing may 
provide a starting point for learning, but only if it is accompanied by a 
strong notion of accountability.

I hope that in the future I can learn to become more equipped 
against wrongful assimilation in my own actions as well as intervening 
in outside situations, and more involved in other truly wonderful tradi-
tions and communities of liberation and social justice that may help me 
find a way to continue the project of queering and be retransformed in 
ways that are unimaginable for myself at the moment. At least I know 
now that creating alliances and friendships with other feminists and ac-
tivists - and creating more room for love as a commitment - are not a 
mere romanticizing stance but rather concretely rooted into the many 
processual worldviews, contradictory agencies, performativities, discus-
ivities described in this work. Queering will never be one-size-fits-all, 
and one must find a way to do it lovingly and responsibly. As it may be 
contradictory to conclude a process that argues against static conclu-
sions, I will simply say, as anticlimactic as it might sound, that this thesis 
has been a long process and a true catalyst for my personal learning and 
future work.
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