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Sensing Fertility: My Reflective Journal

Section 1 Beginning of the research story
1.1 Background and Context
“Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom.”
——Aristotle

Before moving to the UK, I didn't identify as a feminist; instead, I simply loved perusing the creations of a few female artists, noticing the results of the feminine perspective, and concentrating on the metaphorical symbols produced by women. I was familiar with feminist philosophy, but I hadn't delved deeply enough into the evolution of feminism to comprehend what the four waves of feminism represented or the issues they sought to address. More precisely, I was ill-informed about my own identity, my worldview, the way my world was built, and how I felt about women. But once I moved to the UK to pursue my studies, I yearned to hear my own voice since that was when I started to dissect and rebuild myself.

“Do you think the female symbols you are concerned with are the products of a female perspective, or are they the products influenced by a male perspective?” This is a question asked after the tutor knew my research interest. This query motivated me to concentrate on feminist philosophy and research the opinions of feminist artists. When I go back and look at the body symbols made by the female artists I initially looked at, such Georgia Eugene's flower symbols, I realize that flowers are an indication of what a female body looks like from a male perspective. And from the standpoint of a woman, what should the body symbols be? What should women look for in their bodies? With these inquiries, I started my search for solutions. 

1.2 Research objects and scope
In Volatile Bodies: Towards a Corporeal Feminism, Elizabeth Grosz (1994) reviewed the theories of Freud, Racon, Mello-Ponti, Foucault, Delors, and others on the issue of the body, and she held that the body they theorized was masculine. She looked to the bodily processes that are unique to women: menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, breastfeeding, and menopause because these thinkers did not provide an explanation of the "human" body but rather of the masculine body. Since I've been afraid of fertility since I was a young child and believed it to be painful and bloody, and because Chinese fertility education is flawed and I wasn't taught professional fertility knowledge, I was interested in learning whether women's experiences with pregnancy can change how they view their bodies. My attention was drawn to fertility art, a distinctive subset of feminist culture. 

Judy Chicago, a feminist artist, created "The Birth Project", an artwork that explores the topic. Few birth pictures, especially from a female perspective, can be found in Western art, according to Judy Chicago (2013). Judy Chicago (2013) believes that male artists focus only on topics they think are important and therefore avoid depicting births. In response, her artistic practice employs the numerous facets of design, composition, and content to depict this fundamental experience of birth (DeBiaso, 2013). 150 female participants were sewn onto a needle sample that Judy Chicago had previously designed as part of the participatory project. In addition to being required to translate the artist's original concept into needle line, participants also had to fulfil the many demands placed on them by their jobs, families, and homework (DeBiaso, 2013). This led to the creation of artwork that not only depicts the viewpoint of Judy Chicago but also that of the other participants as well as their respective professional and familial backgrounds, illustrating the differing views that diverse women have on conception. Additionally, Chicago (2013) noted the potential for the different textile and needle-living techniques used in the "birth plan" work to produce instructional visuals of the labor and delivery process (fig. 1). 
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Fig 1, Judy Chicago, Birth Garment 2: Flowering Shrub, 1984,
dyeing, spinning, weaving, and needlepoint on fabric.

I was inspired by Judy Chicago's participatory art programme to think about the fertility arts that are currently being practised in China, and I used the questions that followed to mimic those practices:
Is Chinese fertility art a product of a woman’s perspective?
Does Chinese birth art have birth images?
Does Chinese fertility art have a function of disseminating fertility knowledge?

I discovered that some of the fertility art works in China are the result of a female perspective but lack the presence of birth imagery and do not serve the purpose of disseminating fertile knowledge when I re-understood the fertile art of Chinese female artists and the story behind their works. Furthermore, as a young woman raised in a traditional Confucian culture and under the influence of Chinese nationalism, the triangle, moral principles, life experiences, and family perspectives all contributed to my development of a psychological fear of fertility. At the same time, however, my lack of knowledge about fertility left me both curious and terrified about this particular experience that women have. Additionally, Judy Chicago's interactive art initiative inspired me to start considering the significance of participatory arts. 

Fertility, the transmission of fertility experiences, perception, and interaction are the three key prompt words that drive my research. The topic I've studied is fertility, but having children is a special experience for women those unborn girls do not have. Having children is a chance for women to become more self-aware and to rediscover their body's power and awareness. This distinction can be seen in the reproductive arts, where the artwork of fertile female artists reflects the physical meaning while the work of infertile female artists expresses radical feminism and is an expression of the opposition to paternity by featuring female fertility themes. Where is the female self-position in these avant-garde works? Can participatory art, like the Chicago Project, evoke women's viewpoints and promote knowledge about fertility? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
1.3 The power of art encounter
I clarified the research question before starting to consider the design of my study. Autoethnography, ethnography, narrative research, and interpretative phenomenology were the methodologies I intended to apply. In order to understand why I had psychological grounds for fearing pregnancy, I first wanted to convey my personal experiences and growth via self-nationality. In the process of doing so, I also intended to inadvertently highlight changes in the status of women in China. I place a lot of importance on my experiences with art in addition to my upbringing. An encounter may cause a certain bodily sensation. An emotion is a change from one condition to another; it is a change in the body's ability to act or in its power or capacity to do so (Deleuze 1988b). The art encounter is perceived as being reconsidered as a transforming machine, or a combination, that permits unique generative and lived experiments, as opposed to a technology that propagates adaptive and habitual postures (Beier, 2014). Art encounter, in the opinion of Deleuze and Guattari (1994), are thought to be learning catalysts. My art encounter with Loie Hollowell and Yuetong Chen prompted me to reevaluate the value of female pregnancy. Female artist Yuetong Chen recently gave birth, and the stretch marks she acquired throughout her pregnancy caused her to reflect on the inclusivity of the female body. Unavoidable for all pregnant women, stretch marks are a nuisance. YueTong Chen made the decision to watch trees, look at online stretch mark photographs, and discover ways to accept herself in order to reduce her anxiety. However, reality and fantasy are not the same thing. Since there was no way to avoid the pitted lines that started to develop on YueTong Chen's body, she explains, "I started to let myself watch and photograph them for a lengthy period, watching, getting used to, and adjusting to them. I allowed myself to recover by transforming them into photography pieces (fig.2). I am appreciative to art for providing me with a creative outlet and daring me to expose my lines to the public. I had a big wave of emotions as a result of this art encounter, and her work gave me the impression that art was no longer merely a jumbled-up compositional plane (Deleuze & Guattari 1994, p. 118). But as Broderick (2015) points out, art is an extraordinary thing that has the power to go beyond what the body can comprehend, create, and connect to. I first witnessed the artistic potential for education and its capacity to foster psychological transformation. This experience caused me to start thinking about the purpose of art, the purpose of art education, and the potential for art engagement. Deleuze argues that contemporary art has transcended the boundaries of traditional aesthetics and that the goal of art should be to capture power rather than to replicate form by rejecting the aesthetic regime in which compositional vigor operates solely within the frame of the work (Deleuze, 2005). After having a new perspective on the value of art as a result of this creative experience, I started to consider how my theoretical framework and methods of practice should address my research question, which is whether participatory art can spread information about fertility and improve the social well-being of women. 
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Fig 2, Rebirth, Yuetong Chen

Section 2 Theory and Practice
2.1 Theoretical framework and constructs
As a practice-based Ph.D. candidate in the arts, my creative practice serves as the vehicle through which I respond to my research concerns, and theory serves as the framework for my artistic practice. 

Over the last decade, there have been several attempts to develop and extend research methodologies in the creative arts that have a particular focus on creative practice (Frayling,1993,1997; Sreand, 1998; Margolin, 1998). Since it "typically does not begin with a predetermined set of questions or hypotheses, but rather emerges from the particular situation or context being investigated," creative arts research is sometimes viewed as qualitative (Frayling, 1997). I've been a young woman in China for 20 years, and throughout that time I have seen both the economic growth and the steady drop in its birthrate. Unquestionably, one of the factors preventing women from becoming mothers is the pressures of the workplace and the economy. The security and well-being of women after giving birth have been improved through measures adopted by some academics. The low fertility rate in China has not improved, despite these policies. There are a lot of comments that state "Fertility is unfortunate," "Fertility hurts, I don't want to have a baby in my life!" when looking for fertility/pregnancy themes on Xiaohongshu, one of China's social media platforms. "I don't want to have kids in my life," and "Isn't it true that having kids puts people's lives in danger?" There is no mention of money, employment, or other factors in these women's actual thoughts. Consequently, the status of women is disregarded, as are the actual causes of women's fear of childbirth. And as a feminist, I want to hear from diverse girls and comprehend the views of other women on childbirth. As a result, I have selected perspective feminism as my theory in terms of feminism. In order to comprehend how women's realities are structured and how social relationships and societal institutions affect their experiences, Smith (1987) developed viewpoint theory by analyzing women's expressions. In a nutshell, its information produced by women (Wigginton; Lafrance, 2019). In order to highlight "marginalized voices," standpoint theorists have started to investigate the experiences of people who do not belong to the dominant population rather than beginning with the a priori categories and presumptions of empiricist science. This research aims to open new perspectives on the world and advance understanding. Although feminism has helped some women in China gain more mental freedom, males still hold most of the power, therefore women's "marginalized voices" need to be heard. Furthermore, the contextual knowledge argument supports the standpoint theory's claim that social location systematically shapes and limits what we encounter, hence influencing how we learn and forming the viewpoint from which information is obtained (Wylie, 2003). Despite the fact that some young women in China have the same fear of childbirth, their opinions on it vary according to their varying social statuses and educational backgrounds. It is impossible to ignore the similarities between their stances as a whole, though. According to Smith (1997), women are able to recognize patterns in their experiences and link those patterns to oppressive systems. As a result, from this level, the defense of the theory of feminist positions is based on recognizing communities rather than individuals (Intemann, 2010). 

Standpoint feminism can help me understand positions from women in order to target fertility anxieties from women and promote social well-being. However, outside of the traditional classroom delivery model, how women can understand the experience of and learn about fertility needs to be gained through interactions with experienced people or experts. Although there are numerous aspects that affect active learning (Bell & Kozlowski, 2010), the literature suggests that social connection is a major factor (Hrastinski, 2008). Sims (2003) believes that interaction not only encourages students to learn, but also encourages them to concentrate, actively engage and commit to exchanging ideas with each other. This study assumes that through creative engagement between young women and female artists or female fertility experts, women might develop new ideas about fertility, hence boosting social well-being. Women's perceptions of fertility are based on a certain position in this study. In addition to interaction, being in a certain situation can also promote cognition. Situated cognition is a theory that believes that knowledge is inseparable from action (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Greeno, 1989), and that knowledge lies in activities related to social, cultural and physical backgrounds (Greeno & Moore, 1993). According to Clancey (1997), the basis of situated cognition is the notion that each human thought is specifically suited to the immediate environment. A person's perception, their ability to envisage their actions, and their physical behaviors all develop at the same time. The socio-cultural environment, rather than only the surroundings of the individual, is the foundation of the situated cognition theory. According to Driscoll (2005), people in a society acquire knowledge through their daily activities. The context created by participatory art interaction is an interactive activity that is socially and culturally relevant in which women interact and share ideas through language, and experienced women pass on their experiences to inexperienced women through language and other forms of interaction, allowing inexperienced women to learn new information. 

In summary, the theoretical framework of my study is made up of standpoint feminism, interaction theory and situated cognition theory (fig.3). The newly acquired knowledge generated through interaction theory and situated cognition theory may aid the initial cognition, as the image illustrates. While both situated cognition theory and theory of situational knowledge of Haraway (1988) are theories that concentrate on situations, in this study, feminist standpoint theory of situational knowledge focuses on the social location of childbearing anxious women and the knowledge that they have acquired in previous situations. Interaction theory focuses on new knowledge acquired through interactions in a setting, whereas situational cognition theory emphasizes new knowledge received through interactions in a situation. 
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Fig 3, Theoretical framework image

2.2 Vision for Artistic Practice
“I never made a painting as a work of art, it is all research.”
——Pablo Picasso

Art-based research can be described as the methodical application of the creative process to actual artistic expression across all art genres. These studies are different from those where the arts might be a significant component of the research; instead, they serve as data for research projects being done in academic areas (Shaun McNiff, 2007).  Today, arts practice comprises a wide range of forms, such as music, dance, theatre, interactive arts, and participatory arts, in addition to traditional art forms like painting. With a focus on direct involvement with local objectives and views, participatory arts are a research-to-performance method of participatory research (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995). According to Jagosh et al. (2012), participatory research (PR) places a high priority on the co-construction of research through collaborations between researchers and community members, stakeholders, or other people with firsthand knowledge and lived experience. Participatory arts and wellbeing are strongly tied since being creative professionally is frequently thought to be a happy experience. This is particularly true with engaging in the arts, which has been shown to frequently enhance physical and mental well-being (Stuckey & Nobel, 2010). Participatory arts are frequently mentioned in studies of elderly persons, women, and young people in current research. Taking part in professionally run community-based creative initiatives over the long term among older populations has been shown to lower medical visits, substance use, falls, sadness, and loneliness (Demecs & Miller, 2018). Furthermore, according to Cohen et al. (2006), social participation in a variety of creative arts, such as singing, writing, painting, and poetry, promotes a sense of personal mastery and lifelong learning. 

Participatory art has been employed in studies with women as well as research involving older adults, such as that with older persons in Uganda (Waite & Conn, 2011), research involving motherhood (Hogan, 2015), and more. The function of interactive art aligns with my study goal of trying to advance the welfare of women in China, but that is not the sole justification. When I visited the London Design Biennale in June of this year, I was immediately drawn to an interactive art piece that used knitting. The weaving facility in the project is conceptually shown in Figure 4 and is organized around five components (Figure 5), which are knowledge, nature, well-being, creativity, and inspiration. Participants can select one of these five factors that they feel is crucial to weaving a natural and better future (Figure 6). It is hypothesized that these five elements will generate the prosperity of the next generation. When I arrived, the project had made some headway and the machine had already been knitted in part, which would have been a positive prayer for the future from various people (Fig. 7). It also functions as a form of telling at the same time. 
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Fig 4, weaving project model
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Fig 5, design concept     Fig 6, Participants are involved in the weaving project process
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Fig 7, Selected results of the weaving project

Not only does this make me think about my own research. My hometown of Qingdao will serve as the focus of my project's investigation. First, I want to create a questionnaire that will allow me to set up numerous options and leave blank places for women to fill in other possible sources of their worry that aren't covered by the questions. The five to six components that were cited the most frequently will be extracted from the questionnaire's answers after analysis. Then, based on the preferences of the participants, I will choose 15 to 20 young ladies to participate in the art workshop curriculum. The art workshop will be split into two sections: the first section will solely include young women, and the second section will welcome women artists who have already had children to join the young women in making art. The main form of art workshops is knitting projects, as craft making is considered a meaningful and therapeutic occupation, whether as daily leisure or a coping resource (Demecs & Miller, 2018). In addition, the ancient craft of weaving has also been revitalized in recent years as a means of encouraging community interaction and cooperative storytelling, in which members of the public collaborate with artists to weave their stories into tapestries (Demecs & Miller, 2018).

As seen in Figure 8, the colors used in the first section of the weaving only carry elements that are connected to the topic of fertility anxiety. During this stage, as permitted by moral and ethical censorship, I will record the conversations that occur during the weaving process while also conducting a narrative analysis in conjunction with the elements that the young woman has chosen to explore her story. In the second part, I will invite 1-2 female artists who have already given birth and created reflective fertility art to come to the art workshop to interact with the young women. In the process of continuous interaction, the young women can incorporate their new understanding of fertility into the art of weaving. These new comprehensions may have their origins in the linguistic symbols that artists who have had children have used more frequently, or they may have them in the conceptions of fertility that young women have. The work that connects the two sections might be interpreted as a process of ongoing contemplation by the young ladies, as a narrative story, and as a learning process of ongoing acceptance of fertility knowledge. 
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Fig 8, Weaving project effect diagram

I also intend to keep a visual diary in addition to knitting. "Visual support" (VS) is the term used to describe a collection of all-purpose resources that serve a range of functions, are more durable than text, and can be consulted long after the text has vanished (Marion Rutherford, 2020). 'Visual supports' (VS) are objects that can be seen and/or held and are used to convey visual information to improve a person's understanding of the physical environment, the human and social environment (communication, speech, actions, rules, and expectations, as well as verbal or unspoken intentions or expectations), and more abstract concepts (Marion Rutherford, 2020). Visual diary is a form of "visual support", which is a daily diary to record the participants' experiences, reflections and emotional changes. The arts, according to Eisner (2002, 2011) and Sullivan (2006), can encourage students to think carefully about their coursework. It is an event that gives people access to an encounter that is not offered by any other source and aids in the expression of what cannot be articulated clearly. In the process of participation, what the participants think, see, and think about on a daily basis is a process in which the participants think about themselves, about their self-position, and about the value of women. A visual diary is more than a book, it is a record, a document, a discourse, a research tool (Alexandra Lasczik, 2019). According to McNiff (1988), the visuals and creative processes of the arts are always one step ahead of reflective thinking. The curriculum acknowledges that the VAPD, or "diary," as it is more commonly referred as, is not required for artistic creativity and that it should not be utilized as a "end in itself" or have a "life of its own" (Bostes, 2009). But in my research, the use of visual diaries was crucial. While it may take a while to keep track of visual diaries in order to observe outcomes, there is a chance that some individuals won't be as dedicated over the course of so much time. The visual journal, on the other hand, offers a secure setting where participants can "talk" to themselves and express their feelings viscerally. The visual journal also has an interactive component, which will be reflected in upcoming shows (Alexandra Lasczik, 2019). For example, when a visual diary is displayed on a wall or through an immersive device in a space, the participant begins to interact with the visual diary when she comes to the space and views it. The visual diaries offer practice and proof for the creation of numerous layers of meaning in artworks when participants connect with the visual diaries or develop empathy as a result (Lasczik, 2019). Visual diaries from participants might be integrated into the immersive atmosphere of the institution for the exhibition's finale (Figure 9).
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Fig 9, visual diagram effect diagram

These are the components of practice I had in mind, and I also planned to conduct semi-structured interviews with the participants following the art workshop to test its value and see if the interactions with the context might affect the participants' perceptions, among other things. I chose to concentrate on three factors: wellbeing, encounters, and self-worth (Figure 10) due to the similarities that emerged from the practice approach. In this case, the encounter refers to the interaction between the participants and between the participants and the invited female artists. The three elements are also the key words that form the main research question, whereby the concerns of the practice correspond to the research question, which examines problem solving through artistic practice.
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Fig 10, practice framework image


Section 3 The future and influence of research
3.1 Progress and Prospects in Participatory Arts
Contemporary visual and performing art created through participatory processes has attracted increasing attention in recent decades. Its value is the subject of considerable controversy, including lively discussions around the ethics of the practice and the vocabulary best suited to describe and criticize it. The terms interactive art, relational art, collaborative art, event art, discourse art, and community-based art are all overlapping terms that refer to participatory art (Kelly, 2014). However, it also serves as further evidence of the importance of community-based participatory art, which is why I selected it, as well as engagement, relationships, cooperation, and dialogue. Some instances involve a variety of people contributing to the creation of a piece of art, while other instances refer to the act of participation as art (Kelly, 2014). By inviting a group of people to take part in my research and then collaborating with them to create a piece of art, I was able to conduct my study.

According to Kelly (2014), participatory art can be broadly divided into three categories: relational, socially engaged, and confrontational art. While the three strategies may have unique goals and methods, they all have one thing in common: involvement. My research falls under the category of socially engaged art since this form of participatory art seeks to improve the lives of its audience (Kelly, 2014). In spite of the fact that participatory art has been the subject of critical debate in Europe and the US since the 1990s, however, early 1990s initiatives "Places with a Past" and "Culture in Action" from Mary Jane Jacob are credited for establishing it as a mainstream practice. Participatory art also emerged at the same time in Europe. Nicolas Bourriaud, a critic and curator from France, asserted that "there can be an aesthetics to human interaction" in his 1996 exhibition Traffic at the Musée d'Art Contemporain de Bordeaux.

Participatory art is used more frequently in the western than in China, nevertheless. Contemporary art in China reflects current trends, but only from the viewpoint of the artists; it does not convey the idea that "everyone is an artist" (Joseph Beuys). Additionally, studies on the intersection of participatory art and feminism have been conducted in both Europe and the United States. One such study is Maggie O'Neill's (2017) investigation of ten women in the Northeast of England who used participatory art to examine the role of walking on their journey towards new understandings of community, citizenship, and political subjectivity. In contrast to conventional research methodologies, Jamie Bird (2018) developed transitional stories about domestic violence that take place in the past, present, and future using an arts-based approach. As for China, feminism is expanding there, and women's consciousness is rising. But the majority of women still do not get their voices heard by the general public, and interactive art offers a chance to change that. 

3.2 Future research plans
The logic behind my research has become clearer, more theoretical, and more systematic over the course of almost a year of study. The research's overall theme has also been narrowed down. Female symbols to female viewpoints, female perspectives to women's particular experience - reproductive art, and reproductive art to the educational function of art are the three main transitions that my research programme has undergone (Fig 11). 
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Fig 11, Evolution of the research process

The central question of study is whether participatory arts may increase sense of value and social wellbeing of women while disseminating information about fertility. Participatory arts, reproductive knowledge, and self-worth and wellbeing are the three main components of this question. According to this study, teaching young women about fertility through collaborative art fosters their perceptions of their own worth as well as their sense of social wellbeing. As a result, there is a cyclical relationship between knowing about fertility and encouraging self-worth and social well-being, which implies that this study should first determine whether participatory art conveys reproductive knowledge. Therefore, there will be phases of minor problems to be solved in this study, respectively:
1. Is a lack of understanding about fertility to blame for low fertility rate in China?
2. Can participatory art provide the function of disseminating fertility knowledge?
3. Can female self-worth and social well-being be enhanced when they learn about fertility?

Within a theoretical framework that incorporates standpoint feminism, interaction theory, and situated cognition theory, the research will be guided by ethnography, narrative studies, and hermeneutic phenomenology. Data will be collected using documentary analysis, questionnaires, art workshops, and semi-structured interviews. In contrast to conventional text-based research methodologies, the goal of this study is to show how art-based approaches can help women feel less anxious about their fertility and advance their understanding of it. The art-based research that I have conducted with other female artists and young women who have fertility anxiety will be included in the context of this study. This research culminated in an exhibition called "Interaction and Perception" that shows the causes of young women's fertility anxiety and how it can be reduced through interaction.

3.3 Conclusion
This essay can be thought of as a textual reflective diary that showcases my research methodology along with a graphic reflective diary portfolio. In China, there is an adage that goes, "When a tree is moved to death, a man is moved to life." The implication is that when a tree is moved, its roots are severed from the ground and may cause the tree to perish. A person, however, will be influenced by new surroundings, new factors, and new people when they are on the move, such as when they are studying abroad, migrating, visiting schools, etc. This will result in them learning new information, which may then cause the development of new perspectives. My research adventure started the day I landed in the UK, where I was faced with a new academic setting, educational model, philosophical framework, and research methodology that required me to participate in a continuous process of self-reflection. I broke down my current research interests into a few important components, dissected each one once again, and then put them back together to create new impressions. As an artist and researcher, in the course of my research, I have become more convinced that art has a very powerful energy. 
Art is something we cannot redefine or assimilate into our fixed and ingrained patterns of thinking. According to Jessie Lauren Beier (2014), art is not best understood as a physical item apart from the environment in which it exists but rather as an emotive assemblage that aims to create new connections and opportunities for future generations. The instructional value of the arts becomes clear in this "generation," as Deleuze (1987) terms it.
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