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Abstract

New Assisted Reproductive Technology (New ART) is a speculative reproductive clinic
installation, where the artist and the curator transformed a traditional gallery space in NYC to
examine how immersive design and participatory process engage audiences in reimagining
gender roles. The study is guided by the research question: “How has participatory world-
building in speculative art assisted in reimagining binary gender divisions?”” Data collected
through observational notes, visual documentation, and artifacts were analyzed using grounded
theory methods, including open, axial, and selective coding. The findings reveal three key
themes: (1) Simulative World-Building, where familiar design elements lowered barriers to
entry, enabling diverse audiences to transition seamlessly into role-playing; (2) Role-Playing as
Co-Creation, where participants embodied speculative scenarios, empathized, reflected on their

own experiences, and contributing to the speculative narrative through dialogue and interaction;
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and (3) Participatory Artifacts as Extensions, where tangible outputs like forms and photos
encouraged participants to continue engaging with the speculative narrative beyond the show.
These results highlight the potential of participatory world-building to foster critical engagement,
empathy, and co-creation in speculative art. By examining participant interactions within New
ART, this paper contributes to the broader discourse on speculative design, participatory art, and
gender studies, offering insights into how immersive frameworks can challenge societal norms

and inspire alternative futures.

Keywords: Speculative Art, Speculative Design, Gender Studies, Male Pregnancy, Non-Binary

Perspectives, Reproductive Politics, Immersive Experiences, Fanfiction Subcultures

Introduction

Speculative art leverages imaginative scenarios to challenge existing societal constructs,
offering new ways to interrogate power, identity, and reproduction. By envisioning alternative
futures, speculative art creates spaces for rethinking societal norms and exploring possibilities
beyond existing constraints (Dunne & Raby, 2013). Works like Ai (Im)possible Baby, Case 01:
Asako and Moriga (2012) and Mary Maggic’s Open Source Estrogen exemplify how speculative
practices critique gender roles and societal hierarchies while imagining transformative futures

(2015).

This paper examines New Assisted Reproductive Technology (New ART), a participatory
art installation that reimagines reproductive roles and critiques binary gender divisions through
immersive world-building. New ART transformed :iidrr Gallery in Lower East Side Manhattan,

New York, USA into a speculative reproductive clinic with informational display boards, a
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doctor’s office, and an exam room. Through exhibition design elements, the project invited
participants to role-play and co-create narratives that explore speculative alternative reproductive

possibilities — male pregnancy and human parthenogenesis.

Guided by the research question, “How has participatory world-building in speculative
art assisted in reimagining binary gender divisions?”, this study explores three key themes
derived from participants’ engagement: the role of familiarity in lowering barriers to entry, the
impact of role-play on empathy and co-creation, and the extension of speculative narratives into

participants’ communities through artifacts. By situating New ART within the broader discourse

of speculative and participatory art, this paper highlights how participatory world-building can
facilitate critical engagement with social norms while exposing the challenges and opportunities

of such frameworks.

Background

Speculative Art in Gender and Reproduction

Speculative art emerged as a powerful practice that blurs the boundaries between critical
design, science fiction, and cultural critique. By materializing imagined futures through
speculative objects, this field creates spaces to challenge societal norms and provoke critical
thoughts (Dunne & Raby, 2013). Lizzie Muller’s framework of speculative objects positions

such artifacts as tangible provocations, philosophical tools for questioning the status quo (2014).

Gender, as theorized by Judith Butler (1990), is a performative construct, one perpetuated

through repeated societal norms rather than innate biological determinism. Donna Haraway’s
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Cyborg Manifesto further disrupts binary notions of gender and reproduction by proposing
hybrid entities created by the advancement of technology that transcend traditional categories,
including human versus animal and binary gender divisions (1991). These theories highlight the

necessity to deconstruct and reconfigure narratives surrounding gender roles and the body.

As aresult, in the realm of gender and reproduction, speculative art serves as a vital
platform for reimagining societal norms, particularly those tied to biological and societal roles.
In The Artificial Womb: Speculative Design Meets the Sociotechnical, speculative designers
collaborated with researchers from Maxima Medical Centre and Eindhoven University of
Technology to create a prototype artificial womb and a design-fiction exhibition, exploring how
this technology might reshape relationships, reproduction, and social roles in the 21st century

(Ng & Boulton, 2022).

Participatory Role in Speculative Arts

Participatory speculative practices leverage technical and social speculation to involve
audiences in critical dialogue about entrenched systems and societal norms. Muller’s concept of
speculative objects highlights how participation allows these objects to act as dynamic
provocations, shaped by interaction rather than passive observation (2014). Building on this
foundation, the concept of ‘social dreaming’ demonstrates how collaborative speculative design
enables participants to collectively reimagine social structures, fostering critical engagement
with social norms (Tatar & Jackson, 2022). The study emphasizes social dreaming as a dynamic
methodology that transitions speculative practices from isolated and individual imagination to

shared and collective envisioning. By engaging diverse voices, participatory speculative design
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broadens its critical scope, challenging systemic power dynamics and fostering inclusive visions
of the future. This collaborative turn underscores the value of speculative practices that evolve
through active participant input, creating pathways for collective reimagination of societal

constructs.

Theories of co-creation, which emphasize collaborative processes between designers and
participants, highlight how creativity emerges through shared authorship rather than individual
expertise. These theories further illuminate why participation is essential for speculative art.
Sanders’ framework, for instance, positions participants as collaborators, empowering them to
shape outcomes rather than passively consume predetermined visions (Sanders & Stappers,
2008). Ye and Zhang (2024) build on this by exploring how participatory frameworks enable
pluralistic exploration, where multiple perspectives contribute to a richer understanding of
complex systems. Although these theories are not specific to speculative art, their principles are
vital for its participatory practices. By integrating co-creation, speculative art leverages
collaboration to create evolving narratives. In doing so, participatory design amplifies the power

of speculative art to engage, provoke, and inspire diverse audiences.

Precedents in Speculative Projects with Reproductive Themes and Participatory Designs

Artists have been exploring speculative reproduction to question human-centric,
heteronormative, and patriarchal constructs. A1 Hasegawa’s I Wanna Deliver a Shark and |
Wanna Deliver a Dolphin propose hybrid reproduction scenarios where humans bear endangered
marine species (2012). Ani Liu’s The Surrogacy (bodies are not factories) presents a pig uterus

pregnant with human fetuses, provoking reflection on the ethics of animal use and human
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surrogacy, and further questioning whether systemic social and cultural norms surrounding
pregnancy need to be reimagined (2024). Charlotte Jarvis collaborated with scientists and the
public to create ‘female’ sperm from her stem cells in her series In Posse, which critically
investigated the female roles in reproduction (2018). Spela Petri¢ offers consultations to humans
seeking to reproduce with plants, blending scientific knowledge with speculative scenarios.
Participants engage in discussions and rituals that explore inter-species reproduction (2016).
These projects use bioethics and speculative biology to critique reproduction’s anthropocentric
and ecological dimensions. Mary Maggic’s Open Source Estrogen project includes DIY
biohacking workshops where participants extract estrogen from their own urine. By engaging in
this process, participants confront the pervasive presence of hormones in the environment and
their impact on bodies, questioning the boundaries between natural and synthetic, human and
environment (2015). The participatory nature of the workshops encourages individuals to

examine the socio-political dimensions of hormone consumption and gender critically.

These diverse projects collectively illustrate how speculative art leverages biology,
technology, and participatory audience engagement to challenge anthropocentric,

heteronormative, and patriarchal constructs.
New ART. Conceptual Framework

New ART is an extension of A2’s graduate thesis on Male Pregnancy (printed brochure,
sculpture, and interactive paper doll) (Jiang, 2021)—and another previous speculative design
work Human Parthenogenesis (photographed speculative scene) (Jiang, 2020). The forms and

narratives from the entire series are originally inspired by the aesthetics of fanfiction subcultures,
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particularly the Mpreg (male pregnancy) genre (n.d., Retrieved from
https://archiveofourown.org). It leverages tropes that feminize male bodies, creating a space
where the protagonists (often male-presenting) are subjected to be “second-sexed" and physically

transformed with both male and female characteristics in private areas (Jiang, 2021).

In this work, A2 interrogates the fundamental binary division of gender, which has
historically been rooted in the biological roles of reproduction. Drawing from evolutionary
frameworks like Richard Dawkins’ "selfish gene," reproductive inequalities—the differing
investments in gamete production—form the basis for female and male binary constructs (1976).
Within this framework, female humans, who invest more in reproduction than males even before
conception, are evolutionarily more inclined to take on additional reproductive tasks, such as
caregiving and love-giving. The artist suggests that while genetic differences and unevenness are
biologically important, these divisions of roles have been extended into societal norms that

reinforce uneven power hierarchies and gendered expectations.

The idea 1s to challenge binary gender division by reimagining reproductive roles through
speculative technologies, such as male pregnancy and human parthenogenesis, which disrupt
traditional biological underpinnings of gender. If reproduction can occur without the constraints
of binary roles, such as through an implanted artificial uterus or self-sustaining parthenogenesis,
then the societal necessity of gender divisions begins to dissolve. With these projects, the artist
posits that gender, as a construct, gains its initial significance in the context of sexual
reproduction; outside this domain, its relevance and necessity become increasingly tenuous — and

even when concerning reproduction, the division can be challenged.
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Figure 1

Exhibition View of Male Pregnancy Information Boards, Doctor Office, and Photo Booth

Methodology

Speculative Technologies

The installation featured two fictional technologies, grounded in speculative biology and

real-world scientific advancements:

° Male Pregnancy (e.g., Figure 1): A speculative medical process enabling
individuals with male physiology to gestate, achieved through in vitro fertilization, artificial
uterus implantation, an embryo-brain interaction system, and cesarean section.

° Human Parthenogenesis and Bi-maternal Reproduction (e.g., Figure 2): A
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speculative technology that achieves the generation of offspring solely from female gametes. The
core of this technology involves the activating oocytes to obtain haploid embryonic stem cells
(phESCs), reprogramming of targeted DNA methylation imprinting control regions within the
oocyte genome, enabling the production of healthy offspring with a double-maternal genetic

background—a process also known as bi-maternal reproduction.

These technologies were carefully designed to echo real-world developments in
reproductive science, such as haploid embryonic stem cells, CRISPR, ectogenesis, and hormonal
therapies. This connection created a sense of plausibility, prompting visitors to consider the

ethical, societal, and emotional ramifications of such advancements.

Figure 2

Exhibition View of Human Parthenogenesis Information Board

A

Design Languages and Execution

The New ART project transformed a gallery space in New York City, :iidrr Gallery, and
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presented as a speculative reproductive clinic. Both the artist’s designs and the show installation
evoked the sterile, institutional aesthetic of a real-world fertility clinic, complete with waiting

areas, consultation rooms, and interactive displays.

The artist employed features commonly used in maternity design as the primary design
language, including loving colors, soft glows, and intentional abstraction of organic details. The
copy format and tone refer to scientific papers and popular science publications with fictional

and real citations.

Pieces Made for the Exhibition

Information Boards (e.g., Figure 1, Figure 2)

° Male Pregnancy Information Boards: Introduce the male pregnancy technology,
explain the application process, and outline the medical procedure.
° Parthenogenesis Information Board: Explain the methods of human

parthenogenesis and bi-maternal reproduction technologies.

Doctor’s Office Set-ups (e.g., Figure 3)

° Full-term Male Pregnancy Anatomy Diagram: Depicts the internal structure of a
male body during pregnancy, with labeled organs to assist in communication between the doctor

and patient.

° Full-term Male Pregnancy Medical Model: Displays a 1:1 human-scale model in a

clean, medical style, showing the artificial uterus and fetus within the male body. The model
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includes a removable and interactable 3D fetus.

° Staff ID Badges: Mimic authentic reproductive clinic staff ID cards to provide
realistic medical roles, supporting the artist and curator’s role-play within the scene.

° Application and Intake Forms: Simulate authentic reproductive clinic forms,
reimagined for male pregnancy and human parthenogenesis scenarios.

° Letterhead with the Clinic’s Name: Establish the brand image of the fictional
clinic and reinforce the setting’s authenticity.

° Other Scene-Building Props: Add realism and warmth with items such as a
framed illustration of a pregnant male figure, a desk lamp, a pen holder, a notebook, etc inspired

by real doctors’ office desks.

Figure 3

Exhibition view of Doctor’s Olffice
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Photo Booths (e.g., Figure 4)

° Adjustable Height Artificial Uterus with Fetus Photo Prop for Different
Pregnancy Months: Allow participants to observe fetal growth at various stages, from embryo
implantation to full-term development. Designed to fit participants of different heights, the prop
positions between the pubic bone and ribcage, showcasing how the fetus grows and the space it
occupies in the abdominal cavity.

° Instructional Text and Demo Photos: Explain how to use the photo props and

guide participants through the process.
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Figure 4

Exhibition View of the Photo Booth.

Exam Room

° Poster for Common Symptoms of Male Pregnancy: Illustrates various symptoms
affecting the body, visually explaining unique effects on the male reproductive system; assists in

fictional doctor-patient communication about adverse reactions during examinations.

° Steel Instrument Stand with Common Examination Tools: Enhances realism with
props such as stethoscopes, thermometers, and alcohol swabs; reinforces associations with a real

examination room.
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Ornamental Mythical Items

° Glowing 3D Intricate Embryo Crystal Ball Figurine: Reflects the real 3D
modeling of oocytes from mice parthenogenesis experiments with glowing, finely crafted crystal

materials; highlights the central role of oocytes in the reproductive process.

Disclaimer Signs

° Disclaimer and Caution Warning Signs: Explain the definitions of gender terms
within this space, as well as the speculative nature of the scientific, legal, and sociological

content in the scene, to prevent any misunderstandings.

The gallery layout mirrored the bureaucratic structure of a fertility clinic. The entrance
featured informational materials and speculative advertisements to set the tone. Deeper into the
space, there 1s a consultation room with interactive setups, culminating in a semi-private exam
area and photo booth. This progression guided visitors from passive observation to active
participation, blending speculative storytelling with spatial immersion, introducing audiences to

the clinic’s services, and setting the tone for the experience.

Viewing Flow and Participatory World-building

Upon entry, participants were welcomed by the artist and curator, who assumed the roles
of doctor and consultant in professional attire. The staffing role-play established the speculative
clinic’s credibility. From the information boards, they proceed their experience to doctor offices,
photo booths, or exam rooms where they can engage with the design more. Visitors spent an

average of 20-30 minutes exploring the space, engaging with the installations, and interacting
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with the staff and each other. For many, the progression through the space, from informational

boards to role-play zones, served as an organic journey into the speculative scenario.

Figure 5

Role-playing Curator and Participants Filling Out Application Forms.

The participatory world-building elements include:

e Role-Playing: The artist and curator played the roles of professionals with full gear (See
Figure 5 left), such as fictional medical degrees, lab coats, types of equipment, clinic staff

ID, etc. Throughout the show, the artist and curator guided participants through the
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implications of the technologies.

e Application Forms: Forms simulated those typically used in fertility clinics but
reimagined for male pregnancy and parthenogenesis scenarios. Participants were asked to
provide information about their family composition, oocyte resources, and parental
readiness.

e Pose for Photo Booths (e.g., Figure 6): Visitors could take staged photos as “expecting
parents" speculating on how the baby would grow in the body, further immersing
themselves in the speculative world. These photos served as artifacts of their
participation.

e Exam Room Sectional: Visitors can sit in a blue-curtain-sectioned area with an autonomy
poster to be "examined by the doctor". In their interactions, the artist optionally asks the

participants to wait and then discuss the speculative technologies further.

Figure 6

Role-playing Participants Posting for Pregnant Photos in the Photo Booth
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Data Collection and Analysis

Data Collection

Data was collected throughout the show preparation, the opening event, the show period,
and after the show from May 21st to June 7th, 2024. Around 130 participants interacted with the
show during the time. Visitor participation included passive viewing, completing paper forms,
engaging with staff in role-play, and taking photos in the photo booth. Quantitative data were
compiled from observational notes, artifact counts, and social media analytics. Data for the study

were collected using multiple methods:

e (Observational Notes: The authors documented participants’ behaviors, verbal



The Princeton Journal of Interdisciplinary Research
ISSN 3069-8200
expressions, and interactions with the installation, focusing on spontaneous and
structured engagement.
e Artifacts: Participants generated physical and virtual artifacts, including completed paper
forms, staged photos, and digital photographs.
e Informal Discussions and Conversations: The authors documented informal
conversations with participants and observed discussions between participants.
e Photo and Video Documentation: Visual documentation of the installation captured
audience interactions, spatial engagement, and the artifacts created during the
participatory process.

e Social Media Posts and Responses: The authors collected participants' social media posts.

Data and Analysis

The analysis utilized a thematic approach grounded in open, axial, and selective coding
(Strauss & Corbin, 1997). During the open coding phase, initial codes were identified, capturing
observable behaviors (e.g., participants filling out forms), verbal expressions (e.g., inquiries
about reproductive technologies), and artifact interactions (e.g., sharing photos or taking forms
home). In the axial coding phase, these codes were organized into broader categories, such as
familiarity in engagement, reflection through role-play, and artifact extensions. Finally, the
selective coding phase synthesized these categories into overarching themes addressing the
research question. The analysis emphasized participant actions (behaviors like filling out forms
and posing for photos), verbal expressions (thoughts on gender roles and speculative
technologies), and artifacts as extensions (instances where participants shared materials,

extending the speculative narrative into their communities). Detailed examples of quotes and
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interactions are shown in Table 5.

Participants Actions

Participants’ engagement was evaluated through observable interactions within the
installation environment. Records indicated varying levels of participation, including role-
playing with assigned identities, engaging in dialogue with staff members, completing
speculative clinic forms, and posing for photographs within the staged environment. The
frequency and depth of these actions reflected the degree of immersion in the speculative
scenario. Participants who engaged in multiple forms of interaction—such as both completing
forms and posing for photographs—demonstrated higher levels of involvement and investment

in the speculative premise.

Verbal Expressions

Verbal exchanges were documented to capture participants’ reflections, questions, and
emotional responses during their engagement. Many participants articulated curiosity about
reproductive futures and gendered technologies, often drawing parallels between the fictional
setting and real-world ethical considerations. Some expressed uncertainty or discomfort when
confronted with speculative procedures, while others used humor or storytelling to make sense
of the imagined world. Some participants also used verbal expressions as an active means to
participate in role-playing during their engagement — playing the character as the patient of the

clinic or family members of the patient, inviting their peers to participate in roleplay.
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Artifacts as Extensions

Speculative artifacts—such as clinic forms, medical documents, and photographs—
served as tangible extensions of the participants’ experience beyond the gallery space. Several
participants chose to take printed materials home, photograph installations, or share images on
social media, thereby extending the speculative narrative into their personal and social spheres.
These actions transformed the artifacts from static exhibition elements into relational media that
sustained engagement after the immediate interaction ended. The circulation of these materials

functioned as a form of distributed participation in and across the show.

Results

The data showed the installation’s simulative world-building fostered an immersive
environment that lowered barriers to participation; role-playing allowed participants to
empathize and co-create the speculative narrative through unscripted dialogues and collaborative
interactions; participatory artifacts extended the narrative beyond the gallery, encouraging

reflection and sparking community-level engagement.

Simulative World-building

The simulative world-building effectively lowered barriers to the participation framework

by leveraging familiar design elements.

The familiarity embedded in the design also led to noticeably different participant
behaviors compared to traditional gallery installations. In typical art spaces, visitors often adopt a

more passive stance, lingering to observe or reflect without direct engagement. In contrast, New
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ART ’s aesthetic and institutional staging—featuring informational boards, staff ID badges, and
examination props—created a setting that was immediately recognizable and stimulating to
audiences. This familiarity encouraged passersby and audiences to transition effortlessly into

role-playing scenarios.

During the installation and show period, several passersby expressed curiosity about
whether the clinic was real. A common opening question was, “Is this actually a medical
service?”—a striking contrast to the more hesitant or detached reactions typical of gallery pass-
by. Once this question was addressed by a staff member or clarified through the visual
disclaimer, participants often quickly engaged with the speculative scenario. They would
proceed to fill out forms or ask practical, context-specific questions about the fictional
reproductive technologies. These initial reactions underscore how the familiar design elements
dissolved the perceived boundaries between speculative art and real-world environments. The
ease with which participants engaged highlights how the installation’s familiarity facilitated a

low barrier for entry and allowed participants to engage in the speculative narrative actively.

Additionally, the open storefront space amplified accessibility by inviting diverse
audiences, including those unfamiliar with speculative art practices. Observations showed that

even casual passersby entered the space, drawn by the familiar aesthetic.

Role-playing

Role-playing is a powerful tool for participatory world-building, enabling the speculative
scenario to evolve dynamically through the shared creativity of all involved. The performative

aspect allowed them to explore speculative technologies within the context of their personal
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lives, relationships, and societal roles, making participants empathize. By engaging in unscripted
interactions and collaborative dialogues, participants contributed to a collective reimagining of

gender and reproductive possibilities.

Participants as “Patients”, Evoking Empathy

Role-playing allowed participants to be performative and embody the speculative
scenarios, raising questions and concerns as though they were genuinely interacting with a reality
where these technologies exist. For instance, while filling out the application form, participants
often ask, “How does the embryo attach to the male body?", “Is it surgically implanted, or does it
grow naturally?", “What is the proper diet?” etc. Such questions indicate a willingness to take the
speculative scenario seriously and reflect on the mechanics and implications of the fictional

technologies.

These moments of role-playing often extended beyond curiosity into personal reflection.
These speculative technologies reminded participants of moments in their everyday lives when
they questioned existing gender roles. For instance, one female participant said with great joy, “I
will refer my friend to come to you (A2, the artist, acting as the doctor). She works outside while
her husband stays home unemployed due to visa issues. We’ve been saying for a while now, this
is the perfect time for her husband to stay home pregnant!" This anecdote highlights how the
speculative scenario resonated personally, sparking discussions that reimagined conventional
gender dynamics. The interplay between speculative technologies and personal narratives
underscores the participants’ capacity for empathy and their engagement with the possibilities

presented that directly question the existing gender role in reality with fictional propositions.
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Co-Creation Through Role-Play

Role-playing is part of the co-creation process because it deepens the show experience by
allowing participants to interact with each other in plots that are not designed. Coupled
participants, in particular, demonstrated how role-playing facilitated co-creation. Several
heterosexual and queer couples filled out application forms together, discussing how speculative
reproductive technologies might affect their relationships and family dynamics. For example, a
heterosexual couple filled out the intake form and began discussing what their lives might look
like if the male partner carried the child. The female partner insisted this would be the only way
for them to have children, while the male partner hesitated. This conversation evolved into a
playful but meaningful exchange about shared responsibilities in parenthood. These participatory
interactions among participants often sparked additional debates about the desirability of male
pregnancy or human parthenogenesis, with participants adding to the narrative with stories.
Through this collaborative process, the speculative scenario became a platform for participants to
project their values, concerns, and aspirations, enriching the narrative beyond its original design.

Role-playing also enabled participants to co-create the larger speculative narrative.

By interacting with the staffed “professionals" and engaging in discussions, participants
contributed to the world-building process. A lot of participants initiated debates on subjects such
as gendered societal roles, parental roles, family dynamics, abortions, etc. While standing in the
gallery space or just participating in role-playing, the boundary of creation is obscured. These
dialogues acted as the background, enriching the experience for other participants, providing
layers of interpretation, and deepening the speculative world. In this dynamic setting, every

interaction, whether verbal or performative, contributed to a co-created narrative, amplifying the
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participatory and immersive nature of the installation.

Artifacts as Extensions

The speculative artifacts produced during the installation—such as application forms,
photos, etc.—enabled participants to extend their engagement with the speculative world beyond
the gallery space. These artifacts became physical and digital representations of the speculative
scenario, inviting further reflection and dissemination within participants’ personal and social

spheres.

Many attendees treated the forms as serious documents, carefully filling them out and
leaving them with the staff as though they were participating in a real clinical process. Some
participants requested to take forms home, citing personal interest or as keepsakes. A significant
number of participants asked for extra copies to share with their friends and/or partners,
mentioning that they would like others to fill one out. The artifacts then become fictional proofs
that will prompt more conversations. This demonstrated how the participatory artifacts
transcended individual engagement, fostering collaborative participation and conversations about

gender, reproduction, and family roles outside the gallery space.

Similarly, participants shared a lot of their photos with friends or on social media, further
embedding the speculative narrative into their broader communities. One cis-man participant
shared that he is sharing his "pregnant" photo with his sister, who is pregnant right now. The
informational materials and forms also played a key role in bridging the gallery experience with
everyday life. Some participants took photos of the show, explicitly stating that they intended to

share these documents with their partners and family. These interactions indicate that
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the reach of the speculative narrative beyond the installation.

These artifacts served as tangible extensions of the speculative world, bridging the gap
between the immersive experience of the gallery and the participants’ everyday lives, and
eventually their extended communities. By carrying these speculative tools beyond the
installation, participants continued to reflect on and disseminate the reimagined gender roles and

reproductive possibilities proposed by New ART.

Limitations

Reinforcing Binary Division

While the foundational concept of New ART seeks to critique and challenge the binary
division of gender in social contexts by reimagining reproductive roles and only reproductive
roles, the current iteration inadvertently remains tied to the binary framework it critiques. The
speculative scenarios, though designed to disrupt traditional notions of masculinity and

femininity, can be interpreted as reinforcing binary perspectives rather than transcending them.

For example, during the exhibition, several female participants expressed interest in the
speculative technologies because they perceived the tech as tools to get “rid of”” the opposite
gender. Such reactions underscore how speculative scenarios can be co-opted to reinforce
existing divisions rather than dismantle them. Additionally, the project takes limited
consideration of transgender and non-binary reproductive experiences, unintentionally excluding

perspectives that could further challenge the binary paradigm.
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Despite efforts to separate social gender from biological sex through disclaimers and
carefully articulated language, aspects of the design inadvertently reflect a cisnormative
perspective. Terms like “male pregnancy” and “female gametes,” while necessary to describe
biological processes, risk reinforcing a binary framework that limits New ART ’s accessibility to
transgender and non-binary individuals. This highlights the challenge of addressing inclusive
perspectives within speculative narratives that engage with deeply ingrained societal constructs.
Stryker emphasizes the importance of integrating transgender and non-binary perspectives in
speculative contexts to avoid perpetuating cisnormative frameworks (Stryker, 2008). Future
iterations could explicitly center these perspectives, better aligning with the project’s goal of
destabilizing traditional gender norms. A notable example is Anaisa Franco’s Pregnant Man,
which uses sculptural and digital elements to explore male pregnancy, presenting a compelling

critique of binary gender constructs while expanding reproductive possibilities (2018).

Participatory Design Flaw

One limitation is the reliance on structured prompts and forms to guide participation.
While these tools were effective in eliciting responses and role-playing interactions, they may
have unintentionally constrained participants’ creativity and limited the scope of their
engagement. Some participants may have felt restricted to the pre-defined narrative rather than

fully exploring their own imaginative responses to the speculative scenario.

Furthermore, New ART can be more accessible. Certain interactive elements, such as the
application forms, required a degree of familiarity with bureaucratic processes or speculative

narratives that might not resonate equally across diverse audiences. This could unintentionally
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comfortable engaging in role-play.

Another challenge lies in the varying levels of engagement from the audience. While
some participants deeply immersed themselves in the role-playing experience, others remained
detached, treating the speculative elements with humor or skepticism. The differences highlight
how the immersive framework might not resonate equally with all audiences. This variability

underscores the difficulty of ensuring consistent engagement across diverse participants.

Future iterations of the project could consider introducing more flexible, open-ended
participatory elements that allow audiences to contribute their own narratives or perspectives.
For example, dynamic prompts that adapt based on participant feedback or speculative scenarios
that explicitly center non-binary and transgender reproductive possibilities could foster greater
inclusivity. Additionally, designing experiences that are explicitly inclusive of a wider range of
participants, across cultural, gender, and accessibility spectrums, could further enhance the depth

and impact of the project.

Conclusion

New ART represents a bold attempt to use participatory speculative art to challenge
ingrained notions of gender and reproduction. Guided by the research question, “How has
participatory world-building in speculative art assisted in reimagining binary gender divisions?”,
this study identified three themes that showcase the potential and complexity of participatory

speculative practices.
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First, simulative world-building emerged as a critical strategy, using familiar design
elements to lower barriers to entry and create an accessible, immersive environment in
speculative art. By mimicking real-world clinical aesthetics, New ART enabled a diverse
audience, including those unfamiliar with speculative art, to engage seamlessly with the
speculative narrative. This accessibility allowed participants to actively participate in

reimagining gender roles and reproductive possibilities.

Second, Role-Playing and Co-Creation revealed how participants’ performative
engagement fostered deeper connections to the speculative world. By assuming the role of
“patients,” participants reflected on societal and personal implications of reproductive
technologies, co-creating speculative narratives that extended beyond the artist’s original vision.
The collaborative dialogues and debates sparked during the installation enriched the speculative
world, transforming the space into a shared platform for critical reflection on gender roles and

family dynamics.

Third, Artifacts as Extensions highlighted the transformative potential of participatory
artifacts, such as application forms and staged photos, in extending the speculative experience
into participants’ personal communities. These artifacts enabled participants to continue the
conversation beyond the gallery, sharing their reflections and engaging their communities,

thereby amplifying the reach and impact of the speculative narrative.

Despite its successes, the project also underscored critical challenges in New ART’s
participatory speculative art. The reliance on binary reproductive frameworks, while central to

the critique, risked reinforcing the very constructs it sought to challenge. Similarly, the structured
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prompts and cisnormative language unintentionally constrained creativity and excluded non-
binary and transgender perspectives. Future iterations must address these limitations by
embracing more fluid, inclusive, and adaptive participatory frameworks that reflect diverse

reproductive experiences.

Ultimately, New ART exemplifies how participatory world-building can empower
audiences to engage with speculative futures and reimagine entrenched societal constructs
critically. By blurring the boundaries between art and life, creator and participant, and reality and
speculation, the project provides a compelling case for the transformative potential of speculative
art in fostering collective imagination and dialogue around complex societal issues. Moving
forward, participatory speculative practices can continue to push the boundaries of how art

challenges and reshapes people’s understanding of power, identity, and the future.
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Appendix
Table 1
Participant Type Overview
Type of visitor n % of Total Description
(N =130)
Total visitors 130 100% Total observed visitors coming into the
installation
Invited Guest 29 22.3% Visitors who are personally invited to come
Informed visitors 69 53.1% Visitors saw marketing materials for the show or
were informed about the show in other ways
before the visit
Passers-by entering the 32 24.6% Visitors who entered after noticing the storefront
space
Table 2
Passer-by Engagement Rate
Passerby Engagement n % of Total Description
(N=32)
Inquired about the reality 25 78.1% Approach the staff with questions such as “Is this
real?” and “What’s this for?”
Further engaged with staft 19  59.4% Passers-by who initiated further dialogue
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Table 3

All Participants Engagement Type and Rate

Engagement n % of Total Example Behaviors

Category (N =130)

Passive 52 40.0% Viewed information boards only. Observed,
observers read materials

Conversational 78 60.0% Asked questions or talked with staff. Inquired
participants about procedure or concept

Form-based 62 47.7% Completed or took home forms. Filled or
participants carried forms

Photo-booth 11* 8.5%** Documented or shared photos

participants

Online Artifact 27* 20.8% Story posts tagged to the artist and curator
Sharing

(*More engagement data are not documented and collected due to technical difficulties)

(**The percentage is not accurate because the data contains some duplicates in the total N)
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Table 4

Form Artifacts Engagement

Artifact Type Action n % of Total Participants (N
=130)

Total form interactions — 62 47.7%

Submitted on-site 30 23.1%
ff

“Intended Male to sta

Pregnancy Application”

Form Taken home 12 9.2%
(filled / empty)
Submitted on site 32 24.6%

“New ART Intake

Survey” Form Taken home 8 6.2%

(filled / empty)
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Table 5
Main Theme Subtheme Examples of Representative Quote/Interactions
Simulative  Familiar “Is this actually a medical service? Oh, it’s art? That’s wild.”
World- Design “Is this real?”
Building Lowered “I just thought it was a real clinic, so I was really curious.”
Barriers
Evoke “Wait, can people really do this now? Where do I sign up?”
Curiosity and  “This idea makes me so uncomfortable.”
Invite
Interaction
Role- Participants as  “What is the proper diet?”
playing “Patients”, “How does the embryo attach to the male body?”
Evoking “I will refer my friend to come to you (to A2 who is acting as
Empathy the doctor). She works outside while her husband stays home

Artifacts as
Extensions

Co-Creation
Through Role-
Play

Tangible
Takeaways

Sharing and
Online
Continuation

unemployed due to visa issues. We’ve been saying for a while
now, this is the perfect time for her husband to stay home
pregnant!”

“What if [ change my mind in the middle? Is there an abortion
service?”

“(A female participant to their male partner) This is the only
way for us to have children. You have to do the work, and 1
promise I will take care of you during your pregnancy.” — To
which another hetero couple passed by and initiated a
discussion regarding who will carry the baby.

“I’m taking this form home for my partner to fill out.”

“Could you take this photo for me? I want to show it to my
partner.”

“My friend saw my story and asked if [ am expecting.”
“My sister is pregnant now. She will love this photo.”
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Beyond Art “From now on, this will be the opening question for my dates.”
Discussion “I want to put this photo on my Hinge profile.”




