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ABSTRACT

Climate change represents an existential crisis demanding human response, whether it be
actively preparatory or reactively passive. This thesis project is aimed at understanding and
analyzing the complex intersectionalities of international movements and personal pledges
through an exploratory qualitative research process that elevates the lived experiences of climate
organization leaders and members. Focusing on two climate groups with reproductive themes —
UK-based “Birth Strike for the Climate” and US-based “Conceivable Future” — this thesis
investigates the underlying political demands and grassroots organizing that have led to group
members pledging not to have children because of climate change. I use the collectivist approach
of Feminist Marxism to tie together class and gender liberation, and I build on reproductive
justice — an intersectional framework for reproductive advocacy and racial justice told through
acknowledging the legacy of racial reproductive violence — to reject individualism for its
inadequacy as a political response. Ultimately, I argue that justice cannot be achieved by
working within or replicating the systems that created the problem.

I approached my research process with the intention of bridging conventionally-viewed
‘objective’ academic knowledge (in the form of theoretical literature, data analysis, and
historical primary sources) with feminist epistemologies. I conducted interviews with members
involved on different levels of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future. Through applied thematic
analysis, qualitative interviews with climate organization founders and members were coded and
comparatively interpreted against official movement statements and extensive theoretical
literature. I used qualitative and interpretive methods of analysis for outgoing communications
of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future through their website statements and social media. These
methods are integral to gaining the depth of understanding necessary for balancing personal and
academic perspectives on the same theme.
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PREFACE

On the day I submitted my proposal for this thesis project to the Mount Holyoke College

Department of Politics, the world was bright orange. Ash rained from the smoke-filtered sky and

landed around my house on my Northern California sidewalk. My mom and I attempted a

neighborhood walk with my dog, and it was like an apocalypse.

I wrote the majority of the following chapters from my childhood home in the San

Francisco suburbs as I completed my senior year of college virtually due to the COVID-19

pandemic, and the first chapters were situated almost exactly parallel to what we Californians

now call “fire season.” This made for both productivity — as I was removed from all the social

distractions of campus life — and deep existential dread. I am coming to terms with the

knowledge that the California I know and love will be gone in my lifetime.

My personal relationship with climate change is defined by my overwhelming feeling of

individualized guilt. I like to joke that my personality is driven by guilt, but in this context, I

think that the guilt actually stems from a desire to bring ecological catastrophe into the realm of

my own control. If I can feel guilty about my individual actions and choices, my quixotic logic

follows, then I can adapt and make a positive difference in the world.

I don’t think it’s a bad thing to focus on personal action. It can feel like the only way to

make a real difference. But I also have to question — why? Why were we all taught that

recycling would save the world when the real issue is the plastic companies? Why do we

internalize and overemphasize our personal impacts when they are miniscule compared to those

of corporations? Growing up in environmentally conscious but supremely capitalist Silicon

Valley, political emphasis was always placed on the individual.
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It wasn’t until 2020 that I learned that the term “carbon footprint” — referring to the total

greenhouse gas emissions caused by an individual — was popularized by British Petroleum in an

early 2000s PR campaign.1 Advertisements asking “What size is your carbon footprint?” firmly

place the burden of ecological collapse and global warming on individual contributions, thereby

removing accountability from large emission-burning corporations.2 In the grand scheme of

climate activism, it is relatively meaningless, even futile, for one person to stop drinking out of

plastic straws when large corporations and other super-emitters go unchecked and unbothered.

I am still unlearning the individualized burdens of a society ruled by capitalism. I find

peace and solidarity in movements working toward collective action and achieving justice

through joining forces.

When I first heard the term “Birth Strike,” it was in the context of a political demand.

Second-wave feminist Jenny Brown encouraged people to boycott childbirth to call attention to

what she called “women’s rights” — paid childcare, parental leave, et cetera — in her book Birth

Strike: The Hidden Fight Over Women’s Work.3 As I saw headlines in The Guardian referring to a

“Birth Strike for the Climate,” I assumed it was a similar effort to gain the attention of legislators

and get answers for the activists’ requests.4

I quickly found that the Birth Strike for the Climate organization was more nuanced than

I had expected. Instead of a simple call to action (albeit in unconventional terms), the group’s

rhetoric was complex and convoluted. Even more fascinating was the deep emotional intensity

4 Hunt, Elle. “BirthStrikers: Meet the Women Who Refuse to Have Children Until Climate Change Ends.”
The Guardian. March 12, 2019. Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/mar/12/birthstrikers-meet-the-women-who-refuse-to-have
-children-until-climate-change-ends.

3 Brown, Jenny. Birth Strike: The Hidden Fight Over Women’s Work. Oakland, CA: PM, 2019.

2 Doyle, J. “Where has all the oil gone? BP branding and the discursive elimination of climate change
risk.” Culture, Environment and Ecopolitics, pp. 200-225. Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 2011.

1 Kaufman, Mark. “The Devious Fossil Fuel Propaganda We All Use.” Mashable, 13 July 2020,
https://www.mashable.com/feature/carbon-footprint-pr-campaign-sham/.
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with which the group’s founders and members spoke about their decision. I was seeing — and

later, through interviews, hearing — people whose personal guilt around climate change was

driving them to reject reproduction, even if they wanted children.

Reproduction is a funny thing. It’s personal, intimate, and also carries a rich, racialized

history of restriction, force, violence, and control. It felt natural to explore the intersections

between reproductive justice and the burgeoning climate justice movement.

Throughout the process of this academic project, I was and continue to be aware that I am

writing on stolen land. Mount Holyoke College is a colonial institution built on Nipmuc and

Pocumtuc land. My home in San Francisco, California is on the land of the Ramaytush Ohlone

people. I endeavored to unpack my own settler colonialism in its relation to my research topics

of reproductive justice, climate and environmental destruction, eugenics, and the denial of

Indigenous futurity. My work is not finished, and I pledge to maintain my commitment to

anti-racism and decolonialism after this project concludes.

I had the honor of speaking with over twenty individuals in this process, including

reproductive justice scholars, climate organizers, social justice activists, and members of Birth

Strike and Conceivable Future. I was intentional in elevating these stories, narratives, voices, and

lived experiences as academic truths alongside knowledge more conventionally understood as

reputable data — numbers, graphs, scholarly writing. I believe, as someone taking a feminist

approach to political science, that listening to the lived experiences of people (especially women)

is not only important, but essential to understanding the full scope of any academic question.

However, I must acknowledge the argument skeptics make to this approach, which claims that

testimonies and qualitative interviews can be mired in biases and personalisms. I am reminded of

the author’s note preceding T Kira Madden’s memoir, Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls,
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which reads: “While the material in this book comprises extensive research, interview content,

photographs, and journals, much of it is based on memory, which is discrete, impressionable, and

shaped by the body inside of which it lives.”5

A note on language: When engaging with literature about reproduction, many authors use

the term “women” to describe the prime reproducers. I maintain that language when quoting

theory and conceptual writing. In my own writing, I will use “people who can have children,”

“people who reproduce,” and similar phrases to refer to childbearers while also acknowledging

that much of the historical restriction of reproductive autonomy for those people has been

predicated not on their gender identity but on their perceived gender, which is to say that they

have been punished and marginalized for being seen as women by their oppressors. Both of these

ideas can be true at the same time, and I will use these interlocking concepts throughout this

project.

5 Madden, T Kira. Long Live the Tribe of Fatherless Girls: A Memoir. New York: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2020.
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INTRODUCTION

“THE BABY QUESTION”

“‘The baby question’ was really animating because it’s not universal, but it’s
about as close to universal. It’s second only to food and sleep, or something, for
something that we all have in common. At least everyone would consider what it
would mean to be a parent, even if it was very dismissively or hypothetically. It
was a way to locate the crisis inside each of us instead of over there, somewhere
less relevant.”

- Josephine Ferorelli6

It’s June 2020, and Josephine Ferorelli is busy. In addition to navigating the early months

of the coronavirus pandemic and reckoning with racial injustice and police brutality in the wake

of George Floyd’s murder, she’s in the middle of a home move. Despite the activity, Ferorelli

brings an aura of calm when she sits down for an interview with me. Her memory is impeccable;

when she traces her history of Conceivable Future, a social justice group that she co-founded

with a friend in 2014 to encourage conversations surrounding reproduction and raising children

in an era of climate change, she can pinpoint each step along the way within a month’s accuracy.

She is energetic in her storytelling, which is rich with details (learned, maybe, from her past

occupation as a writer). She has opinions, too, and plenty of them: about the world, society, her

own life, and her organization. Perhaps most notable, though, is the terminology she uses to trace

the development of her climate change activism.

For example: “the baby question.” What Ferorelli calls “the baby question” is one that

has long been situated on a fine line between personal and sociopolitical contexts. When an

individual or a couple decides whether or not to have a child, it is simultaneously an intimately

personal choice and a decision that has broader implications for their community and political

society. Ferorelli is placing this choice not just between the personal and the political, but also in

6 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
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the context of a global crisis: climate change. In describing “the baby question” as a mechanism

with which she could “locate the crisis” — here referring to climate change — “inside each of us

instead of over there, somewhere less relevant,” Ferorelli is introducing an intersectionality

between climate change and reproduction, and, by extension, an overlap between climate justice

and reproductive justice. What does that intersectionality convey, and what are the implications

of centering an individual’s response to climate change around “the baby question”? Ferorelli

seems to think that the decision to have children, while not universal, is “about as close to

universal” as a choice can be, and is “second only to food and sleep, or something, for something

that we all have in common.” Even in a dismissive or hypothetical way, Ferorelli believes that

“everyone would consider what it would mean to be a parent.” Conceivable Future extends that

consideration and asks: What does ethical parenthood mean in a future world fraught with

climate catastrophe?

Ferorelli may have the capacity and privilege to freely pose “the baby question” in the

context of climate change to herself and her peers, but this oversimplifies the history and rhetoric

of reproductive choice. Throughout history, many people have been denied the autonomy to

answer “the baby question” by governmental and medical forces — disproportionately affecting

Black and Indigenous communities — through forced sterilization or reproduction, abortion

inaccess, and lack of family-planning education. Ferorelli brings forward a new context in which

we can examine “the baby question” and reproduction: climate change activism.

This thesis project aims to understand the following questions: What role does — and

should — reproduction play in the development and demands of climate activism? How does

population control rhetoric manifest in modern climate change activism? Why do climate

organizations like Conceivable Future and Birth Strike center reproduction in their responses to
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climate change? What can reflections on grief and mourning show about how movements

achieve justice on both reproductive and climate levels, given their distinctly racialized histories?

In this thesis, I take on these questions and build an investigation surrounding the role of

reproduction in climate activism. I argue that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future overemphasize

individual reproductive actions in their activism, which does little to address the root causes of

systemic problems such as climate change. Building on my conversations with interviewees, I

will argue that despite the personal emotional motivations of this activism — individual guilt,

grief, or anxiety — the activism promoted by Birth Strike and Conceivable Future should instead

be focused on how collective action can work toward achieving justice in all forms: racial,

reproductive, and climate.

Further, this thesis will challenge previous literature investigating how environmental

factors play a role in reproduction by bridging this intersection from the other perspective

— how reproduction and childbearing plays a role in environmentalism. Through connecting

theoretical knowledge with personal testimonies, this thesis will incorporate much-needed lived

experiences into a burgeoning academic field. I conducted personal interviews over Zoom with

fourteen adults who were aligned at some level with either Birth Strike or Conceivable Future. In

these interviews, I asked participants to trace their narratives and awareness surrounding issues

of climate change and reproduction. I listened to personal stories of political action, both

individual and collective, and heard a running theme of fearing and grieving a future under the

effects of climate change. The individuals I interviewed were different ages, genders, races, and

classes. They were educators and entrepreneurs. I spoke to parents and to anti-natalists and to

people still undecided about “the baby question.” Through conversations with organization

founders and social media followers alike, I observed the disconnect between the official
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message and the actual perspectives of a group’s membership. By elevating these voices, I intend

to illustrate the mechanisms with which individuals are discussing themes of reproduction,

climate change, population, emotional response, and action.

Methodology

Through qualitative interviews with leaders and members of the two climate

organizations, I used testimony-based interviews with fourteen participants as the primary

original research in this project. Interview participants were found using one of three methods:

social media, organization publications, or previous interviewees. Primarily, I used the social

media presence of Birth Strike (their main Facebook group, boasting hundreds of members) and

Conceivable Future (the main organization Twitter account and the Twitter hashtag

“#conceivablefuture”) to find individuals who were interested in the groups. Then, I was able to

determine and recruit potential interview participants by reaching out via social media,

introducing myself as a student, and providing an overview of my study. If the individual

expressed interest in speaking with me and identified as a member of Birth Strike or Conceivable

Future, then we proceeded with the interview process. I also found interview participants on the

main webpages for Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, through media clippings, video or text

testimonials, or other direct connections. Social media was again the channel used to contact

these individuals. Lastly, at the end of interviews, participants provided contact information for

one to three more organization members whom they felt would be receptive to an interview.

The interviews were conducted by Zoom video call or by phone. Participants were

provided with a consent form as approved by the Institutional Review Board. The interviews

were recorded and transcribed by a transcription service funded by the Miller Worley Center for
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the Environment’s Student Travel, Research, and Conference Grant. The transcripts were

subsequently analyzed and coded using NVivo software as provided by the Mount Holyoke

Library, Information, and Technology Services. Individual interviews were coded based on a

number of qualitative criteria, which were then aggregated into groups by topic: “the baby

question,” “climate anxiety,” “individual guilt,” “grief,” “race,” “eugenics,” “anti-natalism,” and

“reproductive justice,” among others. While each participant was asked the same basic questions

to gauge their position and subsequent actions surrounding reproduction and climate change,

questions were altered to fit the relevant organization. At the close of each interview, I also

provided the participants with an opportunity to share any remaining thoughts related to the

concepts we spoke about as well as a chance to speak about relevant topics they wished to

discuss but that I had not yet mentioned.

Organizations and the Search for Justice

Alongside climate organizations protesting government inaction, calling for reduced

carbon emissions, and raising awareness of climate change, some activists have carved out a

small niche for themselves by forming groups that work at the intersection of climate change and

reproduction. In 2014, Ferorelli and sociologist Meghan Kallman had an initial conversation

about bringing children into a world in which climate change will render the future unstable and

uncertain. They shared similar stances and feelings — for example, verbalizing a desire to avoid

raising children in a collapsing world for their children’s sake or wanting to mitigate their daily

emissions by reducing the number of people on the planet — and Ferorelli started to think that

this conversation was important enough to constitute an intentional organization. In an interview,

Ferorelli said about this meeting: “If this conversation feels so liberatory, if it feels like we’re
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just taking the lid off something really powerful for us, it stands to reason that other people will

have this experience too, and so we should really figure out how we can dig into this.”7 Ferorelli

saw that for the first time, her own personal question — “Can we and should we have children in

the face of current and future climate catastrophe?” — was being echoed by and extended to

others as well. This realization galvanized Ferorelli to an activist endeavor: “It was also just, like,

one of the first times since high school or something that activism felt really intimate and really

supportive and really friendly and where I wanted to be, not like the hours that I felt like I had to

put in.”8 With a seemingly universal focus like “the baby question,” Ferorelli saw that these

kinds of questions and conversations could “locate the crisis inside each of us.”

Shortly after their initial conversation, Ferorelli and Kallman co-founded Conceivable

Future as an organization for climate activism in the United States. As listed on its official

website, Conceivable Future is centered around two core questions: “How do you protect your

health and your children in an increasingly dangerous and toxic environment? How do you

decide whether or not to have a baby when a healthy and stable future is increasingly

jeopardized?”9 Participants in Conceivable Future attempt to answer these questions by

organizing in two ways: house parties and/or testimonies. Volunteers hold small gatherings at

their homes to host discussions surrounding “the baby question” and other questions about

childbearing in an age of climate crisis. In a similar vein to the house parties, Conceivable Future

testimonies, hosted on their website and social media pages, are aimed at understanding an

individual’s beliefs and reckonings with reproduction and climate change. Conceivable Future

recommends that a testifier “step forward and tell the world that climate change is shaping [their]

9 “Conceivable Future Mission Statement.” Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://conceivablefuture.org/mission.

8 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
7 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
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life” through a “video, audio, or written statement from the heart about how the climate crisis is

shaping [their] intimate decisions, particularly [their] decisions about childbearing and/or

parenting.”10 Their instructions for delivering a testimony speak directly to the individual (bolded

for emphasis):

You don’t need to know what you are going to do with your reproductive potential,
and you don’t need to have considered climate change before you had your children —
there’s no ‘right’ answer. What’s important is that you step forward and tell the world
that climate change is shaping your life. A testimony is not a sermon: it’s a way to talk
about your own experience, not a place to speak in generalities, or to tell others what you
think they should do.11

The language clearly emphasizes how Conceivable Future uses personal testimony — and

participants’ answers to “the baby question” — as examples of individual action in climate

justice, not requirements for activism. Conceivable Future attempts to present an open dialogue

for concerns around reproduction and climate change, but this raises an unsubstantiated

presumption that everyone is (and should be) doubting whether or not they should have children

in an era of ecological instability. While Conceivable Future tries to allow freedom for members

to gauge their own answers to “the baby question” unimpeded by societal pressures one way or

the other, Conceivable Future nevertheless centers not having children as a legitimate response to

climate change. They promote this legitimacy universally and without stipulations despite how

history shapes reproductive freedoms differently for various demographics. Led by two

well-intentioned white women, Conceivable Future still errs by mostly overlooking the

disproportionate implications of withholding reproduction. The lack of nuance within

Conceivable Future’s legitimizing stance on “the baby question” raises further questions about

the population control rhetoric prevalent in the movement.

11 “Testimony Guide.”

10 “Conceivable Future Testimony Guide.” Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://conceivablefuture.org/testify.
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On their website, Conceivable Future describes themselves as “a women-led network of

Americans bringing awareness to the threat climate change poses to reproductive justice, and

demanding an end to U.S. fossil fuel subsidies.”12 In order to fully comprehend the mission of

Conceivable Future and the “threat” of climate change, it is first necessary to characterize what is

meant by “reproductive justice” and how climate change threatens it. Reproductive justice is an

intersectional framework and praxis developed out of a need for more expansive reproductive

advocacy. Developed by twelve Black women, including scholar-activist Loretta Ross,

reproductive justice was intentionally envisioned as a fundamentally intersectional framework to

“eclipse … the binaries and under-theorized pro-choice/pro-life frameworks among both women

of color and predominantly white organizations.”13 In this thesis, I will use reproductive justice

as a lens through which to examine, characterize, and criticize the population control rhetoric of

Conceivable Future and Birth Strike, another climate organization with a similar focus on

renouncing reproduction. I use reproductive justice as an essential conceptual frame in my

research because it unpacks layers and nuances of other reproductively relevant theoretical

perspectives, such as Malthusianism and feminism, in order to delve more deeply into questions

of justice and action.

For all the quieter work being done by Conceivable Future, the climate-informed “baby

question” exploded into public consciousness with Birth Strike, a U.K.-based movement founded

in early 2019. By June 2019, co-founder Blythe Pepino — a 33-year-old British activist and

musician — was interviewed in The Guardian, BBC, CNN, Quartz, Vice, and Fox News for

articles with headlines such as “The Women Too Scared of Climate Change to Have Children”

13 Ross, Loretta J. “Reproductive Justice as Intersectional Feminist Activism.” Souls 19, no. 3 (2017):
286-314. doi:10.1080/10999949.2017.1389634.

12 “About Conceivable Future.” Accessed February 15, 2021. https://conceivablefuture.org/testify.
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and “BirthStrike: The People Refusing to Have Kids, Because of ‘the Ecological Crisis.’”14

While her direct language indicated that this decision was a personal one, the media perception

(especially from uber-conservative Tucker Carlson of Fox News) was one of witnessing a

proselytizer advocating for the end of the human race. So if Pepino — and Ferorelli, for that

matter — are not calling for societal extinction, what are their demands? The missions of Birth

Strike and Conceivable Future are complex and obfuscated because there exists a disparity

between the official movement messaging and the membership as well as a contradiction

between their statements and their actions. In this thesis project, I will discern the aims and

activism of these groups as well as characterize the validity of their demands and whether or not

they achieve justice.

But what is justice? Justice is achieved through different methods and varying end results

in the contexts of reproduction, climate change, racial and gender equality, environmental

activism, and a number of other social issues. In my research, it proves most useful to define

justice by examining the concept as the antithesis of injustice. Reproduction and “the baby

question” are locations for historical injustices in the form of racism, genocide, forced

sterilization, and physical and emotional violence. These injustices are not restricted to

momentary acts of inflicted pain; instead, the effects of injustice are long-lasting and often result

in generational trauma. Consequently, justice is realized through acknowledging that present

injustices are remnants of past injustices. Moreover, justice can be achieved only when systemic

inequalities and institutions of violence are dismantled and replaced through collective action.

Therefore, I must work within the frame of reproductive justice scholars who consider racial

14 “The Women Too Scared of Climate Change to Have Children.” BBC News. Accessed February 15,
2021. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/uk-47442943.
Bailey, Stephanie. “BirthStrike: The People Refusing to Have Kids, Because of ‘the Ecological Crisis.’”
CNN. June 26, 2019. Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://www.cnn.com/2019/06/05/health/birthstrike-climate-change-scn-intl/index.html.

https://www.bbc.com/news/av/uk-47442943
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justice an essential tenet of achieving social justice. Ross’ work linking race, gender, and class

politics is pivotal to my argument that Birth Strike’s overwhelmingly white membership and

individualist approach is an injustice: Climate change is an existential and collective

responsibility, but these climate movements lose sight of which groups of people are

disproportionately affected.15

These ruminations on justice and injustice lead us, then, to grief. The subjects of my

qualitative interviews mentioned grieving climate injustices as a motivating force that led them

to their decisions and their activism — but they grieve a future in which climate change will

change the way they live and, in some cases, in which the fear of climate change precludes them

from having children. This grief is distinctly separate from the grieving of communities

reckoning with centuries of racial violence and historical injustice. In all of these experiential

viewpoints, I see a convergence of different griefs, whether they have to do with the loss of

power, of child, or of justice. I will explore this grief through the lens of what Black Studies

scholar Christina Sharpe calls “the wake,” a phrase that references three distinct concepts: the

path behind a slave ship, the funerary practice, and an awakening to cognizance. I will use

Sharpe’s work to substantiate what is different about the experiences of Black women through a

historical trajectory from conditions of forced reproduction to the denial of reproductive

freedoms.16 To forge a path of understanding through the muddling concept of political grief, I

will engage with Sharpe’s “wake work.” Wake work builds a critical rubric for evaluating the

members of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, all of whom frame the question of reproduction

in individualistic terms. While these movements highlight abstinence from reproduction as a

personal solution for climate change, they do not acknowledge the history of collective trauma

16 Sharpe, Christina Elizabeth. In the Wake: On Blackness and Being. Duke University Press, 2016.

15 Ross, Loretta. Undivided Rights: Women of Color Organize for Reproductive Justice. Haymarket
Books, 2016.
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that Sharpe explores in her writing, which makes their demands less effective. Sharpe explores

the legacy of racial violence through enslavement, forced reproduction, and sexual violence.17

She contends that these legacies form a collective experience of grief as Black identity, which I

argue is not adequately addressed by Birth Strike. From the very physical manifestation of wake

— as the water behind a slave boat — I perceive Sharpe’s vision as a method of interpreting the

past by penetrating the muddled waters of the present, critically evaluating the relationship

between past and present through an anti-racist frame. It is evident by the demands of Birth

Strike and Conceivable Future, however, that climate movements are very much rooted in the

present and future. I intend to use Sharpe’s concepts of “wake” and “wakefulness” to reconnect

climate justice to its racialized past because, as it stands, these groups do not sufficiently engage

with their racialized histories.

The Birth Strike website was taken down by the group’s leadership in August 2020, but

their organization was described on their website as having a membership that has “decided to

make their personal decision not to bear children public as a way of drawing attention to the

urgency of the climate crisis,” much like their U.S.-based counterpart, Conceivable Future.18

Birth Strike’s mission is not to campaign or lobby for governmental or systemic reform, although

they do list “immediate and radical action” from their governments in their demands. Instead,

their platform seems to be centered around “drawing attention” and raising awareness to “the

urgency of the climate crisis.” Their stated methodology is through telling “stories which break

through these cognitive barriers and make our state of emergency a lived experience.”19 Contrary

to the news headlines, Birth Strike distances itself from population control, writing: “Birth Strike

19 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”

18 “BIRTHSTRIKE.” BIRTHSTRIKE. https://www.birthstrikeforfuture.com/. Archived at Wayback
Machine, citing a capture dated 26 August 2020.

17 Sharpe, In the Wake.
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does not advocate for population control and we are not an anti-natalist movement. Our focus is

positive activism in order to bring about the radical changes we need to mitigate the worst effects

of climate and ecological breakdown: economically, politically and culturally.”20 The group

further distances themselves from population control rhetoric, claiming a connection between

population control and “deeply problematic patterns of inequality in terms of social class,

ethnicity, gender and wealth, often targeting the most vulnerable[:] … the same structural

inequalities which have propelled the world into ecological and climate breakdown.”21

Despite the focus on “positive activism” rather than population control and other

systemic inequities, by showcasing the choice to withhold reproduction as a response to climate

change, Birth Strike members do not adequately distance themselves from the history and legacy

of eugenics tied to reproductive and population control, an acknowledgment that is necessary to

achieve justice.

Framework

This thesis is aimed at analyzing and understanding the complex intersections between

environmental movements and reproductive justice through an exploratory qualitative research

process that begins with the birth strike movement. The idea of a birth strike is to intentionally

forgo having children, in this case as an individualist response to climate change. Focusing on

two Western climate groups that emphasize reproductive themes — U.K.-based Birth Strike for

the Climate and U.S.-based Conceivable Future — this thesis investigates the underlying

political demands and grassroots organizing that has led to group members pledging not to have

children because of climate change. There exists an apparent parallel between people who

21 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”
20 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”
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preemptively grieve a lost future — specifically in terms of childbearing — under climate

change and those who mourn their lack of reproductive autonomy. The birth strike movement

plays upon this parallel to galvanize its membership to pledge not to have children out of a

mourning of future injustices due to climate change. This form of climate activism is a voluntary

action, but throughout history, reproduction has been forced upon enslaved populations or

restricted through abortion limitations or forced sterilization. While women of all races have

been historically denied reproductive autonomy, women of color, especially Black and

Indigenous women, are disproportionately affected by these racist histories. Grief is invoked in

both climate justice and reproductive justice conversations, but where the climate-motivated

birth strike is forward- and future-facing, I contend that climate activism that calls upon

reproductive justice must incorporate its pervasive legacy of past violence in order to achieve

justice.

In this thesis, I use three distinct interlocutory contexts: historical eugenics, theoretical

lenses, and modern anti-natalist climate change individualism. I approach original research at the

intersection of environmental activism and reproductive justice, two topics within social science

with rich conceptual frameworks. To span these vast fields of literature, new approaches must be

forged alongside existing theoretical contexts. In this project, my research was decidedly

interdisciplinary, and I drew inspiration from political science, sociology, gender studies,

environmental studies, and history. In the initial research process, I explored a vast variety of

conceptual literature, including but not limited to: reproductive justice frameworks, Malthusian

population control theory, ecofascism, feminist Marxism, queer and gender theory, coalition

politics, and Indigenous perspectives. While Malthusianism and historical eugenics literature

promote restricting reproduction through racialized methods, contemporary feminist theory
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grounds reproductive justice in intersectional perspectives and intentionally combats rhetoric that

promotes racial cleansing. Eventually, I decided that the scope of my thesis project should

encompass how reproduction and race are brought into climate change activism, which

necessitated a thorough examination of reproductive politics, population control history, and

gender- and class-based critiques of capitalism, making them the primary theories used in this

project.

I argue that the effects of climate movements that invoke reproductive rhetoric — in the

context of “birth striking,” or withholding reproductive power — are weakened by their

reluctance to address the racial ramifications of historically parallel eugenics movements.

Although these modern movements emerged to respond to the consequences of capitalist

production, their focus on individual choice in place of collective action instead furthers

capitalist environmentalism and does not address the root causes of climate change. Climate

justice movements have not fully shaken off the neo-Malthusian reproductive restrictions from

which they attempt to distance themselves. By extension, I argue that these climate organizations

do not engage critically enough with reproductive justice frameworks and are thus inadequate

responses to the climate crisis.

Climate change poses an existential crisis that demands human response, whether it is

active and preparatory or reactive and passive. When Ferorelli speaks about “locat[ing] the crisis

inside each of us,” she is trying to make sense of her own existential confrontation with the

uncertainty of a climate changed future. She has chosen to respond to this existential crisis by

locating it in a deeply personal dilemma (“the baby question”) “instead of over there, somewhere

less relevant,” but there are other ways to respond to an existential threat. These tools of response

vary from collective activism to individual guilt — and it is this guilt-based individualist
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response that relates most closely to the birth strike movement. This individualism is firmly

rooted in the same capitalist traditions of liberal democracy that contributed to the climate crisis

in the first place. I will show that feminist Marxism and reproductive justice reject individualism

as an inadequate political response. I will argue further that justice cannot be achieved by

working within or replicating the systems that created the problem. In this context, I will

demonstrate that both Birth Strike and Conceivable Future are too focused on assuaging

individual guilt to make substantive collective strides toward justice.

By examining the perception of reproductive conversations and including recent climate

justice movements, we can observe how the fields of reproductive justice and environmental

activism expand around and intersect with each other. I will concatenate the histories of eugenics

and anti-natalism with current forms of environmental political activism, which enables my

argument to demarcate the boundaries of these movements and their impacts on policy. These

histories implicate current climate movements, but they also demonstrate how grief motivates

political action: In interviews, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future members spoke of the climate

anxiety and grieving that guided their decision-making. In my methods, I situate emotion as a

political motivator and catalyst for individual choice. By doing so, I take a feminist approach to

qualitative research.

In this thesis, I argue that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not achieve justice

because of their inability to reckon with the implications of population control, the racist history

of reproductive violence, and the significance of their grief. In order to develop a critical

understanding of the activism of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future members, I begin by

viewing the organizations through two different conceptual lenses, one of population control and

one of reproductive justice. Then, I examine their activism through a collectivist framework in
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order to build a critique of individual reproductive action, arguing that systemic problems cannot

be resolved through individual action. Finally, I draw on traditions of mourning to articulate an

alternative for the activism currently performed by Birth Strike and Conceivable Future

members.

Chapter Outline

In the first chapter, I consider the sides to the population control debate. While the birth

strike movement tries to avoid population control rhetoric, I demonstrate that these climate

organizations ultimately remain complicit in perpetuating the legacy of Malthusianism. I

witnessed population control rhetoric at the core of birth striker arguments, so it is essential that I

pull Malthusian economics into the conversation to understand motivations behind eugenic

reproductive restriction and to argue against prejudicial racial cleansing. Current choices still live

in the specter of historical legacy, and modern environmental movements amplify the tension

between racial justice and climate activism that directly follows historical Malthusianism.

Thomas Malthus, as an upper-middle class man living in the aftermath of the French Revolution,

saw socialism as a threat to the survival of human society because he viewed charity as a

wasteful method of prolonging the inevitability of poor people dying. Malthusianism

hypothesizes that the global population will increase uncontrollably and unsustainably without

some personal restraint or control, such as those at the bottom of the social hierarchy dying due

to lack of sanitation and health resources that are only available to those with capital. I argue that

this harmful rhetoric enforces population control as a form of racial and class “cleansing” and

perpetuates false stereotypes surrounding certain populations. Malthusian lineage is a product of

early capitalism, and the birth strike movement’s replication of this focus on individual choice
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makes Malthusianism inextricable from their attempts toward climate justice. I will demonstrate

that this deceptive strategy is salient in discussions surrounding climate change in which some

climate activists rely on a capitalist consumer model — which places responsibility for carbon

emissions on individuals rather than corporations — to advocate individualist population

regulation. The eugenics and racism at the crux of Malthusian population control rhetoric set a

metric with which to evaluate Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, and it is essential to discuss

Malthusian theory and contextualize the implications of neo-Malthusianism to further

comprehend how these organizations fall short of justice.

Malthusianism has its critics, most notably Marx, who articulated that population control

rhetoric unfairly ties marginalized communities with unproductivity under a capitalist model.

The birth strike movement incites these Malthusian ideas paradoxically alongside Marxism, and

I use Marxist critiques of Malthusianism to build a case against population control as a

mechanism through which justice can be achieved. I use critiques of neo-Malthusian thinking —

namely Marxism and feminism — to argue that population is an inadequate focus for a political

response to climate change. The birth strike movement mindfully incorporates Marxist theory

and practice even in its very name; a birth “strike” invokes Marxist labor theory. Marxism instills

a sense of sociality to human beings, and the social structure of communities is mutually

constitutive with transformative labor practices and the construction of nature. Marx theorized

that people in positions of power are purposefully deceptive to the general population and spread

ideas that help further their systems of oppressive capital accumulation — ideas like

Malthusianism and population control. Marx also articulated ideas of human production and

reproduction, which are represented in the birth strike movement’s struggle to navigate deeply

problematic and entrenched gender politics. I further support my critique with the claims of
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feminist Marxist scholars, who adapt Marx’s labor discourse to a gender-situated context. I build

upon their work to argue that capitalist individualist ideology is not suitable in the context of the

climate catastrophe, which transcends the porous borders of land and culture.

In the second chapter, I examine another debate, one over reproductive justice. First, I

take on the side of Ferorelli and Pepino, who claim to incite reproductive justice to varying

extents by centering conversation and lived experiences in their respective climate organizations.

I am skeptical of this perspective of reproductive justice; reproductive freedom has so often been

denied for Black and Indigenous communities, and the reproductive justice framework and

literature do not demonstrate that same willingness to forgo reproduction because it has been

systematically denied for those populations throughout history. As a result, I examine the degree

to which Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s positions are privileged ones. I put Ferorelli

and Pepino’s side in conversation with Ross and other reproductive justice scholars who

intentionally invoke the tradition of thinking about reproduction as a right which has been

denied. I draw upon reproductive justice frameworks pioneered by women of color who

demonstrate the ways in which reproductive rights and freedoms have been a historical site of

injustice. Between these two perspectives, I argue that Ross’ stance is a stronger response to the

legacy of racial violence that dictates modern reproductive freedoms. By tracing climate justice

and reproductive justice as intersecting entities, I demonstrate what justice looks like and how it

is attained under the different circumstances of reproduction, climate change, and the legacy of

racial violence. I argue that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not achieve climate justice.

Using justice as a bridge between reproduction and climate change activism leads me to

Chapter 3. In the third chapter, I analyze how reproduction is brought into climate action

discussions, and why Birth Strike and Conceivable Future choose to focus on reproduction in
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their organizations. I also argue that Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s framing of

individual action as the correct response to climate change perpetuates the very systems of

capitalism and inequality that, in protesting climate change, they are attempting to address.

In the fourth chapter, I examine grief. By comparing the collective grieving of Black

women over the legacy of racial violence with the future-facing hypothetical grief of a world

impacted by climate change, I posit that this parallel only exists superficially. On a more

substantive level, collective grieving over intergenerational trauma acknowledges past harm in

order to achieve present and future justice, but sadness and fear for the future drive many to take

political action in the present while avoiding accountability for the past.

Leaders of the Birth Strike and Conceivable Future organizations publicly state distance

from anti-natalism, but I argue that the two remain complicit in promoting population control. In

August 2020, the founders of Birth Strike announced that they were shutting down the

organization because the group’s membership had diverged too radically from their original

mission. These climate groups have put the responsibility and burden of climate change

responses and solutions on individual reproductive choice without fully grappling with the entire

history of population control. Those gendered as “women” — people who can reproduce — have

never been fully in control of their reproductive freedoms. Individuals are making incredibly

personal choices not to have children because of intense guilt, grief, and fear for the future.

Presenting this action as a political ideology is not climate “justice.” Instead, I argue it is a

reproduction of Malthusian eugenics under the guise of environmental intersectionality.
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CHAPTER ONE

A QUESTION OF CONTROL: THE POPULATION DEBATE

“The thing that I hate is that, I’m doing a Ph.D. at Princeton, my partner is the child of
two professors, so we get people saying, ‘No, we need people like you to have kids
because they’re going to be smart and they're going to change the world.’ I’m like, ‘First
of all, if I have kids a decade from now, by the time they’re old enough to do shit, if we
haven’t taken care of this, it’s probably too late.’ Also, it’s just fancy eugenics. The fact …
that I was raised by parents with privilege and was able to go to an Ivy League School
doesn’t make my genes better than other people.”

- Alex22

“I personally advocate for the extinction of human species. I don't want us to keep
existing. I believe that only if we [go] extinct, the planet will be able to restore at some
point, but this will happen after we will have created the extinction of so many other
species, like it’s already happening. It’s very sad.”

- Elisabeth23

As an essential method in conducting my qualitative research, I posed several

standardized questions to every single participant whom I interviewed. One of these questions

was “the baby question.” Many people spoke of their decisions not to have a child because of

climate change, while others who already made their decision reflected on their experiences of

parenthood and how their current behavior has changed, in part, due to the Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future organizations. Because childbearing is a multi-faceted decision, I wanted to

learn more about all of the factors — not just climate change — that impacted their personal

answers to ‘the baby question.’

As I spoke to individuals of different ages, races, genders, and locations, I recorded many

differences in how their decisions were informed and whether or not they took cultural

expectations into account. However, among my interview subjects, I noticed a trend: many of my

23 Elisabeth, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
22 Alex, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
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white participants mentioned encountering similar reactions from their friends and families when

they announced their decision to not reproduce.

“Some people have said, ‘No, you are an intelligent person who really cares. If anybody

should be having children, it’s you.’ A friend said that to me once,” said Cody, a 30-year-old

cisgender white man.24 Cody found flaws in his friend’s logic, emphasizing nurture over nature:

“The same thing could be true where you could raise somebody that would have a positive

impact on the world.”25 He was clear in his decision not to have biological children because of

population concerns, even going as far as obtaining a vasectomy as a preventative measure, and

he intends to adopt when he is ready for parenthood.

Katie Rose, a 36-year-old cisgender queer white woman, was similarly chastised for her

decision to not have children. She told me about an instance that occurred when she was in

graduate school, studying for Masters degrees in forestry and environmental management. She

said, “I told my professor that I wasn’t interested in having children. He called me selfish. He

was like, ‘you are the type of people who we need to have children. You have privilege to raise

them right, you can teach them to be warriors going forward.’”26 For Katie Rose, who considers

herself aware of her privilege, this argument fails to consider Katie Rose’s reproductive

autonomy and instead situates her as an agent for social change through the path of parenthood.

Instead of following her professor’s recommendation, she has turned her focus and her privilege

to living her life more sustainably.  “I think when it comes to climate change, me having wealth

and privilege allows me to make these low carbon decisions,” she said. “And it also gives me the

26 Katie Rose, interview by Casey Roepke, October 2020.
25 Cody, interview.
24 Cody, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.



31

responsibility to do that so I can help lower the cost for those who don’t have that time or wealth

to make those choices.”27

For Alex, a white third-year Ph.D. student, the impulse for people in her life to encourage

her to reproduce seems to surround her access to education. She reflected on her academic

privilege, “I’m doing a Ph.D. at Princeton, my partner is the child of two professors, so we get

people saying, ‘No, we need people like you to have kids because they’re going to be smart and

they’re going to change the world.’”28 Unlike Cody, Alex had harsher words for her peers with

this mindset. “It’s just fancy eugenics,” Alex said. “The fact is that I was raised by parents with

privilege and was able to go to an Ivy League School, doesn’t make my genes better than other

people.”29

In these three examples, a correlation between reproduction and who is doing the

reproducing comes clearly to the forefront of each argument. This dynamic is not a new one; on

the contrary, population control rhetoric has disproportionately targeted poor communities of

color more than affluent white communities throughout history. Before tracing the population

debate through the years, it is important to first understand the stance of Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future in the context of the population control politics debate in order to then parse

out the implications and significance of their stance in the historical context of population

rhetoric.

Population Control and Climate Organizations

Population is a simple process of growth. When a child is born, the population goes up.

When someone dies, the population goes down. Of course, there are complexities and nuances to

29 Alex, interview.
28 Alex, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
27 Katie Rose, interview.
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this simple formula: exponential population growth, for example, implies that reproduction rates

themselves increase with time. Explicitly and implicitly, arguments have been made throughout

history about this entanglement between reproduction and population, but growth alone is not the

whole story. In this chapter, I delve into the nuances of the population debate and investigate the

lingering rhetoric of Malthusianism within Birth Strike and Conceivable Future.

Media coverage plays a dominant role in both Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s

climate activism and organizing. The membership of Conceivable Future can be involved on a

more active level, participating in their dinner party discussions or providing public testimonies,

but the majority of these groups’ notoriety and public perception come from interviews with the

founders and news articles on the organizations. This type of coverage was clearly a major

objective of the groups, especially for Birth Strike, whose goal seems to be to raise awareness for

their cause and encourage individuals to sign their declaration almost exclusively through these

media stories. And yet, despite accomplishing what they set out to do — spreading their activism

on a broader scale — the leaders of both Birth Strike and Conceivable Future have consistently

denounced the ways in which reports have displayed their organizations and beliefs. The

portrayal that they have found most objectionable is their supposed allegiance to advocating

population control as a solution to climate change.

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future publicly distance themselves from population

control rhetoric, and this information is accessible on main pages of their websites. On the

Frequently Asked Questions page from Birth Strike’s archived site, they wrote:

Birth Strike does not advocate for population control and we are not an anti-natalist
movement. Our focus is positive activism in order to bring about the radical changes we
need to mitigate the worst effects of climate and ecological breakdown: economically,
politically and culturally. We need to drastically change how we live, challenging the
doctrine of eternal economic growth which has jeopardised our future. Our choice not to
have children is not a solution to the climate crisis, but one of many ways in which we’re
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challenging business as usual, and shining a light on the suffering of these times.30

In language, Birth Strike does an adequate job of naming what it does not advocate for

(“population control”) and what it is not (“an anti-natalist movement”). Birth Strike justifies this

stance to its base by articulating their choice to instead focus on what they call “positive

activism,” using the specific word choice of “positive” to refer to an active process toward the

end of achieving “radical changes” and “mitigat[ing] the worst effects of climate and ecological

breakdown: economically, politically and culturally.” Despite this seemingly hard-line position,

Birth Strike’s message is nevertheless weakened by their reluctance to actually state an

opposition stance. Birth Strike only says that it “does not advocate for population control,” not

that it advocates against population control. While this distinction may appear minimal, without

actually fighting against the historical injustices and implications of population control rhetoric,

Birth Strike remains complicit in its reinvigoration. Clearly, Birth Strike is aware of this history

— the very next answer on this FAQ page includes writing that “Measures of population control

have historically been closely tied to deeply problematic patterns of inequality in terms of social

class, ethnicity, gender and wealth, often targeting the most vulnerable. These are the same

structural inequalities which have propelled the world into ecological and climate breakdown.”31

Despite all attempts otherwise, the very name of ‘Birth Strike’ seems to link overpopulation with

overconsumption and is a fundamental flaw in their organization. I argue that until Birth Strike

unequivocally uses its resources to fight against linking overpopulation with overconsumption,

the group does exactly what it sets out not to do: perpetuate passive eugenics and Malthusian

population control rhetoric to its membership.

31 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”

30 “BIRTHSTRIKE.” BIRTHSTRIKE. https://www.birthstrikeforfuture.com/. Archived at Wayback
Machine, citing a capture dated 26 August 2020.
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As I have demonstrated, the anti-population control rhetoric of Birth Strike is muddled

and difficult to pin down. Their media presence is not any less convoluted than their direct

statements. Pepino has been especially candid in her chastisement of the Birth Strike media

coverage. She wrote a public admonishment of how reporters handled their stories on the

now-archived website. In it, she wrote that “the Birth Strike message, calling for collective

action and a just, systemic-level response to the climate crisis change, for example, is being

white washed by incorrect and divisive reporting that associates our movement with

‘over-population’ and its historical connection to ideas like eugenics and genocide.”32 Pepino is

tired of her movement being “white washed” and associated with “‘over-population’ and its

historical connection to ideas like eugenics and genocide,” and she tries to distance Birth Strike

from these ideas; still, the organization is clearly framed as a ‘birth strike,’ which directly

contradicts her mission. Moreover, she frames the Birth Strike organization as a site for

individual choice in response to climate change — a framework adhering to individualist

activism, which inherently cannot center collective action. In spite of plainly calling for

collective action, she cannot both advocate for a collective reproductive ‘strike’ and also hold

individualist anti-overpopulation views as true — collective reproductive action and individual

choices surrounding reproduction are mutually exclusive.

Despite this inconsistency in perspective, Pepino does go on to elaborate on her media

stance. She calls Birth Strike’s coverage “irresponsible and dangerous,” writing that such

reporting “encourages judgmental ‘footprint’ comparisons, and shrouds the real issues such as:

consumption, inequality and social justice.”33 However, while the leadership of Birth Strike may

endeavor to focus on “[resource] consumption, inequality and social justice,” they are

33 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”
32 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”
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platforming members who have cited, both in Birth Strike statements and interviews, that their

own and their potential child’s carbon footprint and emissions play a large role in their decision

not to have children. Pepino cites that for each of her over 100 media interviews, she ends with

two points.34 First, she emphasizes that “Birth Strike does not seek to coerce or pass judgment on

anyone having children.”35 Second, she reiterates that “Birth Strike is not campaigning about

population or for population reduction. Like the ecological crisis as a whole, this conversation

about babies is big and messy — it challenges and triggers sexism, racism, and xenophobia; and

people come from all kinds of different angles, experiences, and levels of understanding.”36

Again, Pepino falls into the same vague non-claim as earlier: Birth Strike may not be

campaigning about population control, but in offering the action of not having children because

of climate change as a valid form of activism, the group is not campaigning against it, either. The

convoluted ideologies emerging from Birth Strike further complicate their claims.

In more concise terms than Birth Strike’s message, Conceivable Future’s mission page

includes their demand — in a single sentence — regarding population control: “No more

scare-mongering about the Population Bomb in the face of a much more combustible threat.”37 In

referencing Paul Ehrlich’s incendiary 1968 novel, The Population Bomb, in which Ehrlich

predicted famine and other devastations due to overpopulation, Conceivable Future makes an

attempt to recognize how this prediction was wrong.38 “No more scare-mongering,” they urge,

when humanity is facing the “much more combustible threat” of climate change. By using vague

language — what exactly do they mean by “scare-mongering?” — Conceivable Future seems to

38 Ehrlich, Paul R. The Population Bomb. New York, NY: Ballantine Books, 1968.

37 “Conceivable Future Mission Statement." Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://conceivablefuture.org/mission.

36 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”
35 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”
34 “BIRTHSTRIKE.”

https://conceivablefuture.org/mission
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be trying to gain as wide of an audience as possible without turning away potential members

with more extreme views. As opposed to rhetoric with a clear call to action against population

“scare-mongering,” this anti-population control claim is passive and brief, and the Conceivable

Future website quickly moves beyond this point. Conceivable Future faces a challenging task of

arguing against theoretical ideas, and they attempt to surpass this challenge by dog-whistling to a

broad audience and not providing a specific plan which could be criticized. Still, this tactic

weakens the efficacy of their actual organizing because Conceivable Future does not articulate a

solid anti-population control stance. Despite their valiant attempts, Conceivable Future falls into

the same trap as Birth Strike; their lack of active opposition to the racist and sexist legacy of

population control diminishes the impact of their mission.

Conceivable Future’s mention of The Population Bomb implies a deeper understanding of

the difficult history of reproduction than is presented on their website. Paul and Anne Ehrlich

co-wrote The Population Bomb in 1968 — although Anne is not credited as a co-author — amid

rising global population rates. Ehrlich uses provocative language from the very beginning of his

text. The prologue begins with a grand (and demonstrably false) statement: “The battle to feed all

of humanity is over.”39 Ehrlich immediately pits population and sustainability against each other.

His central purpose, in this first page, is to present an argument in three parts: first, that the world

is overpopulated; second, that overpopulation is the main cause of overconsumption, leading to

future famine and starvation; and third, that the solution to overpopulation is population control.

Ehrlich elaborates on this solution:

Our position requires that we take immediate action at home and promote effective action
worldwide. We must have population control at home, hopefully through a system of
incentives and penalties, but by compulsion if voluntary methods fail… The birth rate

39 Ehrlich, Population Bomb.
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must be brought into balance with the death rate or mankind will breed itself into
oblivion… Population control is the only answer.40

Here, Ehrlich outlines his central proposal: “population control at home” through “a system of

incentives and penalties, but by compulsion if voluntary methods fail.” He places emphasis on

contraception and abortion as measures to drastically reduce population rates and attributes his

initial source for this argument to an anecdotal observation from a visit to India, an experience

where he referenced his first “feel of overpopulation.”41 In all of his analysis, recommendations,

and writing, however, he never acknowledges the negative implications of population control,

nor does he recognize the racist legacy of forced reproduction or reproductive restrictions

elicited in population rhetoric. In fact, in his entire work, the word “eugenics” is only mentioned

once — in the context of a how-to guide for convincing an individual with positive views toward

eugenics to accept Ehrlich’s ideology.42 The Population Bomb only outlines Ehrlich’s proposal of

population control as a solution to overconsumption and does not examine any social

implications or rhetorical histories associated with population control. When Conceivable Future

mentions Ehrlich’s argument, they are only referencing the tip of the iceberg of the contentious

history of population control and alarmism — a debate in which one side was perhaps most

significantly popularized by Thomas Malthus.

Malthusianism

In this section, I will put forth Malthus’s perspective on overpopulation before refuting it

using critical Marxist analysis and Feminist Marxism to prove that climate change, like other

systems of disproportionate oppression, results from a capitalism which seeks to prioritize the

42 Ehrlich, Population Bomb, 171.
41 Ehrlich, Population Bomb, 16.
40 Ehrlich, Population Bomb.
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accumulation of capital over human lives and quality of life. While Malthusian rhetoric mentions

reproduction as a scourge on a functional capitalist society, neo-Malthusianism builds on this

concept as an extension of Malthusianism in which environmental protection is considered a

justification for Malthusian population control. I will incorporate feminist perspectives on gender

to demonstrate how reproductive labor has been deemed paradoxically significant — important

to maintain birthing the future labor force, yet not valuable enough to render financial

compensation a consideration — to further contextualize Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s

emphasis on not having children as a form of climate activism.

Malthus, an economist, first published his Essay on the Principle of Population

anonymously in 1798, although he attached his name to the essay five years later in 1803. His

central argument, surrounding the necessity of population control, follows that “the power of

population is indefinitely greater than the power in the earth to produce subsistence for man.”43

Here, Malthus sets up a similar dynamic to the one Ehrlich made a century and a half later

(indeed, Ehrlich most likely drew deeply from Malthus’s argument): the relationship between

“population” and “subsistence,” and, by extension, between “population” and “consumption [of

resources].” In Malthusian economics, population growth is understood to act as an

exponential/geometric ratio, whereas subsistence increases in a linear ratio.44 By illustrating what

he observed as an unsustainable population rate with regards to consumption and available

resources, Malthus also draws a more implicit connection to capitalism as the mode for food

production and other forms of subsistence.

44 Malthus, Essay, 11.

43 Malthus, Thomas Robert. Essay on the Principle of Population, Electric Book Company, 2000. pp. 11.
ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/mtholyoke/detail.action?docID=3008464.
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Figure 1
Under Malthus’s prediction, population growth resembles an exponential curve (blue), while
subsistence increases linearly (orange). The intersection point indicates Malthus’s prediction

that population will outpace and exceed subsistence, leading to resource shortages.45

As depicted above in Figure 1, Malthus’s mathematical predictions show that population

increases at a much faster rate than that of resources, outstripping food sources and, he predicts,

leading to war, famine, and other disasters. After laying out his predictive claims for a

destructive, malnourished, growing mass of humankind, Malthus proposed population control as

an urgent solution to this predicament. Referencing the economic relationship between

population and subsistence once more, he wrote, “the effects of these two unequal powers must

be kept equal. This implies a strong and constantly operating check on population from the

difficulty of subsistence. This difficulty must fall some where and must necessarily be severely

felt by a large portion of mankind.”46 However, this “large portion of mankind” was actually a

thinly-veiled attack on poorer populations, which Malthus targeted disproportionately in his

46 Malthus, Essay, 11.
45 Malthus, Essay, 11.
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treatise. Malthus viewed the poor as a threat to the survival of human society and furthered a

moral argument of the time against social welfare. While Malthus’s larger claims about the

downfall of society due to overpopulation remain contested, it is significant to note that “global

population finally reached a billion around 1800, just two years after Thomas Malthus published

his famous essay warning that human numbers would always be held in check by war, pestilence,

or ‘inevitable famine.’”47 Though the total societal collapse predicted by Malthus did not come to

pass, Malthusian ideology continues to manifest itself in modern conversations surrounding

reproduction and population growth.

As the members of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future referenced in their interviews,

overpopulation critics are quick to encourage certain individuals — namely white, wealthy,

educated people — to have children. Likewise, it is essential to evaluate who is expected to

abstain from reproduction by Malthusian and modern neo-Malthusian standards. Malthus argued

for moral restraint, clearly targeting families below the poverty line as his prime group to halt

population growth, to directly connect overpopulation with overconsumption; in Malthusian

theory, overpopulation of a certain demographic (poor people) causes overconsumption of

resources within that same demographic. Malthus argued that overpopulation would lead to the

downfall of society because he causally connected overpopulation with overconsumption of

resources, especially in regards to overpopulation of the poorer classes. Today, certain areas of

climate activism build on this wrongful connection with an application to climate change; instead

of equating overpopulation with overconsumption of food or natural resources, they link

overpopulation to carbon emissions responsible for climate change. To firmly dispute Malthusian

population control rhetoric, we must first embody the same logic as Malthus at the turn of the

47 Kolbert, Elizabeth. “Billions and Billions.” The New Yorker. May 22, 2019. Accessed February 15,
2021. https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/10/24/billions-and-billions-elizabeth-kolbert.
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nineteenth century. We can look at demographic data to decipher how Malthusianism manifests

itself in thinly-veiled overpopulation rhetoric, and to demonstrate numerically that

overpopulation is not directly correlated with overconsumption of fossil fuels. Specifically, we

will examine the total fertility rate (TFR) of a country, which refers to, in essence, “the average

number of children that the average woman will produce in her lifetime.”48 According to the

World Population Review, the TFR “is a figure that reflects the number of children a woman

would give birth to under two conditions: the women were to experience age-specific fertility

rates and if the woman were to survive through her reproductive child-bearing years.”49 While

the global population is larger now than ever before, the worldwide TFR is declining. In 2020,

the worldwide TFR was approximately 2.4, about half of its 1950 value of 4.7.50 To put these

numbers in context, the population replacement rate — or “the fertility rate needed to maintain a

society’s population size” — is 2.1.51 In Countdown: Our Last, Best Hope for a Future on

Earth?, author and journalist Alan Weisman proposes a global TFR of about 1 to reduce the

global population to two billion people as an attempt to mitigate the effects of carbon footprints

on climate change.52 A TFR of 1 would require a “more or less universal one-child policy.”53

53 Kolbert, Elizabeth. "Head Count." The New Yorker. Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/10/21/head-count-3.

52 Weisman, Alan. Countdown: Our Last, Best Hope for a Future on Earth? New York: Back Bay Books /
Little, Brown and Company, 2014.

51 Total Fertility Rate 2021.
50 Total Fertility Rate 2021.

49 Total Fertility Rate 2021. Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/total-fertility-rate.

48 Kolbert, Elizabeth. "Head Count." The New Yorker. Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/10/21/head-count-3.
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Figure 2
This TFR data for 2020 was reported by the World Population Review. The number in
parenthesis corresponds to the country’s ranking compared against all other TFRs.54

Although the rate of population increase is not typically compared to carbon emissions —

emission numbers are more conventionally compared to total population numbers — it is curious

how Malthus, Ehrlich, and Weisman target rising population rate as the antagonist in their

predictions. So, if Malthusianism places emphasis on the rate of population growth, a

comparison between the TFR per country (as shown in Figure 2) and the carbon dioxide

emissions per capita by country, accounting for population numbers, can demonstrate if there is

any correlation between the fertility rate of a country and that country’s carbon emissions.

54 Total Fertility Rate 2021. Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://worldpopulationreview.com/country-rankings/total-fertility-rate.
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Figure 3
The 10 highest ranked countries by carbon dioxide emissions from fuel combustion per capita in
2018. Data compiled by the International Energy Agency and Union for Concerned Scientists.55

Figure 3 shows the top ten ranked countries with highest carbon dioxide emissions per

individual. Not one of these countries also appears in the top ten of countries by TFR.

Neo-Malthusian population control advocates assume that population size is proportionally

linked to carbon emissions, and would expect Figure 3 to show a linear relationship between

each country’s per capita emissions because their assumption is dependent on a larger population

size leading to more carbon emissions. Essentially, if neo-Malthusians were correct, each person

would emit the same amount of carbon dioxide without differences between a country’s per

capita emissions; differences would be reflected when emissions are calculated proportional to

55 “Each Country’s Share of CO2 Emissions.” Union of Concerned Scientists. Accessed February 17,
2021. https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/each-countrys-share-co2-emissions; “IEA Energy Atlas.” IEA
Energy Atlas. Accessed February 17, 2021. http://energyatlas.iea.org/.

https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/each-countrys-share-co2-emissions
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the population size. However, Figure 3 does not reflect this assumption: instead, the graph shows

that different countries have different per capita carbon dioxide emissions, which demonstrates

that the relationship between population size and carbon emissions is not a strong enough causal

relationship to reflect in the plot. Further, Malthusianism suggests that a high population rate

leads to higher consumption rates, but the overpopulation to overconsumption link is also not

reflected in Figure 3. The individuals who are reproducing the highest number of children are not

the ones producing the most carbon emissions. Carbon emissions per capita differ between

countries on a per capita level, and a lower population does not lead directly to a lower national

carbon footprint. Carbon emissions are thus a reflection of resource consumption, not of

population rate.

Because Malthus blames overpopulation for overconsumption instead of arguing against

resource hoarding or advocating an egalitarian distribution of resources, Malthusian theory

clearly is biased against lower-income populations. As Gregory Claeys says in his article “The

‘Survival of the Fittest’ and the Origins of Social Darwinism,” Malthusianism and Social

Darwinism assert that: “the poor in particular breed too much: this is the principal cause of their

poverty,” implying that the reproduction of lower-income communities leads to furthering their

poverty, and that “the most ‘fit,’ ‘desirable’ or ‘valuable’ members of society, the most ‘useful’

or productive… ought to survive.”56 This harmful eugenics rhetoric enforces population control

as a form of racial and class “cleansing” and perpetuates false stereotypes surrounding those

populations. Environmental movements have long sustained the wrongful Malthusian assertion

— which has been fully debunked — “about land degradation in the Third World… that

56 Claeys, Gregory. “The ‘Survival of the Fittest’ and the Origins of Social Darwinism.” Journal of the
History of Ideas 61, no. 2 (2000). https://doi.org/10.2307/3654026.
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increasing demographic pressure results in overuse of land and use of marginal land.”57 Land

degradation is not actually a consequence of overpopulation and overconsumption, but rather of

colonial-capitalist misuse of land. While Birth Strike and Conceivable Future may have good

intentions in drawing focus to the systemic nature of climate change, I argue they are not

detached from Malthus’s legacy. Neo-Malthusian theory continues to have a stronghold on

environmentalist groups, and “while Malthus has long gone, his ideas have been renewed,

reformed, and amended throughout the 20th century.”58 Current advocates for population

maintenance and control draw on Malthusian theory but mask it through a falsely perceived

neutrality of the objectivity of science; data representing population depletion as a strategy for

environmental sustainability is presented as truth because of its “apolitical” quality when the

very idea has been immensely politicized throughout history.59 This deceptive strategy is salient

in discussions surrounding climate change, in which population control advocates cherry-pick

evidence to prove overpopulation directly caused climate change.60 Birth Strike’s replication of

this focus on individual choices make Malthusianism inextricable from their attempts toward

climate justice. Population control movements are deeply problematic, as their disproportionate

effect on people of color, low income communities, and the Global South is drawn directly from

violence and colonization despite their presentation as environmentally sustainable.61 Despite

Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s attempts at generating an inclusive movement

independent of demographics, the fact is that communities of color are disproportionately

61 Sasser, Infertile Ground.
60 Sasser, Infertile Ground.
59 Sasser, Infertile Ground.

58 Sasser, Jade S. On Infertile Ground: Population Control and Women’s Rights in the Era of Climate
Change. New York: NYU Press, 2018. Accessed February 17, 2021. doi:10.2307/j.ctvwrm4k0.

57 Hecht, Susanna B. “Environment, Development and Politics: Capital Accumulation and the Livestock
Sector in Eastern Amazonia.” World Development 13, no. 6 (1985).
https://doi.org/10.1016/0305-750x(85)90114-7.
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targeted by population control measures, and the historical and racial contexts of reproductive

violence should therefore be at the helm of these movements.

Marxist and Feminist Critiques of Malthusianism

Malthus claimed a direct causation between overpopulation and overconsumption, but I

will use Marxist critiques to demonstrate that population increase is not the sole factor leading to

land overuse; instead, the major factor leading to unsustainable land use is capitalist exploitation.

The commonly held view, guided by Malthus, follows the misconception that nature, in its purest

form, is entirely separate from human labor and production. Although Marx does not explicitly

oppose this view, he challenges this assumption by implying that human society produces the

divide between civilization and nature. Marx puts human labor between human beings and

nature, which interrupts this misinterpretation and establishes a hierarchical system around the

management and control of the natural world and by extension the means of production. In Neil

Smith’s text, “Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space,” he

demonstrates Marx’s delineation of the relationship between humanity and nature. Smith writes

that “human beings are born with certain natural needs — food, sex, warmth, social interaction

— and they are born into a world where nature provides, either directly or indirectly, the means

for fulfilling these needs.”62 By orienting human needs around “natural” sources, Marx

establishes human society as inextricable from the natural world. Smith adds to Marx’s point by

asserting that “in [Marx’s] initial derivation of the abstract moments of the commodity, Marx

depicts production as a process by which the form of nature is altered.”63 Because production is

tied to labor, the process of “alter[ing]” nature is also tied to work and, as Marx argues, the

63 Smith, “Uneven Development.”

62 Neil Smith. “Uneven Development: Nature, Capital and the Production of Space.” Geographical
Review 77, no. 1 (1987): 130. doi:10.2307/214692.
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exploitation of nature is inevitable under a capitalist socio-economic system. Marx implies that

the human production of nature is self-fulfilling and continues to perpetuate the unsustainable

cycle of production and destruction. The consequences of climate change are absolutely

indicative of the self-sabotage inherent in this production-destruction process; thus, I argue that

the exploitation of natural resources is far more at fault than population size. Overconsumption,

not overpopulation, is the true villain here — and I argue an extension of Marx and Smith’s work

surrounding the production of nature is relevant in a climate change context.

Smith argues that humans are responsible not only for the reproduction of society, but

also for its adverse effects on nature, clearly represented in Birth Strike’s adoption of the

responsibility for anthropogenic climate change. Marxism further delineates the human

reproduction model by analyzing gendered labor norms, which Smith incorporates into his text:

Where responsibility for social reproduction had been shared, women were increasingly
forced to carry the full burden with the evolution of modes of production based on
commodity exchange. Not that they ceased laboring. Just that while women were forced
to accept responsibility for all of the household tasks associated with child-rearing, as
well as some commodity production, the male was specializing more and more
exclusively in the production of commodities for exchange.64

Capitalist systems of social organization “forced” women — who were seen primarily as

child-bearers — “to accept responsibility for all of the household tasks associated with

child-rearing,” which both historically stripped women of financial and political power and also

gave people who can get pregnant the power to withhold reproduction from the modern world.65

In mobilizing a large number of participants, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future hold a great

deal of social capital. This social capital stems from “the private-family mode of reproduction”

that benefits capitalism through making “the costs of reproduction … borne by the private family

65 Smith, “Uneven Development.”
64 Smith, “Uneven Development.”
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and the woman in particular, since she is not paid for her work of reproducing labor power.”66 In

this conception of reproduction, I see Marxist labor struggles invoked through the use of the term

“strike,” in the birth strike movement, whose mission of calling attention to their government’s

climate policy failures is drawn from reproductive power. The very name of the organization

calls to mind an active stoppage of reproduction in the vein of Marxist labor strikes. Still, Birth

Strike does not nominally nor substantially engage with this tradition because of its refusal to

fully distance itself from neo-Malthusianism.

Rather than using direct action to fix the environmental collapse caused by colonialism,

population control continues to support neocolonial action, which widens social inequality and

worsens environmental and ecological crises. By placing emphasis on the choice to not have

children, Birth Strike can be critiqued for perpetuating the concept of “‘sexual stewards,’ an

idealized model of a woman; a moral agent who manages her fertility and the environment,

responsibly, for the greater good,” which makes women unfairly bear the brunt of climate

change.67 This “sexual stewardization” of reproduction obfuscates the root causes of climate

change and muddles the movement’s actual goals through placing the blame on overpopulation

and individual consumption of resources rather than the capitalist system of corporate

consumption and carbon emissions.68 As a movement where participants pledge to stop having

children, Birth Strike perpetuates Malthusian theories of who should reproduce, even if the group

itself does not explicitly ask or force people to join the cause. Ideas surrounding population

control — and which populations need to be controlled — dominate and implicate the birth

strike debate. Through engaging with this topic, Birth Strike works against its own interests of

68 Sasser, Infertile Ground.

67 Sasser, Jade S. On Infertile Ground: Population Control and Women’s Rights in the Era of Climate
Change. New York: NYU Press, 2018. Accessed February 17, 2021. doi:10.2307/j.ctvwrm4k0.

66 Smith, “Uneven Development.”
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emphasizing reproduction as a universally accessible form of climate action, and muddles the

organization’s ability to achieve their goals. The nature of a political activism-based movement is

that it calls for people to join, and despite the lack of explicit Malthusian messaging or specific

community-targeting, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future need to acknowledge their full stake

in the population control discussion.

As a critic of class-based population control rhetoric, Marx argues against Malthusianism,

finding issues with powerful, wealthy scholars like Malthus spreading dangerous ideas to further

their own systems of oppressive capital accumulation. Marxism addresses key aspects of labor

involvement in Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, and feminist theorists have used Marxist

frameworks to conduct more nuanced analysis of women's and birth's role in society. Marx

criticized Malthusianism for putting the power of deciding whose life is worth saving and who is

worth letting die into the proletariat's hands. Birth Strike aims to claim Marx as an advocate for

their movement to redistribute the power of reproduction into the hands of the people, but their

claim is weakened by their focus on individual action. Retaining a system which places a burden

on an individual is not breaking from capitalist tradition.

A feminist framework rejects individualism as a response to political inequality, instead

calling attention to the ways in which a patriarchal system places undue burdens on women. In

“A Renewed Call for Feminist Resistance to Population Control,” penned primarily by Anne

Hendrixson from the Population and Development Program at Hampshire College in

collaboration with other “feminist advocates for reproductive, environmental and climate justice

who are deeply concerned about rising sea levels and rising inequalities,” the authors list a series

of demands, including that societal institutions “avoid or reject ‘solutions’ to climate change that

are based on individual, consumer decision-making, such as ‘eating green’ (rather than on green
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production and distribution) or not having babies.”69 These feminist scholars write that

individualist solutions “can be superficial, let the biggest polluters off the hook, and further

exacerbate inequalities.”70 By imposing consumer-centric mechanisms for action, individualism

replicates capitalism because the problems it seeks to solve are a product of that capitalism.

Furthermore, Hendrixson finds issue with individualist solutions themselves, writing that “when

population is cast as the problem, restrictions like fertility control, heightened borders,

dispossession, detention and imprisonment are posed as the solutions.”71 When the solutions are

inextricable from the problem, justice can never be achieved.

Feminist scholars also criticize the conflation of population growth and carbon emissions

because of the implications of power dynamics behind the numbers. Diana Ojeda, Jade S. Sasser,

and Elizabeth Lunstrum bring the idea of biopolitics — especially in reference to human lives as

political means to an end —  into the discussion, disparaging how “making projections of

population and greenhouse gas emissions has been linked to a calculus in human lives, in which

some lives are deemed avertable in the service of global scale environmental goals” because

“this kind of calculus reveals the workings of power behind the scenes: ‘The logic of

averted-humans-as-averted-emissions raises significant questions about the power dynamics of

how value in human life is assigned, to/by whom, and at what scale.’”72 In the context of Birth

Strike and Conceivable Future, these scholars are skeptical of the neo-Malthusian tinge of a

reproductive argument against having children because of carbon emissions and climate change.

72 Ojeda, D., Sasser, J. S., & Lunstrum, E. (2019). Malthus’s specter and the anthropocene. Gender, Place
& Culture, 1–17. doi:10.1080/0966369x.2018.1553858.

71 “RENEWED CALL.”
70 “RENEWED CALL.”

69 “A RENEWED CALL FOR FEMINIST RESISTANCE TO POPULATION CONTROL.” Letter from
Anne Hendrixson of PopDev, the Population & Development Program at Hampshire College, in
Collaboration with Ellen E. Foley, Rajani Bhatia, Daniel Bendix, Susanne Schultz, Kalpana Wilson, and
Wangui Kimari. November 7, 2019. In https://sites.hampshire.edu/popdev. November 7, 2019. Accessed
February 16, 2021.
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Instead of combatting the true sources of emissions, these individualist solutions

“problematically misdiagnose the causes of climate change, often placing blame on marginalized

populations who have done little to cause the problem in the first place. In turn, these

neo-Malthusian assumptions open the door for problematic population control measures, both

coercive and militarized.”73 In conceptualizing a ‘populationism’ ideology as attributing

socio-environmental harm to population numbers, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future “increase

divisions between groups of people, often by fomenting various kinds of nativism” and “block

opportunities for solidarity and collective action for social and environmental justice.”74 Feminist

scholars condemn these divisions and Malthusian population rhetoric, and I will further use these

feminist criticisms to argue against reproduction as an activism framework of justice.

Marxian economic theory, another critique of Malthus, laid the groundwork for the

revolutionary and essential understanding of labor relations and capital accumulation as it relates

to class struggle and inequality. Despite the many nuanced ideas that Marx brought into his

writing, feminist Marxist scholars attempt to write in the space he generally overlooked: the

intersection between capitalism and gender. By constructing her argument on the basis of gender

dynamics in capitalism, scholar Silvia Federici is able to pull together class and gender struggles

to highlight the destructive nature of capitalism — not only for economic structures, but for

social structures such as family and gender roles as well. Federici uses Marx as a launchpad for

further radical notions of progress, which she argues can only be accomplished with a feminist

approach to gender and class revolution.

74 Hendrixson, A., Ojeda, D., Sasser, J. S., Nadimpally, S., Foley, E. E., & Bhatia, R. “Confronting
Populationism: Feminist Challenges to Population Control in an Era of Climate Change.” Gender, Place
& Culture, pp. 1–9. doi:10.1080/0966369x.2019.1639634.

73 Ojeda, Malthus’s Specter.
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Federici hones in on his omission of gender relations in order to explore the ways in

which womanhood is negatively impacted by capitalist systems of organization. Federici starts

by contextualizing Marx’s theories in terms of “the viewpoint of the waged industrial

proletariat,” which ignores “the profound transformations that capitalism introduced in the

reproduction of labor-power and the social position of women.”75 Through this contextualization,

she is able to build her own argument, which consists of several tenets of gender-capitalist

dynamics: that worker expropriation and enslavement are only a few of the ways of creating a

global proletariat, that capitalism turns bodies into “work-machines,” and that capitalism

subjugates women to a role of reproducing the workforce.

Federici acknowledges the hardships of male laborers in the transitional period into

colonialist and capitalist expansion but is especially sympathetic to the plights of women, who

were disproportionately harmed by the changes. She argues that “women were those who

suffered most when the land was lost and the village community fell apart” because “it was far

more difficult for them to become vagabonds or migrant workers, for a nomadic life exposed

them to male violence, especially at a time when misogyny was escalating.”76 As opposed to

gendered roles in an egalitarian labor force, which were specific but less oppressive, women

under capitalism were restricted to reproductive labor, which meant that they were responsible

for reproducing — giving birth to — the working class. Federici continues to incorporate Marx’s

exclusions, and she writes that “Marx never acknowledged that procreation could become a

terrain of exploitation and by the same token a terrain of resistance. He never imagined that

women could refuse to reproduce, or that such a refusal could become part of class struggle.”77

77 Federici, Caliban and the Witch.
76 Federici, Caliban and the Witch.

75 Federici, Silvia. Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation. Penguin Books,
2004.
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Especially relevant as Birth Strike and Conceivable Future use reproduction as the crux of their

solution to climate change, this feminist Marxist portrayal of refusing to reproduce as “class

struggle” resonates with Birth Strike and Conceivable Future’s intentions. Still, due to their

reluctance to firmly advocate against population control, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future

situate themselves in a space between Malthusianism and feminist Marxism, drawing from both

traditions but not adhering wholly to either ideology.

As colonialism forcefully spread capitalism as the predominant economic system,

workers were stripped of their access to common land and spaces, which disproportionately

affected women. The commons provided benefits in resources and labor, but possessed a doubly

significant purpose for women. Because women lacked the claim to land ownership or social

status that men possessed, the commons held an integral social function for women’s

self-sufficiency and subsistence.78 Translating this concept to modern society, it is legitimate to

extrapolate that women of color and low-income women, through intersectional oppression, are

and will be disproportionately affected by climate change. One such instance would be that rising

sea levels will lead to mass dislocation and climate refugees; Federici writes that “women were

those who suffered most when the land was lost and the village community fell apart… women

were also less mobile on account of pregnancies and the caring of children.”79 Because of the

extra burden on people raising children, climate change is unduly difficult for them, which led to

the demands articulated by Birth Strike and Conceivable Future.

By framing a “birth strike” as a solution to a problem that specifically affects targeted

populations — namely low-income women of color — the movement’s participants intend to

79 Federici, Caliban and the Witch.
78 Federici, Caliban and the Witch.
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align their movement in solidarity with exploited communities.80 Federici implicates capitalism

as the process through which human bodies (primarily the bodies of those perceived as women)

are transformed into machines, no longer only consuming a product but actually morphing into

the means of production. I argue that by naming this transition — from body to machine —

Federici ties together the transition to capitalism with a loss of the commons, echoed in grieving

climate circles today. Historically, the transition from a community-based society to capitalism

led to a “new social-sexual contract” in which “proletarian women became for male workers the

substitute for the land lost to the enclosures, their most basic means of reproduction, and a

communal good anyone could appropriate and use at will.”81 Federici constructs a feminist

Marxist perspective on population by depicting childbearing bodies as a means of reproduction;

by calling attention to Marx overlooking issues of gender, she claims that population control is

not only anti-poor, but also a sexist mechanism. As capitalism continues to strip common land

from communities, causing a separation between workers and the means of production, women

in turn become the commons. However, Birth Strike aims to reclaim that fact by subverting this

power and choosing to stop reproduction.

Overpopulation and climate change are linked by the legacy of Malthus and

neo-Malthusianism; by treating population growth as responsible for the downfall of society, it

comes as no surprise that susceptible institutions would target population control as a mechanism

for avoiding the aforementioned societal downfall. However, Malthus’ logic is inherently flawed

by the classist, sexist, and racist populationism which ignores that overconsumption and resource

scarcity is a consequence of capitalist exploitation of the land, not public assistance. When

Malthus and others present a causal connection between overpopulation and resultant

81 Federici, Caliban and the Witch.

80 Brownhill, Leigh, and Terisa E. Turner. “Ecofeminism at the Heart of Ecosocialism.” Capitalism Nature
Socialism 30, no. 1 (February 2019): 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1080/10455752.2019.1570650.
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overconsumption, those who are least at fault for overconsumption are most affected by

preventative solutions. Likewise, those who are least to blame for climate change are held

culpable in place of corporations, countries, and institutions with the highest carbon emission

levels.

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future make a valiant attempt to distance their groups and

messages from Malthusian population control rhetoric, but they do not go far enough. In nature,

by focusing a climate activism group on reproduction, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future

engage in the population debate, and because they do not actively use their resources to advocate

against populationism and neo-Malthusianism, the leaders are passively complicit in reflecting

these ideologies onto their membership.

The population debate is hotly contested on several sides: population control advocates

on one end, Marxist and feminist critics on the other, and Birth Strike and Conceivable Future

somewhere in the middle. I argue that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not do enough to

discourage their members from adopting neo-Malthusian ideology. These groups do not

effectively fight against population control, and instead perpetuate population control as a

mechanism with which to combat climate change. Thus, I conclude that they stray from the

justice they seek to achieve. This leads me to question: if Malthusianism is not justice, what

framework could incorporate themes of reproduction and climate change toward justice? In

Chapter 2, I will define justice in the contexts of climate change and reproduction in order to

demonstrate why the reproductive justice framework can better fulfill these criteria in contrast to

the restrictive metrics of Malthusian reproductive and population control. Reproductive justice

adds an essential dimension — acknowledging past injustices and a history of racial reproductive

violence — to social justice activism and sustainability, and in doing so, addresses the gaps left
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by populationism, which only serves to perpetuate the injustices Birth Strike and Conceivable

Future wish to dismantle.
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CHAPTER TWO

REPRODUCTIVE (IN)JUSTICES AND VIOLENT HISTORIES

“If we had a subheading as an organization, a private subheading might be: ‘remedial
reproductive justice for environmental activists.’ We've backed off a little bit from leading
with reproductive justice in our message, not because we don't believe in it or because we
don't feel strongly committed to it, but it's a movement led by Black women and women of
color, and analysis that comes out of a lived experience that we don't share. To fly that as
our flag, inevitably, we would end up getting credit for stuff that is certainly not ours. We
try to point people toward that analysis because it's by far the most useful way to talk and
think about what are some of the costs of the climate crisis.”

- Josephine Ferorelli82

As a climate organizer, Josephine Ferorelli is aware of the intersections of her work. Her

organization, Conceivable Future, may primarily focus on achieving climate justice, but she is

interested in justice as a whole, and the different movements which aim to achieve justice:

climate justice, environmental justice, racial justice, and reproductive justice, to name a few.

Conceivable Future’s motto is “long-term love over short-term profit,” but Josephine Ferorelli

has a different conception of her organization’s “justice” framework.83 “If we had a subheading,”

Ferorelli shared, “a private subheading might be: ‘remedial reproductive justice for

environmental activists.’”84 Indeed, “reproductive justice” is mentioned in their descriptive

language — “Conceivable Future is a women-led network of Americans bringing awareness to

the threat climate change poses to reproductive justice…” — so what causes Ferorelli to call her

movement “remedial”?85 Her answer comes from a desire to respect the original intentions and

creators of the reproductive justice movement.

85 “About Conceivable Future." Accessed February 15, 2021. https://conceivablefuture.org/
84 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
83 “About Conceivable Future." Accessed February 15, 2021. https://conceivablefuture.org/
82 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.

https://conceivablefuture.org/
https://conceivablefuture.org/
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“We’ve backed off a little bit from leading with reproductive justice in our message,”

Ferorelli continued, “not because we don’t believe in it or because we don’t feel strongly

committed to it, but it’s a movement, led by Black women and women of color, and analysis that

comes out of a lived experience that we [Ferorelli and Kallman, co-founders of Conceivable

Future] don’t share.”86 Ferorelli refers to the reproductive justice movement and the lived

experiences of its key figures: Black feminists. Still, why does Ferorelli call this a “private

subheading,” and why is there a gap between the public and private justice fronts of Conceivable

Future? On the public side, Conceivable Future does bring in reproductive justice; despite not

having the “lived experience” that generated the lens of reproductive justice, Ferorelli does see

merit in drawing from reproductive justice frameworks, saying that she tries “to point people

toward that analysis because it’s by far the most useful way to talk and think about what are

some of the costs of the climate crisis.”87 In fact, Conceivable Future goes beyond just

addressing the “costs of the climate crisis” from a reproductive justice lens. The very first

sentence of their mission statement actually equates these two concepts, stating that “the climate

crisis is a reproductive justice crisis.”88 She recognizes that there is a significant parallel between

reproductive justice and climate justice — Ferorelli pits climate justice and reproductive justice

not against each other, but in conjunction with each other — but she also believes that the white

leadership of Conceivable Future cannot fully claim the framework of reproductive justice in

their public dimensions. I will unpuzzle this balance between context and claim in order to

investigate the level of justice, if any, achieved in these movements.

88 “Conceivable Future Mission Statement.” Accessed February 15, 2021.
https://conceivablefuture.org/mission.

87 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
86 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.

https://conceivablefuture.org/mission
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What is Justice?

Justice has, in a sense, become a buzzword in activist circles; by using “justice” in their

messaging, organizers seize the connotations of the term for their side. After all, how could

anyone justify outwardly or explicitly advocating for “injustice?” But, with all of this discussion

of justice, what exactly do these activists and scholars mean when they speak of justice? What is

justice, and how does one achieve it? Like any other concept, “justice” is given different

definitions based on the relevant individuals, groups, and contexts. I visualize the contending

ideas of justice as a dynamic between conventional activism — i.e., raising awareness, making

demands, organizing around a topic — and an activism which is conscious of the contexts in

which the central topic resides through systemic analysis. There is disparate space between these

two types of activism, and I intend to examine the climate organizations in order to determine the

extent to which each group engages with or achieves justice. In this chapter, I pit justice

frameworks against the activism performed by Birth Strike and Conceivable Future in order to

recognize the limits of their organizations and how they fall short of achieving justice.

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future both aim for an intersectional space between climate

justice and reproductive justice, so I will examine the definition of justice in these two

frameworks and conceptual lineages. Beginning with an interpretation of justice from

reproductive scholars, I will trace the history of reproductive injustices and show how race and

gender intersect within the violent legacy of racism. After a close examination of the specific

forms of reproductive harm — namely forced sterilization and eugenics — I will reconvene with

the notion of Malthusian population rhetoric and reproduction as a misguided focus from climate

groups like Birth Strike and Conceivable Future. I will ask: what does justice mean in the context

of climate change, and how is it attained under the different circumstances of reproduction and a
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legacy of racial violence? I will argue that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not achieve

true justice because of their inability to overcome the history of racial violence from the nature of

reproductive debates, which in turn attenuates the efficacy of any attempts toward justice.

Conceivable Future’s two public demands, located on the mission statement page of their

website, address both climate change and reproductive rights in equal proportions: “We demand

the right to make reproductive decisions free from massive, avoidable, government-supported

harm. We demand that the US end fossil fuel subsidies as an act of commitment toward our

generation and those that follow.”89 These demands are rooted in what Conceivable Future sees

as a two-pronged and intersectional response to climate change — reproductive and climate

justice. At this intersection, Conceivable Future’s mission statement endeavors to bring

childbearing and reproduction into the center of an environmental disaster through emotional

appeal and rhetorical pathos:

Some of us look to the future and can’t imagine bringing children into such a hot,
troubled world. For some of us, exposure to the fossil fuel industry has already
jeopardized our health, or the health of our children. Parenthood has galvanized many of
us toward greater action. For most of us, the threats to our reproductive freedom have
been radicalizing. The climate impacts we see are unfolding during a time of increasing
restrictions on reproductive self-determination and access to healthcare.90

Conceivable Future highlights a few different reasons for focusing on childbearing during

climate change, and these reasons are largely centered around external conditions — namely, the

impacts of climate change — which make raising children more difficult physically and

emotionally. However, marginalized communities, especially low-income communities of color,

have long been raising children under unjust economic and social conditions, so I take issue with

this frame. By focusing on the decision to have children in an unequal world instead of

90 “Mission Statement.”
89 “Mission Statement.”
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attempting to fix the root causes of inequality, I argue that Conceivable Future’s mission is

somewhat misguided. Furthermore, let us return to a sentence from this mission statement: “For

most of us, the threats to our reproductive freedom have been radicalizing.” As an organization

founded by white women, with a widely white membership, I am not convinced that they have

faced the extent of reproductive threats in the same way as communities of color.

While Conceivable Future has framed “the baby question” as a personal decision, they

also express resistance to the reproductive choice lens, writing that “even with access to fertility

regulation, no one makes reproductive ‘choices’ freely in the face of so many economic and

environmental pressures.”91 Framing reproduction as shaped by economic and environmental

circumstances is a strong position for an organization aiming for justice, but, as I have begun to

argue, the invocation of reproductive justice within the Conceivable Future movements seems

blind to or unaware of its specifically racialized history. Birth Strike also makes an attempt at

incorporating justice rhetoric into its message:

The Birth Strike message, calling for collective action and a just, systemic-level
response to the climate crisis change, for example, is being white washed by incorrect
and divisive reporting that associates our movement with ‘over-population’ and its
historical connection to ideas like eugenics and genocide. This irresponsible and
dangerous reporting encourages judgemental 'footprint’ comparisons, and shrouds the
real issues such as: consumption, inequality and social justice.92

Birth Strike places the blame onto media coverage of the movement without acknowledging their

own complicity in themes of overpopulation rhetoric, and in doing so, emphasizes the

importance of reckoning with past injustices to achieve new justice. In this first section, I am

going to examine that history through the experiences of Black feminists and reproductive rights

specialists, like Loretta Ross, in order to characterize justice in a reproductive and racial context.

92 “BIRTHSTRIKE.” BIRTHSTRIKE. https://www.birthstrikeforfuture.com/. Archived at Wayback
Machine, citing a capture dated 26 August 2020.

91 “Mission Statement.”
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Loretta Ross, a reproductive justice scholar and activist, and Rickie Solinger, a historian

of reproductive politics, teamed up to write Reproductive Justice: An Introduction as a primer on

justice in the context of reproductive freedoms. They begin by situating the reader in a historical

context, writing: “We begin this book with a history of reproductive politics in the United States

because as reproductive justice activists and scholars, we understand that the past explains a

great deal about the present and also shapes the future.”93 From the very beginning, Ross and

Solinger establish that justice must be firmly and intentionally grounded in history because of the

past’s impact on present and future justices. Immediately, I see this quality as a contrast to the

way in which justice is defined in climate terms; while Ross and Solinger articulate the need for

historical context in achieving justice, climate justice is often framed in terms of the future

impacts and ramifications of catastrophic climate change. While it is important to conceptualize

climate change’s future effects in order to galvanize present action, a framework of reproductive

justice necessitates a deep examination of and reckoning with the tendrils of historical power

dynamics, which continue to shape our modern understandings of reproduction and of climate

change.

Ross and Solinger define reproductive justice as a “contemporary framework for activism

and for thinking about the experience of reproduction” and as a “political movement that splices

reproductive rights with social justice to achieve reproductive justice.”94 An aggregation of

conceptual frameworks and political activism, reproductive justice bridges the gap between

theory and tangible action organized around a central movement. In joining social justice with

reproductive scholarship, a reproductive justice frame also adds nuance beyond a choice rhetoric

(a reference to the pro-choice versus anti-choice dynamic and reproductive policy debate) and

94 Ross, “Reproductive Justice,” 9.

93 Ross, Loretta, and Rickie Solinger. “Reproductive Justice: An Introduction.” JSTOR, 2017, p. 5.
doi:10.1525/9780520963207.
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emphasizes three essential freedoms: “the right not to have a child,” “the right to have a child,”

and “the right to parent children in safe and healthy environments.”95 While Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future certainly promote the first principle of reproductive justice, “the right not to

have a child,” and Conceivable Future mentions the third principle, “the right to parent children

in safe and healthy environments,” I argue that these two climate movements overlook the

second principle, “the right to have a child,” as a consequence of an inadequate examination of

the history of reproductive injustices. Despite genuine effort and attempts at achieving justice,

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future fall short of their goals and involuntarily perpetuate the

same ideas they sought to dismantle.

As Ross and Solinger trace the history of reproduction in the United States, they outline

an essential truth: that whether legal or not, individuals have always taken reproductive decisions

into their own hands.96 While the United States government has bounced back and forth on

abortion legality and reproductive restrictions, “no matter what kinds of regulations the

government, the church, the family, or other authorities created, girls and women have always

done what they could to shape their own reproductive lives.”97 Ross and Solinger further

acknowledged the specific significance of lived experiences for women of color, who have faced

historical reproductive violence and marginalization and “whose reproductive capacity has

constituted both a key engine for white power and wealth historically and a touchstone for those

who want to distinguish the ‘value’ of women’s reproductive bodies by race.”98 Racial justice,

then, is another essential tenet of reproductive justice. This follows the framework of

intersectionality, originally presented by Kimberlé Crenshaw. Crenshaw depicts the lived

98 Ross, “Reproductive Justice,” 9.
97 Ross, “Reproductive Justice,” 9.
96 Ross, “Reproductive Justice,” 9.
95 Ross, “Reproductive Justice,” 9.
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experiences of women of color as the “product of intersecting patterns of racism and sexism,”

and observes “how these experiences tend not to be represented within the discourse of either

feminism or antiracism.”99 By explicating the intersection between gender and race, Crenshaw

establishes a need for activism to intentionally exist at this intersection.100 Other scholars expand

on this concept, outlining core ideas of intersectionality: inequality, power dynamics,

relationality, social hierarchies, analysis, and the knowledge that social justice solutions must

incorporate all the nuances of society.101 An intersectional approach to action is paramount to

achieve justice because of the ways that intersectional identities continue to shape the lived

experiences of marginalized communities. I invite intersectionality into this project intentionally,

acknowledging how race, gender, and class intersect to construct and deconstruct access to

reproductive freedoms (healthcare, safe environments in which to raise children, the right to not

have children), directly relevant in the articulation of climate change and reproductive

conversations.

How does a reproductive justice framework fit within environmental movements and

climate change? Indigenous communities are the original stewards of the environments which

modern movements aim to protect, and thus I wish to begin by elevating the work of Indigenous

activists. Rachael Lorenzo, the founder of Indigenous Women Rising (IWR), is quick to point out

the intersections between indigenous organizing and reproductive justice. In 2016, she penned an

opinion article with a headline that read: “At Standing Rock, Environmental Justice is

Reproductive Justice.”102 The crux of her central argument — that Indigenous women “deserve a

102 “At Standing Rock, Environmental Justice Is Reproductive Justice.” Rewire News Group. October 28,
2016. Accessed February 17, 2021.

101 Hill Collins, P., and S. Bilge. 2016. Intersectionality. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.
100 Crenshaw, “Intersectionality.”

99 Crenshaw, Kimberlé. "Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity Politics, and Violence against
Women of Color." Stanford Law Review 43, no. 6 (1991): 1241-299. Accessed November 14, 2020.
doi:10.2307/1229039.
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future free from fears of our tap water and free to raise our families the best way we know how

on our ancestral land” — can be directly connected to the second and third principles of Ross’

reproductive justice: the right to have and raise children in environments safe from harm and

injustices. In support of this claim, Lorenzo acknowledges past violence against Indigneous

people and highlights the legacy of reproductive restrictions, including forced sterilization,

off-reservation boarding schools, and dangerous environmental conditions (the result of water

contamination and oil pipelines).103 Through tying past injustices with current inequality,

Lorenzo reconstructs an argument that echoes other reproductive justice scholars and

environmental activists: in order to achieve justice, one must fully reckon with the past and build

toward a better future through collective action, not individual choices.

The rhetoric of “choice” is one that is criticized by reproductive justice scholars and

climate organizers, who emphasize the very important reality that, for many, this reproductive

“choice” does not exist — and furthermore, for certain marginalized groups (especially Black

and Indigeneous people), history showcases the explicit denial of this choice. Solinger examines

this history within the context of social policy in her piece, The Incompatibility of Neo-Liberal

“Choice” and Reproductive Justice. She points out an obvious comparison between reproductive

choice rhetoric and consumerism, writing, “the term ‘reproductive choice’ invites many people

to distinguish, in consumer-culture fashion, between a woman who can — and a woman who

103 “At Standing Rock, Environmental Justice Is Reproductive Justice.” Rewire News Group. October 28,
2016. Accessed February 17, 2021.

Reproductive justice activists argue for safe, healthy, and stable environments for raising children, and oil
pipelines threaten both the health of a community and threaten Indigenous cultures and communities. For
more information on these topics, I recommend an interview with three Indigenous activists and
midwives: "Midwives at Dakota Access Resistance Camps: We Can Decolonize, Respect Women &
Mother Earth." Democracy Now! Accessed April 12, 2021.
https://www.democracynow.org/2016/10/18/midwives_at_dakota_access_resistance_camps.

https://rewirenewsgroup.com/article/2016/09/20/standing-rock-environmental-justice-reproductive-justice
/.
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can’t — afford to make a choice — even when we’re talking about issues that seem to refer to

fundamental human dignity and human rights.”104 Solinger outlines the ways in which choice

rhetoric perpetuates a cycle of inequality; low income communities of color are routinely

penalized for reproducing through welfare cuts and policy restrictions.105 Further, these ‘choices’

do not only rely on individual decisions, but also share connotations of “the individual woman’s

economic suitability and even to her eugenic suitability as a mother of future citizens.”106

Because factors like economics and eugenics are shaped by the power dynamics of society,

power hierarchies such as race, class, and disability also whittle down the access to choice for

each individual person. Unequal access to reproductive choice is an example of injustice, and

those relying solely on individual choices without acknowledging that certain communities have

lowered access to these decisions cannot achieve justice.

History of Reproductive Movements

The fraught history of historical movements which led to current reproductive control

debates can offer an explanation for a transformation from women’s rights advocacy to eugenics

and population control. The early 1910-1920 birth control movement began as a movement for

social justice and women’s empowerment, but quickly transformed its values to align with the

growing eugenics movement.107 The 1940s family planning movement continued this trend by

fully converting to population control advocacy, and the 1970s feminist movement focused on

promoting reproductive rights for individuals to possess freedom over their own bodies.108 The

108 Gaard, “Reproductive Technology.”

107 Gaard, Greta. “Reproductive Technology, or Reproductive Justice?: An Ecofeminist, Environmental
Justice Perspective on the Rhetoric of Choice.” Ethics and the Environment. Accessed April 11, 2021.

106 Solinger, “Incompatibility.”
105 Solinger, “Incompatibility.”

104 Solinger, Rickie. “The Incompatibility of Neo-liberal ‘Choice’ and Reproductive Justice.”
Reproductive Justice Briefing Book: A Primer on Reproductive Justice and Social Change. 2007.
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feminist movement came closest to what the reproductive justice movement today aims to

accomplish, although it too suffered from racism and exclusionary organizing. The earlier

movements were swayed by the despicable eugenics and population control movements which

harmed communities of color in the interest of preserving white family dominance in U.S.

society.

While the 1980s may have been a turning point in the reproductive rights movement,

controversies and increased opposition shifted the reproductive control conversation from

prevention to promotion of reproduction.109 As a consequence of this shift, the newly-coined

“pro-choice” moniker marked a movement which focused on individuals’ choices given the

nuances of their social situations. Instead of focusing on the potential actions a pregnant person

could take, the movement elevated “reproductive choice” as a wider scope of fighting for human

rights. But the reproductive justice framework finds issues with this analysis. If individual

“choice” is emphasized, what does this mean for those who do not have those options? Choices

are determined by a number of influencing factors, such as race and class, and while

middle-class white individuals may have greater access to abortion or pregnancy termination,

low income communities of color are given entirely different options.110 As I have established,

population control plays a major role in determining these options for people of color; thus,

framing reproduction as a “choice” is ignorant of the true complexities of choice rhetoric.

Consolidating this perspective with the logics of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, this

viewpoint seems incompatible with that of these climate groups; making the decision to not have

a child because of climate change is, after all, a choice, and therefore fits into a space of privilege

within this analysis. While Birth Strike might present their position as a claim that their members

110 Gaard, “Reproductive Technology.”
109 Gaard, “Reproductive Technology.”
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do not have choice over their reproduction because of the current state of the climate crisis, this

claim is watered down by their emphasis that the organization is not demanding that other people

also relinquish reproduction. Across reproductive justice literature and scholarship, the “choice”

rhetoric is largely criticized as inadequate.

Framing reproductive access as a choice rather than an issue of political inequality is not

only inaccurate, but is also an erasure of the racial violence of reproductive restrictions. In a

return to discussions of Malthusian population control rhetoric, I want to recognize the role

played by population control policies, forced sterilization, and reproductive technologies play in

suppressing fertility of communities of color through intentional targeting. Gaard engages in a

deeper dive into the contraceptive technologies:

Feminists have long noted the ways these contraceptive technologies echo the eugenics
movement from the 1920s and play out along lines of race and class, providing
technologies with least harm and most freedom of control (i.e., condoms, the diaphragm,
the sponge, the cervical cap, the pill) to first-world, economically-privileged white
women, while the technologies for reproductive control with the least safety and
freedoms (i.e., sterilization, hysterectomy, Depo-Provera, Norplant) are offered to or
enforced upon third-world, economically disadvantaged women of color.111

Birth control marks an interesting landscape within the reproductive justice movement; while

access to abortion care or preventative contraception is important, it is also seen as the headline

of the mainstream movement for reproductive rights, and therefore shifts emphasis away from

other issues of reproductive freedom. Adding to the criticism of Birth Strike and Conceivable

Future’s limited viewpoint of reproductive justice — which they seem to understand as delegated

to “choice” — Giovanna Di Chiro, an environmental studies scholar, engages with the violent

history of reproductive restrictions and further emphasizes that justice necessitates an ability to

have a child, arguing:

111 Gaard, “Reproductive Technology.”
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In light of the history of US eugenics laws, coercive pro-natalist and antinatalist
population control policies, immigration restrictions, sterilisation abuses, and
state-mandated fertility regulation efforts (a feature of the US’s current welfare reform
policy), the question of under what conditions one can exercise the right to not have
children or the right to have children becomes central.112

Di Chiro echoes Ross in her articulation of justice: in order to achieve reproductive justice, “the

right to not have children” must be held equally as central as “the right to have children,”

because history has paved a path of reproductive denial for many marginalized communities.

Historical Case Studies of Reproductive Injustice

The experience of being denied reproductive rights is not imagined; for people of color,

specifically Black and Indigenous communities, reproductive injustice has been tangible and

repeated. For this reason, I argue that justice can only be achieved through the systematic

acknowledgment of past injustices. I will examine the racially-fraught history of reproductive

restriction and violence against women of color in the U.S. through two parallel case studies: the

nascent eugenics movement of early 1900s California, and the illegal and coercive sterilization

practices in the California women’s prison system through the 2010s.

Eugenics

Eugenics, a branch of pseudoscience, was defined by biologist Charles Davenport in

1911 as a “science of the improvement of the human race by better breeding.”113 In her book,

Fixing the Poor: Eugenic Sterilization and Child Welfare in the Twentieth Century, historian

Molly Ladd-Taylor writes that eugenics “was animated by race, class, and sexual anxieties about

113 Ladd-Taylor, Molly. Fixing the Poor: Eugenic Sterilization and Child Welfare in the Twentieth
Century. p. 4. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2020.

112 Di Chiro, Giovanna. “Living environmentalisms: coalition politics, social reproduction, and
environmental justice,” Environmental Politics, 276-298.
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social and economic change, while also reflecting an optimistic faith in science, rational

planning, and state action.”114 Common perception tends to inextricably relate sterilization with

eugenics, but Ladd-Taylor disagrees, writing, “the linkage between eugenics and sexual surgery

was never fixed.”115 Ladd-Taylor explains that sterilizations were often authorized on other

grounds beyond eugenics, and highlights two other channels of sterilization authorization:

therapeutic and penal grounds. Therapeutic sterilizations were performed when deemed

medically necessary, although the medical conditions were determined by the profession within

the context of the time period; so while doctors carried out sterilizations “to remove cancerous

tumors or uterine fibroids or when pregnancy would endanger the mother’s life,” others

performed “castrations, hysterctomies, vasectomies, and tubal ligations as treatment for what

they considered serious medical conditions, such as dementia praecox (schizophrenia), manic

depression, homosexuality, and excessive masturbation.”116 Sterilization, specifically castration,

was also often used as a punitive measure, propagandistically promoted as “a way to punish sex

criminals and protect innocent women and children from the imagined black rapist.”117

Mid-century, sterilization emerged as a contraceptive measure, and by the 1970s, one-third of

couples in the U.S. self-reported using sterilization as a method of birth control.118 Ladd-Taylor’s

analysis draws on the broad scholarship on the history of eugenics to present it as “a cluster of

social and scientific ideas about human improvement which traveled the globe, took a different

form in different regional and national contexts, and constituted a vital component of

118 Ladd-Taylor, Fixing the Poor, 5.

117 Ladd-Taylor, Fixing the Poor, 5.

For more information on the “imagined black rapist,” I recommend: Sommerville, Diane Miller. 2004.
Rape & Race in the Nineteenth-Century South. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

116 Ladd-Taylor, Fixing the Poor, 5.
115 Ladd-Taylor, Fixing the Poor, 5.
114 Ladd-Taylor, Fixing the Poor, 4.
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modernization and nation building.”119 As such, it is critical to examine the legacy of eugenics

which has led to current dynamics and reproductive injustices.

Within the field of eugenics itself, there is a divide between the approach: positive

eugenics and negative eugenics. Positive eugenics was used to foster population growth among

communities deemed ‘fit’ — viewed through racial, physical, financial, and psychological lenses

— via counseling and messaging. In contrast, negative eugenics targeted poorer communities of

color with strategies and methods of population reduction.120 For California in the early 1900s,

sterilization policy took the form of negative eugenics. California’s law — which “granted

superintendents the authority to ‘asexualize’ a patient or inmate if such action would improve his

or her ‘physical, mental, or moral condition’” — passed the State Senate with only one

oppositional vote and passed the House unanimously.121 The sterilization law underwent slight

modifications in the first few years, broadened in 1913 to include inmates of insane hospitals or

prisons, and again in 1917 to add “more overt eugenic language… now the act pertained to those

‘afflicted with mental disease which may have been inherited and is likely to be transmitted to

descendents, the various degrees of feeblemindedness, those suffering from perversion of marked

departures from normal mentalist or from disease of a syphilitic nature.’”122 Because the law was

written specifically to give the power of deeming who would be sterilized to the medical experts,

racism was perpetuated through a cycle: people of color were often disproportionately targeted

by eugenic language, and were therefore also disproportionately sterilized. According to

historians, “despite its resemblance to comparable laws around the country, California’s

sterilization act stands out for its omissions. For over four decades, it provided no legal

122 Lombardo, Century of Eugenics.

121 Lombardo, Paul A.. Century of Eugenics in America: From the Indiana Experiment to the Human
Genome Era. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. Accessed April 22, 2021.

120 Ladd-Taylor, Fixing the Poor, 4.
119 Ladd-Taylor, Fixing the Poor, 4.



72

mechanism for an inmate or patient to challenge a sterilization order, required no written

notification to the patient and to the parent or guardian except in the case of minor ‘idiots,’ and

offered no opportunity for a hearing at the institutional level.”123 Through a combination of

targeting marginalized communities for sterilizations — especially Latinx individuals, which

made up between 18.5 and 26 percent of patients sterilized between 1936 and 1949 —and

denying those individuals the right to consent or dissent to the procedure, I argue California’s

sterilization law is a clear act of racialized reproductive violence and injustice.124

The following section of my examination into California’s history of eugenics and forced

sterilizations will draw upon a piece of legislation proposed in 2018 to initiate a compensation

program for individuals who had been sterilized by the state, encompassing victims from 1909 to

1979, the years in which state-sponsored forced sterilization were legal. The Eugenics

Sterilization Compensation Program (SB-1190), authored by State Assemblymember Nancy

Skinner, begins with a thorough declaration of past injustices within California’s legislative

governance. In 1909, California was the third state to pass a sterilization law, and 1979 marked

the repeal of legal state-sponsored sterilization. In the intervening seventy years, more than

20,000 people were sterilized, and many of those procedures were done without consent or in

coercive or otherwise involuntary manners.125 Skinner writes:

There was little to no oversight of California’s sterilization program, which was
implemented during a time in United States history when many reformers believed that
sterilization was an important instrument of public health protection that would reduce
the number of ‘defectives’ in society, result in cost savings for welfare programs, and
only allow ‘fit’ people to become parents. The authority granted both to state agencies

125 “SB-1190 Eugenics Sterilization Compensation Program.” California Legislative Information.
Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billCompareClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB1190&showamend
s=false.

124 Lombardo, Century of Eugenics.
123 Lombardo, Century of Eugenics.
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and medical experts during this era meant that sterilization proceeded with little
contestation or pushback from the health establishment or legal system.126

Though complicit in the continued maintenance of social hierarchies, the legislature

acknowledges in this bill that California’s sterilization program was absolutely a movement for

eugenics, where “state agencies and medical experts” were empowered to deem which members

of society were “fit” or “unfit.” Drawing from data collected between 1919 and 1952, indicating

that sterilization was 14% more likely for women than men and 59% more likely for Latinx

women than non-Latinx women, Skinner wrote that while the legislation “did not target specific

racial or ethnic groups, in practice, labels of ‘mental deficiency’ and ‘feeblemindedness’ were

applied disproportionately to racial and ethnic minorities, people with actual or perceived

disabilities, poor people, and women.”127 California’s legal coercive sterilization practices

directly contributed to the enforcement of eugenics throughout the twentieth century, but the

effects are even more long lasting.

Forced Sterilization

The California eugenics law (1909) was not repealed until 1979, and even after the repeal

went into effect, forced sterilizations in the state continued. But for low income women of color,

sterilization was rarely, if ever, a choice; instead, many “poor women of color were threatened

with the loss of welfare benefits or medical care if they did not ‘consent’ to be sterilized.”128 The

question of ‘consent’ has also been raised in prison systems, where incarcerated individuals may

be asked for their consent but — because of power imbalance and their state of incarceration —

do not possess the free will to decline. The 2020 documentary film “Belly of the Beast,” directed

128 Ladd-Taylor, Molly. Fixing the Poor: Eugenic Sterilization and Child Welfare in the Twentieth
Century. p. 5. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2020.

127 “Sterilization Compensation.”
126 “Sterilization Compensation.”



74

by Erika Cohn, follows Kelli Dillon, a Black woman who was sterilized without her consent

while incarcerated at the Central California Women’s Facility, the largest women’s correctional

facility in the United States. Dillon’s story exposed a systemic practice of forced sterilizations

conducted on incarcerated women, primarily Black and Latinx women, throughout facilities

operated by the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR).

According to an article published by The Center for Investigative Reporting, 150 female

inmates were sterilized without the required state approval between 2006 and 2010.129 Nearly all

of these women received illegal tubal ligations, which violated California prison rules.130 The

doctors performing these sterilizations were contracted by the CDCR, and between 1997 and

2010, nearly $150,000 of costs were covered by the state — again, both the lack of consent and

the use of state funds were in violation of California code.131 Sterilizations are banned if federal

funds are used to cover the cost of the operations, and while California used state funds, these

sterilizations still required state approval and the consent of the individual.132 Corey Johnson, the

investigative reporter who wrote the article, stated that “former inmates and prisoner advocates

maintain that prison medical staff coerced the women, targeting those deemed likely to return to

prison in the future.”133 Johnson describes the doctors and medical teams making a judgement

which targeted “those deemed likely to return to prison in the future.” These medical judgments

are already contingent upon racist bias in policing and incarceration demographics in the U.S.,

which leads to a disproportionate number of women of color who were forcibly sterilized while

incarcerated.

133 Johnson, “Inmates Sterilized.”
132 Johnson, “Inmates Sterilized.”
131 Johnson, “Inmates Sterilized.”
130 Johnson, “Inmates Sterilized.”

129 Johnson, Corey G. “Female Inmates Sterilized in California Prisons without Approval.” Reveal. July
07, 2013. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.revealnews.org/article/female-inmates-sterilized-in-california-prisons-without-approval/.
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Kelli Dillon’s sterilization was not just done without her consent — it was done without

her knowledge. As documented by the film, Dillon wrote a letter to Justice Now, a social justice

organization working toward ending gender-based violence and working against the prison

industrial complex.134 In this letter, she said that she had not menstruated in nine months

following a medical procedure, and after Justice Now attorney Cynthia Chandler obtained

Dillon’s medical records, they discovered that Dillon had undergone a hysterectomy. Inmates are

numbers, Chandler explained to the filmmaker: “That’s what makes it easy to abuse them.”135

Reducing humanity to statistics in the case of inmate numbers or in population rates is a method

of systematically marginalizing people of color and stripping them of their human rights and

access to justice. A whistleblower from the CDCR sent documented minutes from committee

meetings — labeled “Birth Control and Sterilization” — to Justice Now, revealing that the

California Federal Receiver had personally signed off on using state funds on sterilization

operations for the purpose of birth control. In response, Justice Now launched an advocacy

campaign to bring these allegations to light and achieve justice through passing a bill that would

ban coerced sterilizations for incarcerated individuals on the grounds that prison does not

provide an environment where consent can be reasonably attained.

Johnson interviewed Dr. James Heinrich, the OB-GYN at Valley State Prison, for his

story. Heinrich minimized the $147,460 that California spent funding these sterilizations as not

“a huge amount of money compared to what you save in welfare paying for these unwanted

children — as they procreated more.”136 I argue that sterilizations were never about reproductive

autonomy or health; instead, they are a reflection of eugenics, power imbalance, and a prejudiced

136 Johnson, Corey G. “Female Inmates Sterilized in California Prisons without Approval.” Reveal. July
07, 2013. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://www.revealnews.org/article/female-inmates-sterilized-in-california-prisons-without-approval/.

135 Belly of the Beast. Directed by Erika Cohn (2020, U.S.A., Idle Wild Films).
134 “Justice Now.” Justice Now. Accessed February 28, 2021. https://www.justicenow.org/.
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viewpoint in which this white, male doctor believes he is capable of making a judgment that

would disallow a woman to have children because he is trying to stop certain populations from

procreating. These power imbalances and prejudices are directly tied to the intersectionality of

reproduction, in which marginalized groups across multiple intersecting identities — gender,

race, class, perceived mental health — are disproportionately targeted for violence and injustice.

Reproduction in the U.S. has a violent history of eugenics and forced sterilization, and when

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future present reproduction as a site of equally accessible action,

their oversight is not just misguided — it is egregious and harmful.

The Intersection of Environmental and Reproductive Justice

The intersecting frameworks of justice surrounding reproductive rights and

environmentalism can also be approached from a social science perspective. Sociologists

Martine Lappé, Robbin Jeffries Hein, and Hannah Landecker aim to uncover the overlap

between environmental justice and reproductive justice in their article, Environmental Politics of

Reproduction. They define environmental justice as a structure to evaluate “how social

inequalities and power differentials shape human environments and health outcomes.”137 Like

reproductive justice, environmental justice movements utilize intersectionality toward their

ultimate goal of achieving justice among communities of color, which are often most affected by

environmental disasters. Yet this intersection is intimately tied with the concept of procreation.

As Giovanna di Chiro writes, “all environmental issues are reproductive issues… [because]

environmental struggles are about fighting for and ensuring social reproduction.”138 Here, climate

change is brought into the conversation: as the environment is threatened by the effects of

138 Lappé, “Environmental Politics.”

137 Lappé, Martine, Robbin Jeffries Hein, Hannah Landecker. “Environmental Politics of Reproduction.”
Annual Review of Anthropology. 2019.
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climate change, reproduction also becomes less safe. Di Chiro sees a shift in emphasis from

within the environmental justice movement toward the disproportionate effect of climate change

on certain populations: “In the wake of a revival of public interest in global warming,

environmental justice leaders have refocused the debate on this planetary-scale environmental

issue: global climate change produces devastating localised effects, which are borne most

severely by poor and marginalised communities both here and abroad.”139 Because of how

environmental and reproductive injustices often fall to marginalized communities, it is

imperative to use an intersectional frame for achieving justice. Katsi Cook, who first originated

the term “environmental reproductive justice,” wrote from her personal experiences to illustrate

the intersection between these justices:

In my experience as a Mohawk midwife, women’s health advocate and activist for
environmental restoration in my Tribal community, the Mohawk Nation at Akwesasne, I
see that reproductive justice and environmental justice intersect at the nexus of woman’s
blood and voice. Environmental justice and reproductive justice intersect at the very
center of woman’s role in the processes and patterns of continuous creation. Of the sacred
things that there are to be said about this, woman is the first environment is an original
instruction.140

Cook’s discussion of reproductive justice and environmental justice as inherently intersecting is a

useful framework with which to evaluate, then, claims of “climate” justice, which argues for

justice within the impacts of climate change. This justice is achieved not through individual

action, but collective:

An environmental reproductive justice perspective involves more than the right to not
have children and the right to parent children with dignity… [it] moves the debate from
individual bodies to cultural collectives, as it pushes [environmental justice] to more

140 Cook, Katsi. “Environmental Justice: Woman is the First Environment.” Reproductive Justice Briefing
Book: A Primer on Reproductive Justice and Social Change (2007).

139 Di Chiro, Giovanna. “Living Environmentalisms: Coalition Politics, Social Reproduction, and
Environmental Justice,” Environmental Politics, pp. 276-298.
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closely consider the impacts of pollutants on both physical and cultural reproduction and
pushes [reproductive justice] to consider the environment more deeply.141

If environmental reproductive justice is “a key site of environmental politics of reproduction, as

previously separate concerns about individual rights and environmental purty change and

connect via concepts of justice,” in the words of Lappé, Hein, and Landecker, then climate

justice must thus concatenate concerns about individual reproductive rights with those about

climate change and its effects “via concepts of justice.”142 In the intersection of climate justice

and reproductive justice aims, called on by groups like Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, a

path toward achieving justice must include both acknowledgment of past injustices in

reproductive and climate change spheres.

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, as organizations focusing on personal decisions and

individual action, fall short of collective justice. Yet, in their very structures, they seem to hint at

coalition-building as a method of achieving justice. Justice in its reproductive and environmental

contexts — as well as racial justice — is meant to be a collective effort, as Giovanna Di Chiro

explores in Living Environmentalisms: Coalition Politics, Social Reproduction, and

Environmental Justice.” Di Chiro defines coalition politics as “more about life than death…

Coalition politics is also about articulation – the power-laden, non-innocent practices of

interconnection, alliance-building, and ‘joined-up thinking.’”143 Di Chiro constructs an ideal

social justice movement as one which finds intersections and common ground within its

membership, joining coalition politics “that reframes or rearticulates environmental and

reproductive rights issues in terms of the necessities for sustaining everyday life, what Marxists

143 Di Chiro, Giovanna. “Living Environmentalisms: Coalition Politics, Social Reproduction, and
Environmental Justice,” Environmental Politics, pp. 276-298.

142 Lappé, Martine, Robbin Jeffries Hein, Hannah Landecker. “Environmental Politics of Reproduction.”
Annual Review of Anthropology. 2019.

141 Lappé, Martine, Robbin Jeffries Hein, Hannah Landecker. “Environmental Politics of Reproduction.”
Annual Review of Anthropology. 2019.
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and feminists have termed social reproduction.”144 In doing so, she also recognizes the many

injustices perpetrated by movements which are not intersectional in their approach:

For many Third world women and feminists of colour, the environmentalist’s population
control agenda, and the US women’s movement’s narrow-focused abortion rights agenda
appear to be about limiting their rights to have children, to reproduce, or to sustain their
communities. These agendas can resonate too closely with the histories of colonialism,
anti-immigration policies and genocide. In light of these problematic roadblocks to
coalition, can we identify existing alliances or political articulations that represent more
proactive and productive intersections between reproductive rights and environmental
politics?145

Given Di Chiro’s definitions of intersectional coalition politics and environmental reproductive

justice, I argue that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not adequately address or counter

these “histories of colonialism,” “the environmentalist’s population control agenda,” and other

“problematic roadblocks to coalition” to actually achieve the justice they seek out.

Testimonies

In conversation with members of the aforementioned climate organizations, I determined

that there is a general sense of understanding past legacies of racial violence within reproductive

and environmental contexts. Alex drew upon her own experiences to reflect on reproductive

justice, saying:

I feel like the history of reproductive control has been very fraught, where women who
have privilege like me have been pressured to have children and denied birth control
sterilization and stuff like that, whereas women of color and women who are poor have
often been pressured not to have kids or have been blamed for overpopulation or have
been sterilized against their will, even though those people aren't the ones using up the
most resources.146

146 Alex, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
145 Di Chiro, “Living Environmentalisms.”
144 Di Chiro, “Living Environmentalisms.”
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Here, Alex strikes a balance of acknowledging that her own privilege brings her into situations

where she might be “pressured to have children” to preserve a certain ‘kind’ of person

reproducing, versus low income communities and people of color, who have faced significant

injustices under the guise of overpopulation concerns. Alex uses this dichotomy to reflect on

overpopulation rhetoric, continuing, “That’s why I don’t like the antinatalist perspective,

especially ones that are bordering on eugenics and saying, ‘The people who are having lots of

kids, we need to stop them.’”147 In the context of justice, Alex draws an inextricable connection

between reproduction and mitigating overpopulation concerns, which are often mired in racial or

class-based prejudice (bolded for emphasis):

I guess I don't feel like we need to go around trying to convince people to have fewer
kids, especially in countries who use less resources already, we just need to improve
women's statuses enough to the point that we have a choice in that women have the
choice that I have. I think in that situation, you don't need to pressure people who want
kids not to have kids because they're going to be a lot more people making that choice not
to have kids on their own. I grew up in Oklahoma, which is one of the poorest states in
the country and two of my childhood best friends got pregnant at the age of 15 and
dropped out of high school, both of them by much older boyfriends. I feel like a lot of
this overpopulation rhetoric, the overpopulation isn't coming from people choosing to
have lots of kids in bad situations, it's coming from people not having education, not
having money, not having access to abortion or to birth control. I feel like there are a
lot of ways that you can give people a choice not to have kids and reduce the birth rate
without pressuring anyone.148

For Alex, justice is only achieved when individuals have the freedom to make decisions

unimpeded by external factors or pressure.

Meera, the daughter of Indian immigrants and a member of Conceivable Future who gave

a testimony at one of their Chicago dinner parties, reflected on the numerous factors outside of

personal choice that are incorporated into issues of reproduction. She expressed a frustration with

148 Alex, interview.
147 Alex, interview.
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the societal expectations surrounding reproduction, saying, “I think there are a lot of

philosophical [or] religious questions related to reproduction — I don't want to say ‘questions,’ I

should say conflicts — related to reproduction, and the idea that because someone… can

reproduce, that she must, or that she should.”149 Meera further emphasized the burden of this

communal pressure to reproduce, saying, “Then there's all the underlying stuff, like not only

should she reproduce or must reproduce, but she must do it in this particular context. The context

being typically heterosexual marriage with, you get all these rules, you put out one rule and then

you've got all the other, like caveats… It's tied into the idea of reproduction or a woman must

reproduce.”150 In Meera’s experience, she witnessed the denial of the right to parent children in a

safe environment from a “direct connection between certain people in power being pro-life and

having a steady stream, and I don't mean this in a demeaning way, having a steady stream of

cheap labor, because if you put a woman in a perpetual state of poverty, it becomes progressively

hard for that woman to provide for a child or children.”151 Here, Meera is demonstrating the need

for environmental reproductive justice work to strive toward achieving equality and justice for

childbearers in the era of climate change.

Limitations

I have demonstrated how the frameworks of reproductive justice and climate justice

intersect, and how I think Birth Strike and Conceivable Future are limited in their language of

justice by not centering past injustices in their messaging or discourse. While I appreciate the

fact that individuals should be empowered to make their own personal decisions free from any

external judgment — from me or from societal expectations more broadly — the use of

151 Meera, interview.
150 Meera, interview.
149 Meera, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
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“reproductive justice” within these movements does not reflect the actual ideas of justice. I argue

that in order to achieve justice and action on climate change, these organizations need to be more

sensitive to the lived experiences and access to reproductive justice for people of color. In this

context, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future are limited in their efforts to achieve justice

because they focus almost solely on future generations and do not use their platform to engage in

learning about reproductive violence and injustices. Therefore, the account of justice within these

movements does not match true justice; instead, justice should be achieved through a collective

action paired with a thorough reckoning with historical injustice.

I am not arguing that people should not make individual decisions to not have children.

Instead, I am sharing stories of past reproductive restrictions and juxtaposing them with

frameworks of justice to demonstrate that Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s focus on

limiting reproduction as a response to climate change is problematic because it is ignoring the

narrative of communities of color being denied their reproductive autonomy. If individuals do

not want to have children, I advocate fully for access to abortion or other forms of reproductive

freedom, but I argue that framing reproduction as martyrdom in the face of an apocalyptic

situation where their individual decision would somehow be impactful on climate change is

dangerous and does not constitute climate justice.

While appropriate to think about and consider issues of reproduction on an individual

level, the profound generational fear about climate change exacerbates the impulse to assume

that individual responsibility is an adequate solution to these apocalyptic predictions, and is

insensitive to the historical lack of reproductive autonomy for people of color. Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future are extremely well-intentioned in their approach, and I can see that they aim

to elevate the work of environmental reproductive justice activists. Individual members of these



83

groups have a thorough understanding of history, which is integral to any organization which

aims to bring justice to a community. Yet, by emphasizing personal decisions as a response to

climate change, the reproductive justice lens that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future try to

incorporate breaks down. These organizations remain attached to larger systems of assigning

value to fertility as choice, reinforcing racist assumptions about who can have children and who

must sacrifice that right for the “justice” of the larger community.

In Chapter 3, I will continue the progression through the intersection of reproduction and

climate change narratives by examining the incompatibility of individualism in achieving justice

within the context of systemic problems such as climate change and racism.
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CHAPTER THREE

A PIECE OF THE ACTION: INDIVIDUAL VERSUS COLLECTIVE ACTIVISM

“I grew up with a lot of messages coming from mainstream culture, from pop culture, that
the environment was being mistreated and that it was our responsibility to do good and to
make it better. From second grade onward, I remember first day celebrations and
recycling was the thing. It sounds like a cliche at this point because we've gone over it
culturally so many times in the past few years, but we were indoctrinated with this really
peculiar attitude which was that it was on little kids to pick up the trash and that that was
going to be enough. At the same time, there was pretty radical silence from all of the
adults in my life. There was a sense that there was this thing called global warming, but
we weren't about to talk about it. We were implicated in it. We were going to have to fix it
and we had no idea how.”

- Josephine Ferorelli

“There’s so much emphasis put on individuals. Like, you just need to recycle more. You
just need to reuse more. There are power plants and fossil fuel refineries and huge, huge
factories that are generating so much pollution in order to produce the thing that I get to
buy. It’s not like I’m not participating in it, but they're not making an effort to change
their practices. If they're not making an effort to change their practices, then that kind of
puts me in a pickle, because I need energy to keep the house cool or warm. You kind of
got me, like, I can't withdraw my money. I protest with my money sometimes, but I can't
protest ComEd, which is the energy provider in Illinois, because I need electricity in my
home. On a larger scale, there are some things that I simply can't withdraw my money
and make a statement that way.”

- Meera

While coming from different backgrounds, identities, and lifestyles, the members and

leaders of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future share at least one quality: a willingness and

decision to take individual action in response to climate change. Whether a small choice, like

Elisabeth and Jim choosing to eat vegan, or a complete lifestyle alteration, like Jenna, who tries

to live sustainably in an off-grid house made of strawbale, these individuals are taking action into

their own hands — even when the action is a personal sacrifice. In the realm of reproduction,

these climate movement members are choosing to not have children to lower their family’s
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carbon consumption because they care deeply about minimizing the effects of climate change.

On the surface, this appears to be a noble sacrifice for the greater good. After all, many small

individual actions can accumulate into a large impact. On the other hand, how much good can

this line of thinking actually accomplish?

Katie Rose finds that her personal choices can have a larger impact. She leaned on her

lifestyle actions to explore this effect, stating, “You know the saying: ‘no one drop thinks it's

responsible for the flood.’ My individual actions, repeated over my lifetime — or if I had a kid,

multiplied over their lifetime — or multiplied over my communities together, it makes a big

difference.”152 While Katie Rose can see a causal connection between her repeated individual

actions and a “big difference” in her community, she also acknowledges the privilege that is

required to make these kinds of small decisions. Katie Rose reflected on the situation of her

intern, a low-income woman of color, who “would like to give up meat” for environmental

reasons, explaining, “When you're looking at just calorie counts, it's cheaper for her and more

accessible for her family to buy steaks and pork and chicken from sources that are really

carbon-intensive.”153 In contrast, Katie Rose has access to capital and resources to choose not to

eat meat, stating “not only do I have the privilege to choose not to and the time to cook things

like beans, which take a long time, I also have the ability to purchase chicken from sustainable

farms. Even at the basis of small choices like that, if you're working three jobs, you don't

necessarily have time to cook. You buy fast food, and that's a privilege that I don't have to.”154

Katie Rose lives in North Carolina, and draws a connection between the privilege to make

‘environmentally conscious’ lifestyle decisions and social constructions of race. She sees this

154 Katie Rose, interview.
153 Katie Rose, interview.
152 Katie Rose, interview by Casey Roepke, October 2020.
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connection as an even greater reason for her to take advantage of her privilege and use individual

action toward living more sustainably:

I also would say that, at least in the South, when you're talking about economics and
race, they’re so deeply entwined, it's almost impossible to pull them apart. I think when it
comes to climate change when me having wealth and privilege allows me to make these
low carbon decisions and it also gives me the responsibility to do that so I can help lower
the cost for those who don’t have that time or wealth to make those choices.155

According to her own assessment, Katie Rose possesses the requisite “wealth and privilege” to

make small individual choices — vegetarianism, for example — which minimize her personal

carbon emissions and alleviate some of her environmental concerns. The ability to make

individual choices aligns with conforming to a position of privilege with access to resources. She

sees herself as responsible for using that privilege to “help lower” the impacts of climate change

“for those who don’t have that time or wealth” to make similar choices. Yet, even in doing so,

she expresses frustration with the inaccessibility of an individualist framework of activism.

Meera also seems to think that individual action is limited by one’s resources. In our

interview, she reflected on how society tends to focus on individual action, saying, “There’s so

much emphasis put on individuals. Like, you just need to recycle more. You just need to reuse

more.”156 She criticizes this view for its futility and impossibility, adding that “There are power

plants and fossil fuel refineries and huge, huge factories that are generating so much pollution in

order to produce the thing that I get to buy.”157 Meera draws a connection between capital and

access to individual action, stating: “I need energy to keep the house cool or warm. You kind of

got me, like, I can’t withdraw my money. I protest with my money sometimes, but I can’t protest

ComEd, which is the energy provider in Illinois, because I need electricity in my home. On a

157 Meera, interview.
156 Meera, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
155 Katie Rose, interview.
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larger scale, there are some things that I simply can't withdraw my money and make a statement

that way.”158 While Meera assigns a source of her political activism and power to her financial

judgment — withholding money or boycotting — she also knows that, in reality, she “simply

can’t withdraw [her] money” without incurring large personal consequences. She raises the issue

of activism inaccessibility due to the nature of individual privilege influencing the ability to take

personal actions.

Josephine Ferorelli, the founder of Conceivable Future, is also frustrated by the

individual framework for climate activism because of its inaccuracy at addressing the need for

unilateral and collective response. Much of her criticism stems from her experiences of receiving

messaging from media and society burdening individuals, even children, with the responsibility

to take on huge problems that they themselves do not have the tools to face single handedly. She

traces her past exposure to this rhetoric to the mainstream sentiment: “I grew up with a lot of

messages coming from mainstream culture, from pop culture, that the environment was being

mistreated and that it was our responsibility to do good and to make it better.”159 Ferorelli saw

this “mainstream culture” impact her childhood conception of the environment and

environmentalism, saying that “from second grade onward, I remember first day celebrations and

recycling was the thing.”160 Similar to Meera’s reflections, Ferorelli echoes the notion that

individual responsibility is futile in the face of a collective problem, adding, “It sounds like a

cliche at this point because we've gone over it culturally so many times in the past few years, but

we were indoctrinated with this really peculiar attitude which was that it was on little kids to pick

up the trash and that that was going to be enough.”161 Ferorelli suggests that this emphasis on

161 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
160 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
159 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
158 Meera, interview.
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individual responsibility — especially on “little kids” — is a “peculiar attitude” that, in contrast

to popular culture, is not “enough.”

Even so, Ferorelli’s criticism of an individualist frame does not ultimately extend to

ending the legacy of individual burdens in environmental activism. Instead, she sees her work

with Conceivable Future as a middle step between acting alone and a truly collective effort,

saying, “You have to learn how to tell your own story and to share it before you can start to

participate in a collective way. There are limitations to the way that we’ve organized but I feel

like that was the next logical step in this progression.”162 In contrast, I contend that collective

action is a mechanism of telling individual stories while also building an activism which

addresses and directly combats the divisive and disproportionate nature of climate change.

Paradoxically, the effect of relinquishing a systemic angle — where systemic justice is only

accomplishable by promoting collective action instead of relying solely on those who care and

carry the privilege to make individual lifestyle changes — in favor of a more “accessible” and

smaller-scale activism serves to weaken the overall efficacy and message of Conceivable Future.

Further, the role of privilege in access to participation in climate activism cannot be overlooked;

just as a reproductive justice frame highlights the inherent privilege in assuming reproductive

“choice,” it requires a similarly privileged position to solely or primarily encourage lifestyle

changes instead of collective action.

Still, Ferorelli does recognize that the ‘baby question’ does not fully address climate

change. Her true demand is for the U.S. to end fossil fuel subsidies.163 But she also recognizes

that Conceivable Future does not possess the capacity to fully put this forward as their mission:

“We never had any infrastructure that we could put toward it… I could not have children until I

163 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
162 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
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die, and the climate crisis would steamroll along.”164 In fact, Ferorelli goes as far as to say that

not having children is “not a solution… There’s a huge amount of false cultural wisdom that

we’ve all– That especially, I would argue, white middle-class women have received that having

or not having a baby, that’s your contribution.”165

I want to first direct attention to the last claim — that white middle-class women have

been told their contribution to climate change is through reproduction. Historically, white women

have been implicitly and explicitly encouraged to raise their birth rates while the fertility in

communities of color was forcibly and violently diminished, as Ross has argued in close

examination of the contradictions inherent in reproductive freedoms and restrictions based on

race.166 Moreover, if not having children is “not a solution” to climate change, why continue

centering that conversation in the organizing of Conceivable Future instead of pushing further to

actually create tangible demands of our governments and corporations, who are

disproportionately responsible for carbon emissions? While Ferorelli stresses that “Your politics

isn’t located in whether or not you have a baby — the politics of the situation is we need

systemic change,” this messaging is not apparent in the larger structure of Conceivable Future.

Ferorelli knows that initially, it was difficult to demarcate the downsides of individualism in

Conceivable Future, saying:

We’ve been trained for a long time to think [personal questions] are the only way that we
interact with the climate crisis, and start seeing that whether you have a child or not, it’s
not a material problem or solution to the problem, the problem can only be addressed
collectively. We had an intuitive sense of that at the beginning. We couldn’t have said it
quite so clearly then. We thought that we should come up with a big demand, which we
do have.167

167 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
166 Ross, Loretta J. "The Color of Choice." Color of Violence.
165 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
164 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
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Because Conceivable Future does not commit fully to a collectivist framework for their climate

activism, Ferorelli’s skepticism of individualism raises questions of privilege and access. How

can Conceivable Future raise awareness of a demand for systemic change when their main

strategies for organizing are to support an individual level of activism which requires privilege to

access it? Both Birth Strike and Conceivable Future attempt to be cognizant of the limits of

individualism and the harms of population control in their political contexts, and yet they persist

in pushing for reproduction as a way into climate activism. There appears to be an ideological

paradox and limitation, in which the organizations propose action which falls into the very

categories they claim to resist. Why does Conceivable Future continue to promote

individualism?

Before these questions can be fully considered, it is important to first examine another

question: what do Ferorelli and others see as the problematic components of individual action? I

will show that an individualist frame of activism perpetuates the damaging aspects of capitalism,

the main system activists point to as responsible for climate change. In this chapter, I explore

how systemic problems like capitalism and climate change cannot be addressed merely by

individual means. I will first define capitalism through building on the scholarship of political

scientist Cedric Robinson, who delineates a racial capitalism within the global political economy,

and The New York Times 1619 Project, which further interrogates slavery’s role in the

development and legacy of U.S. capitalism.

Capitalism and Slavery

Robinson begins his pivotal text, Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical

Tradition, by examining capitalist development as an effect of racial oppression. Indeed, he
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unequivocally states that “the historical development of world capitalism was influenced in a

most fundamental way by the particularistic forces of racism and nationalism,” marking the

transiton from feudalism to capitalism as dependent on slavery’s role in labor exploitation of

Black populations.168 He further signifies a transitory emergence of nationalism as a mechanism

of “competitive anarchy” which “mobilized the armed might they required to either destroy the

productive capacities of those whom they opposed, or to secure new markets, new labor, and

productive resources.”169 In formulating a racial order in conjunction to nationalist disputes over

sovereignty and global power, Robinson argues that racism and racial oppression is enmeshed in

the very foundation of capitalism as a national and international socio-economic system.

Robinson writes that this nationalism and racism was “bound to appear in the social expression

of every strata of every European society no matter the structures upon which they were

formed.”170 Thus, capitalism as an economically exploitative system was built on exploitation in

other regards, including sociopolitical oppression. Racial capitalism is an extension of the racial

and reproductive violence that enslaved Black populations were subjected to, including the

sexual violence, exploitation, and expropriation of their communities. Robinson hinges his

argument on an articulation of capitalism as dehumanization: enslaved people became

exploitable cogs in the machinery of capitalist modes of production based on race. As Robinson

explored the social basis of racial capitalism, I will look to the foundations of American

capitalism as consequences — or, indeed, intended outcomes — of slavery through other

perspectives on early American history. I will continue to build on this argument by turning to

the work of the 1619 Project, an undertaking by The New York Times to document American

170 Robinson, Black Marxism.
169 Robinson, Black Marxism.

168 Robinson, Cedric J. Black Marxism: The Making of the Black Radical Tradition. S.l.: Penguin Books,
2000.
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history through reframing the country’s origins from 1776 to 1619, when the first ship carrying

enslaved African people arrived in the British colony of Virginia.

The 1619 Project catalogues a vast range of histories and narratives, but the most

pertinent to this examination are the sections by Nikole Hannah-Jones and Matthew Desmond.

Hannah-Jones, a New York Times investigative reporter, wrote the introductory essay and

reflected on her own experiences as a Black woman living in the U.S. Hannah-Jones traces the

impact and implications of racial exploitation. She writes:

Before the abolishment of the international slave trade, 400,000 enslaved Africans would
be sold into America. Those individuals and their descendents transformed the lands to
which they’d been brought into some of the most successful colonies in the British
Empire… It was the relentless buying, selling, insuring and financing of their bodies and
the products of their labor that made Wall Street a thriving banking, insurance and trading
sector and New York City the financial capital of the world.171

The American economic system was constructed on the backs of enslaved Black people, and

Robinson's stages of capitalism are thus predicated on racialized labor exploitation. As

Hannah-Jones explains, the “financing of their bodies and the products of their labor” — through

exploitative economic practices — is responsible for the economic growth which supported the

U.S. through its infancy. Sociologist Matthew Desmond further expands this notion with his

essay on American capitalism and plantation history. Desmond conceptualizes plantation slavery

as the base of American capitalism and a microcosm of racial labor exploitation in conjunction

with environmental exploitation, writing that after the United States violently seized land from

Native Americans, “Enslaved workers felled trees by ax, burned the underbrush and leveled the

earth for planting… An origin of American money exerting its will on the earth, spoiling the

171 Hannah-Jones, Nikole. “America Wasn't a Democracy, Until Black Americans Made It One.” The New
York Times. August 14, 2019. Accessed January 25, 2021.
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/black-history-american-democracy.html.



93

environment for profit, is found in the cotton plantation.”172 The plantations and cotton fields of

the early U.S. are the foundation of American capitalism, and therefore modern capitalist

systems are inherently predicated on a legacy of racial and environmental exploitation. In fact,

American capitalism is thus inextricable from its violent nascence in slavery. As Desmond

writes, “What made the cotton economy boom in the United States, and not in all the other

far-flung parts of the world with climates and soil suitable to the crop, was our nation’s

unflinching willingness to use violence on nonwhite people and to exert its will on seemingly

endless supplies of land and labor.”173 And, of course, sexual violence against enslaved women

was extremely prevalent in maintaining the lineage of slavery and is yet another example of the

ways in which capitalism exploits the productive and reproductive labor of Black women.

Desmond concludes his essay by drawing a clear connection between the origins of American

capitalism and today’s capitalist system:

If today America promotes a particular kind of low-road capitalism — a union-busting
capitalism of poverty wages, gig jobs and normalized insecurity, a winner-take-all
capitalism of stunning disparities not only permitting but awarding financial
rule-bending; a racist capitalism that ignores the fact that slavery didn’t just deny black
freedom but built white fortunes, originating the black-white weath gap that annually
grows wider — one reason is that American capitalism was founded on the lowest road
there is.174

Capitalism and slavery are both systems of labor exploitation which depend upon sexualized

violence, racial oppression, and marginalization of intersectional communities. Further,

capitalism does not only exploit labor, but is also a system consistent with holding up a racialized

hierarchy. The legacy of slavery in the U.S. has restricted Black women’s reproductive choices

174 Desmond, “American Capitalism.”
173 Desmond, “American Capitalism.”

172 Desmond, Matthew. “American Capitalism Is Brutal. You Can Trace That to the Plantation.” The New
York Times. August 14, 2019. Accessed January 25, 2021.
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/slavery-capitalism.html.
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and, in many ways, erased choice from their access. The white women leading and making up

the majority of the membership of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not share this history.

Their privilege blinds them, despite their best intentions, to the full scope of racialized

reproductive harm in the context of capitalism, and causes them to overlook the inability of their

individualist frame of climate activism to actually combat and dismantle the systems which

cause climate change.

The Incompatibility of Individualism and Justice

I argue that a solely-individualist approach to action and activism only serves to reaffirm

and reinforce the basic components of capitalism; because climate change can be directly and

causally linked to capitalism, I will build on the intuitions of interviewees in combination with

theories of justice to prove that individual action cannot be used as the primary form of action to

achieve climate justice. I will further argue that individual activism is still significant, but is only

available and accessible to those who are successful enough within the capitalist system to have

resources to sacrifice. Through examining the role of personal reproductive choices in climate

activism, I will demonstrate why individual action is an inadequate response to climate change.

In doing so, I will also alternatively propose a collectivist, fundamentally systemic approach to

climate activism.

When examining Birth Strike and Conceivable Future through an overpopulation lens or

a framework of justice, it is clear that the role of reproduction in these organizations is muddled.

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future publicly distance themselves from Malthusian rhetoric, yet

they do not engage in adequate work to fully unpack the legacy of racial trauma eminent in

populationism histories. Birth Strike and Conceivable Future claim to aspire to justice, but they
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do not fully achieve it because they lack proper acknowledgment of injustice. While Birth Strike

and Conceivable Future claim to respect reproduction as a personal choice, they simultaneously

attempt to use this activism as a form of “collective” organizing through in-person and social

media conversations surrounding these themes; yet, counterintuitively, the climate groups also

encourage individual action as the primary response to the threat they see in  climate change. The

contradictory concepts of overpopulation control and reproductive justice obscure how Birth

Strike and Conceivable Future are actually employing reproduction in their activism and

demands, and further obfuscate the action they advocate for.

Now that I have delved deeply into the topics of population and justice in earlier chapters,

I will return to the mission statement of both Birth Strike and Conceivable Future in order to

examine their demands and how they organize action around climate and reproductive issues.

Returning to a statement from a now-archived version of the Birth Strike website, founder Blythe

Pepino writes that “The Birth Strike message, calling for collective action and a just,

systemic-level response to the climate crisis… is being white washed by incorrect and divisive

reporting that associates our movement with ‘over-population’ and its historical connection to

ideas like eugenics and genocide.”175 Here, Pepino clearly outlines what she sees as the goals of

Birth Strike — “collective action,” although “collective individual action” would be more

accurate because of the personal nature of reproduction which Birth Strike strives for, and a

“systemic-level response to the climate crisis” — but she also claims that the media inaccurately

pins “‘over-population’ and its historical connection to ideas like eugenics and genocide” to her

movement. Birth Strike relies on a 2017 study in Environmental Research Letters showing that

having one fewer child would dramatically reduce an individual’s own personal contribution to

175 “BIRTHSTRIKE.” BIRTHSTRIKE. https://www.birthstrikeforfuture.com/. Archived at Wayback
Machine, citing a capture dated 26 August 2020.
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global warming. The study recommends “four widely applicable high-impact (i.e. low emissions)

actions with the potential to contribute to systemic change and substantially reduce annual

personal emissions [including] having one fewer child (an average for developed countries of

58.6 tonnes CO2-equivalent (tCO2e) emission reductions per year).”176 The paradox of Birth

Strike’s methodology is that the founders attempt to reject overpopulation rhetoric while

simultaneously relying on recommendations of personal steps to limit individual carbon

emissions by “having one fewer child.” Birth Strike’s public mission statements further

emphasize the perceived importance of individual action as the most effective method of climate

activism.

Before Birth Strike as a formally-led organization was shut down by its founders in

August 2020 for reasons I will explore later, the leaders of Birth Strike strove to maintain a

unified anti-proselytization stance on spreading population control ideas and encouraging others

to make the same reproductive decisions as they did, but the nature and connotations of a

“strike” work against that stance. Birth Strike’s lead organizers deny the rhetoric of population

control, writing that “Birth Strike does not advocate for population control.”177 They write

explicitly that their choice to not have children is “not a solution to the climate crisis, but one of

many ways in which we’re challenging business as usual, and shining a light on the suffering of

these times.”178 In this regard, Birth Strike places their movement’s emphasis on a call to

attention, rather than to action. Furthermore, Pepino says that Birth Strike aims “to communicate

the urgency of the crisis. It is a “radical acknowledgment” of how the looming existential threat

178 “FAQ.”

177 “FAQ.” BIRTHSTRIKE. https://www.birthstrikeforfuture.com/faq. Archived at Wayback Machine,
citing a capture dated 26 August 2020.

176 Wynes, Seth, and Kimberly A Nicholas. “The Climate Mitigation Gap: Education and Government
Recommendations Miss the Most Effective Individual Actions.” Environmental Research Letters 12, no.
7 (January 2017): 074024. https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/aa7541.
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is already ‘altering the way we imagine our future.’”179 To avoid invoking problematic and

historically oppressive sentiments surrounding population control, Birth Strike cannot actually

ask people not to have children; however, their statements imply a level of guilt in encouraging

people to join their cause. In dealing with issues of birth, the birth strike movement professes

critiques of Malthusianism by acknowledging that “measures of population control have

historically been closely tied to deeply problematic patterns of inequality in terms of social class,

ethnicity, gender and wealth, often targeting the most vulnerable. These are the same structural

inequalities which have propelled the world into ecological and climate breakdown.”180 Through

the recognition that a movement cannot fight an oppressive system by failing to address the root

causes, Birth Strike conflates population control with “structural inequalities” leading to climate

change. Birth Strike intentionally distances itself from the anti-natalist movement and does not

demand population control measures. In doing so, it also relinquishes a central stipulation of the

movement — asking others to join in action by not having children. Birth Strike’s online

platform states that the movement is not advocating population control, but all of their rhetoric is

related to and subconsciously pushing for population control. A movement suggests a call to

action, whether explicit or implicit; even if the movement’s platform theoretically outlines a

general sentiment against anti-natalism, a worldwide movement inherently creates a sense of

proselytization.

Similarly, Conceivable Future rebukes population control rhetoric, stating in their

Frequently Asked Questions page that “across the world, abusive, authoritarian population

180 “FAQ.” BIRTHSTRIKE. https://www.birthstrikeforfuture.com/faq. Archived at Wayback Machine,
citing a capture dated 26 August 2020.

179 Hunt, Elle. “BirthStrikers: Meet the Women Who Refuse to Have Children Until Climate Change
Ends.” The Guardian. Guardian News and Media, March 12, 2019.
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/mar/12/birthstrikers-meet-the-women-who-refuse-to-have
-children-until-climate-change-ends.

https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/mar/12/birthstrikers-meet-the-women-who-refuse-to-have-children-until-climate-change-ends
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2019/mar/12/birthstrikers-meet-the-women-who-refuse-to-have-children-until-climate-change-ends
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control efforts by the politically powerful have attached legacies of trauma to this subject.”181

Conceivable Future further explores the “legacies of trauma” that are brought into conversations

around population control, writing that “in the United States alone, the reproductive rights of

Indigenous women and women of color have been repressed by many governmental and

non-governmental actors and by implicit and explicit policies for hundreds of years.”182

Conceivable Future reframes the topic of population through the lens of historical injustices,

seemingly pointing toward justice as an approach to activism. Continuing on the theme of

historical reproductive injustice, Conceivable Future advocates “reproductive justice [as] a path

to healing from this legacy… As Conceivable Future invites people to join this highly personal

and deeply political conversation, we recognize that these topics — of population, reproduction,

and climate justice — have different meanings for everyone, rooted in different histories of

oppression and trauma.”183 Yet how can Conceivable Future — and Birth Strike, for that matter

— expect collective action around issues that have “different meanings for everyone, rooted in

different histories of oppression and trauma” like reproduction? The answer relies on an inherent

contradiction between the mission of these climate organizations and the root issues — namely,

climate change as a consequence of capitalism — that they aim to conquer.

History of Capitalist Development

In order to understand my claim about the inherent contradiction of individual action as a

response to a global crisis, it is essential to first understand the history of capitalist development.

Scholars point to the closure of the commons and examine the connection between capitalism

and climate change to claim an inextricable link between the two. At the crux of this relationship

183 “FAQ.”
182 “FAQ.”
181 “FAQ.”
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is an argument about the very nature of human-environment dynamics. According to sociologists

John Bellamy Foster and Brett Clark, it is “no longer realistic to treat — even by way of

abstraction — the crucial political-economic struggles of our day as if they were confined

primarily to the exploitation of labor within production.”184 Instead of solely examining

capitalism in a political-economic sphere, it is necessary to acknowledge how capitalism has

been involved in environmental struggles since its post-feudalism conception. Foster and Clark

further elaborate that because “social conflicts are increasingly being fought over capitalism’s

expropriation185 and spoliation of its wider social and natural environment,” environmental

activism and reproductive movements have resisted this level of “extreme expropriation of the

earth itself and the consequent transformation in social relations.”186 In their article, Foster and

Clark target the social transition to early capitalism as a source of radical change within the

human-nature dynamic. In this “historic transformation,” the concept of a commons — natural

spaces accessible and usable for all community members — faced “forcible dissolution” and

subsequently adhered to a “capitalist patriarchy.”187 A consequence of the removal of the

commons has been an increased value on the individual within capitalism. Individualism is an

essential tenet of capitalism, and so is this disregard for a human connection with the land.

Capitalism sees the land merely as a source of production, a means to an end of capital

accumulation.

If capitalism deems the Earth as valuable only for its productive capacity, then it also

solely values the labor capacity of Earth’s inhabitants, and this labor capacity is interconnected

187 Foster, "Expropriation of Nature."
186 Foster, "Expropriation of Nature."

185 Here, the term ‘expropriation’ works as an amalgam of ‘appropriation’ and the lack of ‘exchange,’
signifying the (often forcible) removal of humans from the land or nature.

184 Foster, John Bellamy and Brett Clark. "The Expropriation of Nature." Monthly Review. June 30, 2018.
Accessed February 28, 2021. https://monthlyreview.org/2018/03/01/the-expropriation-of-nature/.
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with the sociopolitical power dynamics of each community. As environmental sociologists Julius

McGee et al observe, “Indeed, the Western logic of domination, inherent in capitalism,

legitimizes the expropriation of women’s reproductive labor, the labor of people of color,

indigenous peoples’ lands, and the environment.”188 Feminist Marxist scholar Silvia Federici also

writes prolifically on this theme, arguing that:

Primitive accumulation, then, was not simply an accumulation and concentration of
exploitable workers and capital. It was also an accumulation of differences and divisions
within the working class, whereby hierarchies built upon gender, as well as “race” and
age, because constitutive of class rule and the formation of the modern proletariat.189

The transition into capitalism subjugated women to reproduction of the labor force and razed the

collective and cooperative “commons,” a structure which had been especially essential for

women’s subsistence, who lacked autonomy in other social contexts. Whereas labor with a

monetary yield is valued for its “traditional economic calculations, subsistence labor is treated as

a natural resource whose wealth, in the form of reproduction, labor, or materials, is extracted

with little or no remuneration.”190 McGee et al highlight a disconnect between capitalist value

and sustainable labor, because the latter does not match the capacity of environmental resource

exploitation that marks capitalist production. I will further explore this disconnect — between

capitalism and sustainability — to argue that climate change is rooted in capitalist modes of

production and therefore any movement that aims to mitigate climate change cannot be

emblematic of those same capitalist traditions.

190 Mcgee, Julius & Greiner, Patrick & Christensen, Mackenzie & Ergas, Christina & Clement, Matthew.
(2020). “Gender Inequality, Reproductive Justice, and Decoupling Economic Growth and Emissions: A
Panel Analysis of the Moderating Association of Gender Equality on the Relationship Between Economic
Growth and CO2 Emissions.” Environmental Sociology. Pp. 1-14. 10.1080/23251042.2020.1736364.

189 Federici, Silvia. The Accumulation of Labor and the Degradation of Women: Constructing “Different”
in the “Transition to Capitalism.” 1998.

188 Mcgee, Julius & Greiner, Patrick & Christensen, Mackenzie & Ergas, Christina & Clement, Matthew.
(2020). “Gender Inequality, Reproductive Justice, and Decoupling Economic Growth and Emissions: A
Panel Analysis of the Moderating Association of Gender Equality on the Relationship Between Economic
Growth and CO2 Emissions.” Environmental Sociology. Pp. 1-14. 10.1080/23251042.2020.1736364.
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The shift into the post-Industrial Revolution age was rife with energy ingenuity, as

societies moved away from some elements of manual labor and toward communities run by

electricity. Matthew Huber, a political economist, highlights “one of the most important aspects

of the ‘energy shift’ to fossil fuels [as] a displacement of human muscle power as the core

productive force of production.”191 Fossil fuels and other greenhouse gases took over the market

due to higher efficiency and financial value, but changed labor dynamics in the process of doing

so. Huber explains that “the emergence of large-scale fossilized production hastened the

generalization and extension of the wage labor relationship on an expanded scale heretofore

unseen,” a practice which causally entangled industrial capitalism with the later effects of

climate change. Specifically in the context of transportation reliant on oil and gas, Huber shows

that “the fossilization of transport should be conceptualized as an internal and necessary aspect

of the capitalist mode of production.”192 With twentieth century capitalism’s immutable reliance

on fossil fuels, climate change is an inevitable consequence of capitalist exploitation.

To further situate individual reproductive action as a reaction to climate change in a

capitalist context, I turn to feminist Marxist scholar Silvia Federici’s text, Capital and Gender.

Federici reinforces Marxist reflections through the addition of a gender lens to anti-capitalism. In

reflecting on capitalism’s stronghold on modern societal development, Federici writes that

“discovering the centrality of reproductive work for capital accumulation also raised the question

of what a history of capitalist development would be like if seen not from the viewpoint of the

formation of the waged proletariat but from the viewpoint of the kitchens and bedrooms in which

192 Huber, Energizing Historical Materialism.

191 Huber, M. T. Energizing Historical Materialism: Fossil Fuels, Space and the Capitalist Mode of
Production. Geoforum, pp. 105–115. doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2008.08.004.
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labour power is daily and generationally produced.”193 She urges the need for “a gendered

perspective on the history of capitalism — beyond ‘women’s history’ or the history of waged

labour — … to rethink Marx’s account of primitive accumulation and discover the witch-hunts

of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries as foundational moments in the devaluation of

women’s labour and the rise of a specifically capitalist sexual division of work.”194 Building on

Federici’s work, I argue that this “specifically capitalist sexual division of work” directly

contributes to how reproductive decisions are seen as individual action in current environmental

activism circles, which perpetuates this ineffective capitalist framework. However, Federici does

point out that reproduction and gender should be considered within activism, demonstrating that

modern perceptions of radical action contextualize reproduction as an essential tenet of

progressive action.

But still: what is so incompatible about individualism and justice? Justice is dependent on

fully addressing the root causes of an issue, and because climate change is predicated on

capitalism, individual action perpetuates capitalist values and therefore does not escape the

systemic cause of climate change. Individual action is ineffective as a method of combating

climate change, but it does manage to superficially assuage the personal guilt that many

members of high-emission societies, such as the U.S., feel on a daily basis. As a result, an

individualist framework is simultaneously ineffective and attractive to emotionally invested

would-be activists. By prioritizing individual action, organizations which follow this framework

further support the idea that “when confronted with climate change, individuals with

individualist orientations usually rely on a self-reliant coping style, that is, viewing behavioral

194 Federici, “Capital and Gender.”

193 Federici, Silvia. “Capital and Gender.” In Reading 'Capital' Today: Marx after 150 Years, edited by
Schmidt Ingo and Fanelli Carlo, pp. 79-96. London: Pluto Press, 2017. Accessed December 12, 2020.
doi:10.2307/j.ctt1n7qknt.8.
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changes related to climate change as a personal matter and tackling climate change on their

own.”195 When individuals take action, many are aware that they are not changing the world with

small lifestyle changes like recycling, cutting out meat from their diet, or biking to work. But in

doing so, they can begin to feel that they are participating in a movement and are rejecting

inaction, which alleviates the individual guilt pushed by culpable corporations and environmental

movements alike.

Testimonies

Take Nicki, for example. Nicki is a 34 year old cisgender white woman living in the

Pacific Northwest with her husband and two biological children, aged two and five. She is

tangentially connected to Conceivable Future through the organization’s social media presence

after listening to a radio interview with the founders, which tuned Nicki into “the conversation of

reproduction and family planning through the context of climate change or climate chaos

concern.”196 In an interview with me, she traced her earliest understandings of environmentalism

to individual action, saying, “I remember being a child and caring about forest deforestation in

the Amazon… Then global warming is how this was characterized and greenhouse gas

emissions, I remember caring about that and wanting to do things like drive my car less.”197

Immediately, Nicki ties her ability to take action with an individual lifestyle shift, linking

“caring” about greenhouse gas emissions with “wanting to do things like drive [her] car less.” At

a similar time in her young adulthood, with her awareness of climate change still in its nascency,

197 Nicki, interview.
196 Nicki, interview by Casey Roepke, July 2020.

195 Xiang, P., Zhang, H., Geng, L., Zhou, K., & Wu, Y. “Individualist-Collectivist Differences in Climate
Change Inaction: The Role of Perceived Intractability.” Frontiers in psychology, 10, 187.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00187.
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she “graduated just thinking like, ‘climate change is this thing that we have to work on right now

and there's people doing that work and it's happening and there's not a lot I can do about it and

support.’ Not really being active in it, but knowing and appreciating that other people were

active in it.”198 Initially, Nicki felt powerless in the fight against climate change, citing her

justification for not taking action as a lack of opportunities to act: “there’s not a lot I can do

about it.” But Nicki’s perception of her own access to action started to shift in recent years.

The 2016 presidential election changed things for Nicki. Before, Nicki had cared about

climate change but stayed fairly inactive, saying “I knew it was there, I do what I could to help,

but maybe I would donate every now and again to an environmental organization. I knew that I

didn't really know how to get out of driving my car, I tried to carpool. I can admit I didn't try that

hard.”199 In admitting that she “didn’t try that hard” to shift aspects of her lifestyle — even

carpooling proved difficult — Nicki emblematizes the inaccessibility of many key elements of

‘sustainable living’ that are proselytized by individualist environmental movements. But once

Nicki witnessed the election of Donald Trump, she started asking herself questions: “how was I,

a college-educated middle-class white woman, going to be? What was my role? What really

could I do? What's actually happening?”200 She explains that these questions came out of her

“relationship with learning and [her] own agency in the world really start[ing] to shift then.”201

Armed with a new willingness to engage with her “own agency in the world” and a reckoning

with her role in the world, she entered the conversations amplified by Conceivable Future.

Nicki was driving to work and listening to the radio shortly after the birth of her first

child when she heard an interview with climate activists speaking about the intersection of

201 Nicki, interview.
200 Nicki, interview.
199 Nicki, interview.
198 Nicki, interview.
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reproduction and climate change. As Nicki recalled, “this couple, they compromised. One

partner wanted to have kids and the other one didn’t want to have kids because of the climate

problem, and so their compromise was having one child.”202 For Nicki, this was a jolt to

consciousness, and she asked herself, “should I be reconsidering wanting to have another child

because this is what someone else is doing?”203 This question was a new one, as she had

previously planned differently for her future, saying “I really hadn't thought about it that way

before. Initially, my partner and I were thinking two to three children is what we would like. That

seemed like a good number, for us, of humans to bring in the world, and have our family be that

size and have that life.”204 While Nicki’s husband was “a little more indifferent to that struggle,”

Nicki was struck with the need to recalibrate her thought process, asking herself: “Should we

only have one child? Maybe I should reconsider this.”205 This reconsideration stemmed from the

radio interview, but was only made more important by a study from Oregon State University that

Nicki stumbled across.

Considering reproduction as a part of one’s personal impact, or carbon footprint, on the

environment is actually a fairly new idea. When Paul Murtaugh, Professor of Statistics, and

Michael Schlax, Professor of Oceanic and Atmospheric Sciences, teamed up to publish a

research paper titled “Reproduction and the Carbon Legacies of Individuals,” they outline how

reproduction was rarely calculated into an individual’s environmental impact.206 To remedy what

they saw as an oversight, their research purpose was centered around exploring “the effects of an

individual’s reproductive behavior by tracing a single female’s genetic contribution to future

206 Murtaugh, P. A., & Schlax, M. G. “Reproduction and the Carbon Legacies of Individuals.” Global
Environmental Change, pp. 14–20. doi:10.1016/j.gloenvcha.2008.10.007.

205 Nicki, interview.
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generations and weighting her descendants’ impacts by their relatedness to her.”207 I find this

research focus problematic on several levels, perhaps most stridently for its practice of blaming

women’s reproductive choice for climate change and carbon emissions, which is not only sexist

and inaccurate, but also ignores the major corporate contributors to global warming.

Nevertheless, Murtaugh and Schlax “apply this approach to emissions of fossil carbon dioxide

with the goal of quantifying the carbon legacy of an individual and examining how it is affected

by the individual’s reproductive choices.”208 While the authors make some legitimate

conclusions, such as the statistical result that having a child in the United States incurs a carbon

legacy (the carbon footprint of an individual and their descendants) two orders of magnitude

greater than in Bangladesh (an example used in the text) for a constant-emission scenario, I argue

that the majority of their conclusions are dangerous because of their Malthusian implications.

They go as far as to claim that choosing not to reproduce is one of the most efficient individual

lifestyle decisions for reducing one’s impact on climate change, writing that having two children

would eventually add nearly 40 times that amount [486 tons] of CO2 to the earth’s

atmosphere.”209 Their paper caused Nicki to further reevaluate her personal reproductive

decisions in the context of climate change.

After reading the Oregon State University report, Nicki recalls attributing an individual

carbon footprint for any future child she might have. She remembered thinking critically about

the report, saying “I read [the report] and it was like, ‘Bringing another child can, according to

this person's research, can be directly attributed to adding to climate catastrophe by emitting

carbon and producing pollution.’ It was like, ‘My choice having a child means this.’”210 In the

210 Nicki, interview by Casey Roepke, July 2020.
209 Murtaugh, “Carbon Legacies.”
208 Murtaugh, “Carbon Legacies.”
207 Murtaugh, “Carbon Legacies.”



107

immediate wake of reading this paper and her first exposure to Conceivable Future, she had to

face her own participation in climate activism, and as a result “had a period of time where [she]

was processing that reassessment of having another child in the context of the climate

emergency.”211 Once again, this took the form of a question: “How am I contributing to this

problem by having another child?”212 Despite Murtaugh and Schlax advocating for not

reproducing, Nicki ultimately decided to have another child. While she did consider climate

change in her decision process, it was not the only factor. In fact, she shared that her final

decision was influenced by other elements of her individual experiences, saying that she returned

to her original justification for wanting more children, explaining her reasoning as “being that I

wanted my child to have a sibling in their life. Based off of my partner, we have siblings and that

was more important for my older son to have someone else in his life that he could share his life

with even. That was more important.”213 Nicki also recognized her powerlessness in the broader

climate change landscape, recounting:

Also, I thought about me having one other child versus one last child. I am not personally
going to stop the climate emergency. I cannot. Recognizing that I am one person on the
planet and my children are one person on the planet, each of them. The planet is filled
with how many living organisms — how many of those are humans? How many are in
the Global North? Assessing it that way, I made that decision by thinking about it in those
terms. Not having another child doesn't mean that climate emergency is going to stop, but
it could empower my older child to feel less lonely in the world, and give him some
community, assuming they both have healthy lives and are able to support each other.214

Nicki highlights the inefficacy of combating climate change by taking action solely on an

individual level. She does not overestimate her individual capabilities when she says, “I am not

personally going to stop the climate emergency. I cannot,” instead recognizing that “not having

214 Nicki, interview.
213 Nicki, interview.
212 Nicki, interview.
211 Nicki, interview.
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another child doesn’t mean that climate emergency is going to stop,” and that this action allows

for her first child to have a stronger support system, which she values with the expectation that

climate change will make her children’s future more difficult. Nicki adheres to the belief — and,

frankly, the reality — that individual choices are meaningless at the margins of the climate crisis.

Further, with a second child, she allows herself to focus on the future instead of weighing the

guilt of her past decision to have a child. For Nicki, having another child empowered her to care

about the planet more, because with raising two children, she now had higher stakes for

protecting their futures. She credits the decision to have a second child as a major contribution to

her continuing education and activism, saying, “I think about how my role of having children…

really tethers me to being involved, and paying attention. It almost motivates me more to be

active and engaged in the push rather than makes me scared. The fear for them is motivating

‘new me’ to be very present and to be active in the ways that I can be.”215 Nicki harnesses this

element of “fear” as a motivating force, striving to “be active and engaged” in climate activism

rather than paralyzed by anxiety. Nicki is one example of an individual who chose to have

children despite the environmental pressures of climate activism, but other members of

Conceivable Future made different decisions as a result of their perceived individual guilt.

Heid, a white woman, grew up in the United Kingdom and Norway, and completed a PhD

in social anthropology studying the impact of climate change and weather on people’s lives in

the Himalayas. She worked at a radio station in Oslo, where she had the opportunity to make a

radio series about individuals choosing not to have children. She said that her focus was “not

explicitly about climate change,” but nevertheless climate change was a factor in these decisions,

and she reflected, “two of the people I interviewed did relate it to [climate change], but they had

215 Nicki, interview.
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two completely different approaches.”216 The reproductive decision-making process is not

dependent on just one factor, and Heid learned that there are different approaches, even within

the context of climate change. She outlined the first approach, saying, “One, which is the one

that I resonate most with personally, is the emissions that the hypothetical person that one gave

birth to would cause in their lifetime which coupled with the number of people on the planet and

the fact that I live in a high emissions country, it's disproportionate.”217 Here, Heid holds herself

accountable for preventing the carbon emissions that her hypothetical child would produce in

their lifetime, and finds resonance in an individualist approach to climate activism. She also

recalled another factor in making reproductive decisions in the context of climate change, saying,

“the other aspect is how climate change would affect the life of that hypothetical child

throughout their lifetime. It will definitely be affecting our lives as well, or my life and the life of

people of my age, but even more so the next generations, because the effects and the uncertainty

and the extreme weather events are just becoming more frequent.”218 Like other members of

these organizations, Heid acknowledges that climate change will have a major impact on future

generations that cannot be ignored by current society.

As a former climate scientist, Heid knows with certainty that the future will bring more

catastrophic natural disasters, temperatures, and the other ecological crises that accompany

climate change. This understanding has driven her to consider reproduction as bringing undue

burden onto her hypothetical child, who would have to grow up in a world fraught with the

effects of climate change. She expands further on this point, saying more personally, “For me, in

terms of my own emissions… I just don't want to contribute to making the world worse for other

people. So those two things: it's the emissions that the childhood would have and then their life

218 Heid, interview.
217 Heid, interview.
216 Heid, interview by Casey Roepke, September 2020.
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experience and quality of life that they would have as a consequence of climate change that has

already been locked in.”219 Heid is weighing other people’s needs in her decision to not have

children. In doing so, she constructs a dynamic where her personal justification is dependent on

valuing the lives of other people. She was involved with Birth Strike’s Facebook group, and

found the experience of finding others who chose not to have children in the context of climate

change to be an empowering one. She found Birth Strike’s strategy — calling attention to the

issue of climate change through a reproductive lens — effective, saying, “It is quite powerful…

maybe politicians, or, I don't know, people who were deciding about fossil fuels or climate

change, maybe they would never hear about that unless there was a movement like Birth Strike,

that would formulate that there are a number of people who have this [reproductive decision] in

common, and actually hundreds of people.”220 Here, Heid highlights one of Birth Strike’s

controversial strategies, the politicization of individual reproductive conversations, and shows

that she hopes it can help raise awareness for the cause. However, Heid also cautioned against

turning Birth Strike’s individual stories into expectations, saying, “talking to someone else about

what they should or shouldn't do about this extremely personal thing, that is just really

problematic. My motivation with… making this radio series about people who choose not to

have children, is not at all to make more people choose not to have children, but it aims to make

people who have chosen not to have children feel more comfortable and more part of a

community, because they might feel quite isolated.”221 Heid’s portrayal of reproductive

conversation as a method of community-building aligns with many of Conceivable Future’s

strategies, which lean on sharing personal testimonies and engaging in dinner party

conversations around climate change and reproduction as a form of activism. Heid sees one

221 Heid, interview.
220 Heid, interview.
219 Heid, interview.
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question as central in these discussions: “What lives will those children have, right? Because

they've been had out of just guilt or expectation or something that seems a really non-ideal start

to life.”222 While Heid highlights the “guilt or expectation” that encourages people to have

children, there is also a guilt associated with raising a hypothetical child in a future of climate

change, and this guilt causes people to choose not to reproduce.

One of the factors in Alex’s decision to not have children was this guilt over a

hypothetical future. She addressed several emotions in this decision process, recounting, “I can't

really accept the way the world might be in the future if I'm worrying about my kid… It's valid

whether or not you can see a future for yourself.”223 Here, Alex’s personal belief is at least

partially shaped by her awareness of Birth Strike’s message. Birth Strike invokes fear and

anxiety-based rhetoric surrounding the future of the planet in justifying the choice not to have

children, targeting parents’ fear of not being able to provide a future for their child, or worse,

bringing a child into a world that will be rife with inhabitable climates, rising sea levels, harsher

droughts and hurricanes, and many other undesirable living conditions. This justification draws

on “the idea that climate change is a relatively ‘long threat’ compared with other kinds of

intergenerational concerns [as] both a reflection of the way it is perceived as a distant problem,

and also of the time lag inherent in burning fossil fuels and the damage these emissions inflict

over decades and centuries.”224 In a manifesto of sorts, Birth Strike declares that “life, as we

know it in the holocene, is in great, immediate danger,” utilizing language from the climate

justice movement to inextricably tie their movement to the “immediate danger” of climate

change.225 Ferorelli draws on similar rationale in her organizing for Conceivable Future. But, she

225 “BIRTHSTRIKE.” BIRTHSTRIKE. https://www.birthstrikeforfuture.com/. Archived at Wayback

224 Diprose, Kristina, et al. “Caring for the Future: Climate Change and Intergenerational Responsibility in
China and the UK.” Geoforum, vol. 105, 2019, pp. 158–167., doi:10.1016/j.geoforum.2019.05.019.

223 Alex, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
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has tried to modulate the emotional extremes of fear and guilt surrounding climate change,

saying, “among people who acknowledge the reality of the climate crisis, there's still a tendency

to put a false cheer on it or to go into this hectoring apocalyptic register. In between those two

extremes, there's like the entire lived experience… whether it's the best or worst-case scenario,

we're going to live our full lives in this and we need to start to imagine what that's going to look

like.”226 Ferorelli observes an oscillation in the emotional experience for climate activists,

swinging between “false cheer” and a “hectoring apocalyptic register.” I contend that activists

who have access to the guilt register of this emotional spectrum are making their subsequent

reproductive decisions out of a position of privilege. I do not intend to minimize the emotional

burden of family planning around climate change, but the reality is that treating this reproductive

decision as a solution to climate anxiety is quixotic at best. Painting an individualist response

only serves the individual by staving off guilt, and does not actually contribute to a climate

justice movement.

No Place for Individualism in Climate Justice

Individualism in climate activism is detrimental to the overall impact of the movement,

and scholars have begun to explore these detrimental effects. The reproductive subject of

environmental health discourse as an individual results from “the paradoxical twinning of

vulnerability and responsibility,” a tendency which “is repeated when population growth as

environmental threat is tied to women’s control of fertility, producing a simultaneously

vulnerable and empowered subject.”227 Relating the paradox of the individualist frame facing

227 Lappé, Martine, Robbin Jeffries Hein, Hannah Landecker. “Environmental Politics of Reproduction.”
Annual Review of Anthropology. 2019.

226 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
Machine, citing a capture dated 26 August 2020.
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collective problems back to the population debate, Lappé et al point to the hypocrisy of holding

childbearers as a “simultaneously vulnerable and empowered subject” when larger change can be

achieved through collectivism. They highlight this debate in a depiction of “how ideas of livable

worlds are changing with increasingly catastrophic narratives of environmental change,

impacting the sense of responsibility individuals may feel to future humans — but there is no

guarantee of shared agreement about what that responsibility is or what forms it should take.”228

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future take an individualist approach to this “responsibility,”

articulating that individual action is a sufficient response to climate change. I take issue with this

stance and find the capitalist undertones of these movements problematic.

I argue that the individualism furthered by Birth Strike and Conceivable Future focuses

on ameliorating personal guilt, and therefore cannot be harnessed to generate substantive

collective demands toward justice. In this sense, individualism — such as advocating the

personal decision to not have children as an adequate form of climate justice activism — is

rooted in the same capitalist traditions of liberal democracy that contribute to climate change in

the first place. Addressing capitalism as a root cause of climate change is incompatible with

individual action.

A collectivist alternative is possible, but only with the existence of broad restructuring

and a stronger emphasis on the shared experiences of reproductive trauma, especially as evident

in the Black community. After demonstrating the limits of individualism, I will next investigate

and envision a collective politics in Chapter 4. Using Christina Sharpe’s scholarship on the

chattel slavery and Black identity, I will show how grief and mourning must account for the

history of racial violence in order to be harnessed for a truly collective activism.

228 Lappé, “Environmental Politics.”
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CHAPTER FOUR

GRIEF IS A TWO-WAY STREET

“Anyone who has been moving in activist circles will know that, even prior to the disgusting
murder of George Floyd and ensuing conversations on racism, a huge issue preventing the
galvanisation of critical mass for system change was being much discussed — that the links
between ecological devastation and human racial domination have not been taken seriously
enough by many Global North environmental groups. In short: ‘justice’ has often been on the
back burner. This does not only apply to the founding of Birth Strike. As someone who's shared
personal stories and given their voice to the group, I (Jessica) have learnt that personal
reckoning with climate collapse, and the grief involved, can blind us to our own privilege,
whatever this may look like. It’s easy to become so focussed on raising the alarm for the future,
that we sometimes forget how unevenly people are already affected, and the ways our own
methods of activism may exclude others.”

- Birth Strike Statement

In August 2020, the owners of Birth Strike’s official Facebook group announced the

termination of the organization. In a statement, the founders wrote, “Birth Strike as a campaign

will soon be coming to an end. Birth Strike’s online presence will mostly be taken down, the

database deleted.”229 In place of Birth Strike, Pepino and Birth Strike’s spokesperson, Jessica

Johannesson, plan to create a support group they are calling ‘Grieving Parenthood in the Climate

Crisis’: Channelling Loss into Climate Justice.230 Pepino and Johannesson elaborated on their

reasons for doing so in a three page internal statement released to group members. The statement

began with the founders tracing their thought process to arrive at this decision, writing:

“Having spent the last 6 months in a process of reflection, the Birth Strike team have
come to realise that Birth Strike is no longer tenable as a campaign tool for action on the
climate crisis. In the light of the recent BLM [Black Lives Matter] protests spurring
conversations around racial and social justice, and what we see as a welcome and
increasing awareness of the inextricable links between social/racial justice and climate
collapse, we think it will be dangerous for us to continue to campaign as ‘Birth Strike’

230 “Statement to Members.”

229 “Statement to Members.” Letter from Blythe Pepino and Jessica Johannesson. Accessed February 28,
2021.
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going forward.”231

Pepino and Johannesson pinpointed their discomfort with Birth Strike’s mission in the wake of

racial justice campaigns and widespread organizing around the Black Lives Matter movement.

After reckoning with the “inextricable links between social/racial justice and climate collapse,”

Pepino and Johannesson ultimately concluded that “Birth Strike is no longer tenable as a

campaign tool for action on the climate crisis.”

The statement outlines what Pepino and Johannesson see as Birth Strike’s flaws which

led to its discontinuation. While at first, Pepino saw Birth Strike’s rapid media ascent as a

success – “because of its seemingly ‘scandalous’ nature [Birth Strike] was able to go to places in

the media other campaigns would not have dreamed of being invited to[:] television programs,

women’s magazines and documentaries” — she also witnessed the negative implications of

widespread media attention covering a burgeoning movement.232 For Pepino, everything from the

name to the narrative were muddled by publication misconceptions. Pepino spent months on

deciding on the name for Birth Strike, yet “it did no end of harm in allowing [the group] to be

aligned with the ‘overpopulation’ topic. If you Google Birth Strike or scan the Facebook

discussion board it would be hard to not perceive us as being ‘about population.’”233 As I have

detailed and analyzed, Birth Strike’s connection with overpopulation rhetoric irreparably

endangers the efficacy of the movement, and further, I argue, renders the movement incapable of

achieving justice. After months of reflection, Pepino has come to a similar conclusion, writing,

“Witnessing the loss of control of our narrative has been very distressing and humbling. We have

to concede that we underestimated the power of ‘overpopulation’ as a growing form of climate

233 “Statement to Members.”
232 “Statement to Members.”
231 “Statement to Members.”
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breakdown denial — even in some of our most revered scientists and fellow climate activists.”234

Pepino points to this underestimation of “the power of ‘overpopulation’” as the downfall of her

organization, as it led to the “loss of control of [her] narrative.” I hold Birth Strike’s leadership

responsible for the loss of control over what could have been an organization built around

explicitly anti-overpopulation action, and Pepino’s statement raises a point that she should have

predicted in founding Birth Strike; as she emphasizes that while the original intentions were for

Birth Strike to have “a role in debating and combatting populationist rhetoric,” she also admits

that “Birth Strike’s very existence, the name and its emphasis on birth is enough to inadvertently

fan the flames.”235 Upon reflection, Pepino is acknowledging that by framing climate “justice”

around issues of reproduction, Birth Strike is unable to achieve justice. In her words, “justice”

has “often been on the back burner.”236 In the statement, Johannesson also recounts her past

oversight in organization leadership, writing, “I (Jessica) have learnt that personal reckoning

with climate collapse, and the grief involved, can blind us to our own privilege… It’s easy to

become so focused on raising the alarm for the future, that we sometimes forget how unevenly

people are already affected, and the ways our own methods of activism may exclude others.”237

In Birth Strike’s pursuit of “raising the alarm for the future,” Johannesson uncovers a common

blunder of climate organizations: the fallibility of overemphasizing a future world to a degree

which ignores — and seemingly condones — current injustices and environmental inequalities.

Thus, the public perception of Birth Strike bolstered disingenuous activism.

As a result of the missteps perpetuated by Birth Strike — either caused by misguided

intention or ignorance — Pepino and Johannesson decided to shift the focus of their activism.

237 “Statement to Members.”
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This shift is built on what they see as “the conversation on severity… moving from ‘how do we

avert climate breakdown’ to ‘how do we deal with inevitable climate breakdown.’”238 Much of

Birth Strike’s mission was intended to promote not having children as an active response to

climate change, and as a method of making one’s individual lifestyle more sustainable, especially

in regards to carbon emissions. As such, Birth Strike fell into the former category, putting forth

an answer to: “how do we avert climate breakdown?” In turn, Pepino and Johannesson’s new

organizing attempts to answer the second question — “how do we deal with inevitable climate

breakdown?” — take a different approach. Pepino and Johannesson intend to “savour” the

“beautiful element to Birth Strike… this is the solidarity and support of a group that names the

climate-grief of the loss of parenthood for all those who have found themselves isolated in that

‘decision.’”239 They hope to bridge the Birth Strike membership into a new endeavor, a group for

“Grieving Parenthood in the Climate Crisis.” From the name, they imply that members have

chosen to not have children because of climate change, and are therefore grieving the parenthood

that they will not have. The statement highlights this new group as “for those who are grieving

and wish to channel that grief positively into work to make our transitioning world more just.”240

Here, Pepino and Johannesson aim to recapture the intention of Birth Strike and channel their

climate change-induced grief into achieving justice in this context. They declare that “the new

group is for those who agree justice must be front and centre of any action taken,”

acknowledging “another error” by writing:

At the beginning, Birth Strike was naively called an international group, as we didn’t
wish to preclude anyone from around the world from joining the conversation. This
openness was well meant/sincere, but essentially Birth Strike was started by and run by a
middle class white English woman and remains heavily Global North weighted therefore

240 “Statement to Members.”
239 “Statement to Members.”
238 “Statement to Members.”



118

cannot be titled as ‘international’ despite the fact that the coordinating team became more
representative. As the new group we will continue to support anyone who reaches out to
us, but we will be more mindful of both how we describe the group and how the group
should be structured so that members receive the support they need… We hope the group
will be more horizontal/collaborative from the get go and so we have not made any more
decisions than the name, the aim and the tagline!241

In this statement, the leaders of Birth Strike attempt to remedy their oversights by intentionally

acknowledging their privilege. They did not name specific actionable items toward the goal of

structuring their next endeavor in a horizontal and collaborative format, but Pepino and

Johannesson do mindfully point toward a more idealistic approach to climate change response

and environmental activism.

While the Birth Strike leaders share the very legitimate faults with their past organizing

to justify the end of the group, they nevertheless point to “climate grief” as the center of their

next endeavor. But what is climate grief? This chapter will investigate how grief motivates

political activism and impacts movements toward justice in reproductive and climate contexts,

while also uncovering the differences in grieving practices for the privileged predominantly

white members of Conceivable Future and Birth Strike versus the mourning over

intergenerational racial violence and reproductive trauma of Black women and communities of

color. First, I will define grief as Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do, within the context of

climate change. Then, I will use Christina Sharpe’s text exploring grief as a component of Black

identity, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, as an evaluative criterion for climate

organizations to meet in order to fulfill their goal of achieving climate and reproductive justice.

Climate change and anti-Blackness are problems with similar natures; both affect communities

on an intergenerational level with a systemic cause impossible to personify in any one individual

and are therefore systemic problems which require systemic analysis. Through drawing a parallel

241 “Statement to Members.”
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between these two crises — ecological collapse and systemic racism — I will outline how

individualist frames are inadequate mechanisms for addressing these issues and will further

argue for collective action as a response which fully meets the terms of these societal challenges.

What is Climate Grief?

In recent years, psychologists and social scientists have devoted significant study to the

effects of climate change and ecological crisis on human emotion and mental health. In the

article “Ecological Grief as a Mental Health Response to Climate Change-related Loss,”

Ashlee Cunsolo  and Neville R. Ellis  explore the concept of “ecological grief” as a “natural and

legitimate response to ecological loss, and one that may become more common as climate

impacts worsen.”242 Cunsolo and Ellis attach ecological grief to “experienced or anticipated

ecological losses, including the loss of species, ecosystems and meaningful landscapes due to

acute or chronic environmental change,” as an individual’s emotional response to those

ecological losses, “particularly for people who retain close living, working and cultural

relationships to the natural environment.”243 In the text, they further divide ecological grief into

three categories: (1) sadness over lost land, species, environments, or other physical

environments losses, (2) grief from identity loss, and (3) mourning anticipated future devastation

and ecological loss.244 Their third categorization aligns most staunchly with the articulations of

grief coming from Birth Strike and Conceivable Future. Cunsolo and Ellis further indicate that

this ecological grief is rooted in an “anticipation of future losses,” which construes an emotional

response based on imagined futures.245 By framing climate change grief as “anticipatory

245 Cunsolo, A., “Ecological Grief.”
244 Cunsolo, A., “Ecological Grief.”
243 Cunsolo, A., “Ecological Grief.”
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ecological grief,” the authors put forth the claim that this grief “may also constitute a form of

‘ambiguous grief,’ as it is likely to be particularly difficult to articulate a sense of grief felt over

the loss of the future.”246 The nature of an “anticipatory” grief also stipulates an element of fear

or anxiety, which is certainly echoed by the emotional experiences of Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future members. In anticipation of the effects of climate change — including

changes to an individual’s lifestyle and quality of life — feelings of grief and fear are both

common among climate activists.

Kathy, a 33 year old woman who moved to the U.S. from China at five years old and

currently lives in Washington D.C., is familiar with the reflections of grief within climate

activism and organizations. She, too, sees this grief as forward-facing, saying, “There are

different complex forms of grief around what kinds of futures are possible and foreclosed, based

on things that I know are happening. The ways in which they map on each other, or the common

ground, or the common way to talk about it. It's about futurities.”247 Kathy’s comment about the

futurities of climate grief also implicates a larger legacy of reproductive barriers — in which

historically, reproductive futurity and childbearing has been denied for Black and Indigenous

communities, and other communities of color. In Kathy’s view, her emotional response to

reproduction and climate change is intimately tied to this futurity aspect, saying:

It's about — whether it's children that I birth or not, or am involved with or not, or my
relationship with place and other forms of beings. I think that… the commonality, or the
common emotional response, is… it has to do with forms of grief about what futures
are possible, what futures are not possible, or what futures I expect in a clear sighted
way, can try to see into. That's not the one emotional response. I think there's also
tenacity of being in the world, in the midst of great difficulty. There's also that emotional
tenor, whatever that is, something like that.248

248 Kathy, interview.
247 Kathy, interview by Casey Roepke, October 2020.
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Kathy indicates a split between possible and impossible futures in order to distinguish between

the levels of grief she experiences in the face of uncertain — and inevitable — climate change

impacts. She denotes a “tenacity of being in the world” that grounds her grief in reality, making

her emotions indistinguishable from her reproductive actions.

Katie Rose similarly interrogates the root of her grief and emotional response to

reproduction and climate change. Like Kathy, she experiences sadness from different causes,

saying, “I think I experience a lot of conflicting emotions when it comes to reproduction and

climate change.”249 For Katie Rose, these emotions are entrenched in an uncertain future, saying,

“I feel a deep sadness that I have to think about the quality of life that my child would have. I

also have a deep sadness thinking about the fact that bringing the child into this world will result

in the extinction of more species and will result in harm to the planet.”250 By pitting future

expectations against each other, Katie Rose constructs a bleak outlook for her hypothetical

children. Her reflections of grief and sadness led her to also reflect on the system which makes

choosing to have a child a morally unacceptable choice under Katie Rose’s climate change

criteria. She says that, “You can't make a moral choice in late stage capitalism. We have to speak

so hard to just do less harm as opposed to do good. To bring in a child into this world is even

more so. Not only is the child going to grow in a world that's hot, sick, and dirty, and crowded,

but it's also going to contribute and aggravate that and speed it.”251 Katie Rose’s frustration in

turn transforms into mournful gratitude for her decision not to have a child, as she says, “I think

it's anger at the system, sadness for myself. Happiness — like, selfish happiness — that I can just

do whatever I want because I don't have a child, I have more money or have more free time.

251 Katie Rose, interview.
250 Katie Rose, interview.
249 Katie Rose, interview by Casey Roepke, October 2020.
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There's a lot of benefits to not having children.”252 Katie Rose’s later comments are somewhat

outside the scope of reproduction in the context of climate change, but her observations about her

own sadness indicate a desire for emotional relief. Yet Katie Rose’s “anger at the system, sadness

for [herself]” is also a display of the privilege to mourn a future scenario instead of grieving

personal injustices in the past or present. While both Kathy and Katie Rose speak of the

unfairness of climate change affecting their hypothetical children’s futures as a justification for

their decision to not have children, I argue this grief is articulated differently than the collective

mourning over racial violence and history of injustice against Black women.

Climate grief is rooted in the doubt over being able to protect one's future offspring, and

while Birth Strike and Conceivable Future are drawn from this grief, they do not consider the

factors necessary to make life more liveable in the future. Still, grief can be both forward- and

backwards-facing; this parallel between people who grieve a lost future and those who mourn a

lack of reproductive autonomy because of a legacy of racism is also a distinction between

privilege and situated trauma. Climate grief is observed through public testimony and awareness

but also avoids accountability for past action or inaction. Alternatively, mourning the effects of

violent racism fully depends on a collective acknowledgment on the systemic legacy of slavery

and other root causes. After all, individual action in the face of collective violence — such as

brushing off accountability because of one’s belief in their own innocence — is meaningless

because it is incompatible with the nature of the problem. Climate grief, at least in the

conceptualization of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future’s framing, is a mechanism of

internalizing and individualizing the emotional impact of a crisis which is entirely produced by a

collective and systemic capitalist exploitation of land and resources.

252 Katie Rose, interview.
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Wake Work

Since I have established the parallel between climate change and systemic racism as

grief-producing crises, I will now turn to an example of mourning: Black grief in an anti-Black

state. I will further elaborate on Christina Sharpe’s argument for how we should consider

systemic problems — in this case, racism — from a Black feminist and firmly collectivist

perspective. In order to further scrutinize the context of climate grief, I will now turn to Christina

Sharpe’s In the Wake: On Blackness and Being for a rigorous examination of privilege, race, and

mourning.

Sharpe’s text contains more than just a narrative tracing the history of chattel slavery in

the United States. In the Wake is also a praxis in resisting white supremacy, exploring mourning

as a politics of Black identity, collective trauma as normative to Black identity, and “wake work”

as creating possible futures. There lies an element of lived experiences in Sharpe’s meanings of

the word “wake,” — “a watch of vigil held beside the body of someone who has died,” “grief,

celebration, memory,” “the state of wakefulness; consciousness” — which is insistent, then, on

situating justice within a framework of living practice as well.253 Sharpe layers her writing with

four separate components: the wake, the ship, the hold, and the weather. The wake of a slave ship

carries a legacy of racial violence, the ship and hold are reminders of the very real ongoing

perpetuations of racism along with the funerary mourning practices of grieving those injustices,

and the weather is indicative of the climate and environment of systemic racism that surrounds

and fills our societies. Sharpe frames the “wake” as past, present, and future; she argues that

carrying past violence, grieving present horrors, and awakening to consciousness as a method of

future resistance are all pillars of Black identity.

253 Sharpe, Christina Elizabeth. In the Wake: on Blackness and Being. p. 16. Duke University Press, 2016.
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Sharpe proposes a “wake work” to engage and reckon with these multifaceted

conceptualizations of a wake. She writes that this task must follow a “method of encountering a

past that is not past. A method along the lines of a sitting with, a gathering, and a tracking of

phenomena that disproportionately and devastatingly affect Black peoples any and everywhere

we are.”254 For Sharpe, resistance and justice are inextricably linked to an acknowledgment and

grieving of the past, as she writes, “I’ve been thinking of this gathering, this collecting and

reading toward a new analytic, as the wake and wake work, and I am interested in plotting,

mapping, and collecting the archives of the everyday of Black immanent and imminent death,

and in tracking the ways we resist, rupture, and disrupt that immanence and imminence

aesthetically and materially.”255 Sharpe weaves together these disparate definitions of the wake to

demonstrate that if we consider the wake and all of these meanings — “the keeping watch with

the dead, the path of a ship, a consequence of something, in the line of flight and/or sight,

awakening, and consciousness” — and if we “join the wake with work in order that we might

make the wake and wake work our analytic, we might continue to imagine new ways to live in

the wake of slavery, in slavery’s afterlives, to survive (and more) the afterlife of property.”256 For

Sharpe, wake work is a metric of analysis and also a practice of imagining better futures,

achieving justice, and awakening to consciousness through grief. Sharpe urges us to engage in

wake work collectively as a response to the legacy of racial injustice.

Individualism is not a solution for racial injustice because racism is not an individual

crisis. Sharpe cites and affirms Claudia Rankine’s opinion piece for The New York Times, “The

Condition of Black Life Is One of Mourning,” to draw further significance from the systemic

prevalence of Black death and mourning. Rankine’s article, a thorough rumination on police

256 Sharpe, In the Wake, 19.
255 Sharpe, In the Wake, 18.
254 Sharpe, In the Wake, 18.
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brutality and the Black Lives Matter movement, explores the twin natures — personal and

politicized — of Black grief. She explains how after Emmett Till was violently lynched, his

mother, Mamie Till Mobley, advocated an open-coffin funeral for her son and allowed

photographs. Rankine sees this as a powerful subversion of expected grieving norms, as “In

refusing to look away from the flesh of our domestic murders, by insisting we look with her upon

the dead, she reframed mourning as a method of acknowledgment that helped energize the civil

rights movement in the 1950s and ’60s.”257 Mobley grieved the unjust murder of her son

publicly, an action which galvanized a legacy which extends into modern activism. Rankine’s

assertion that the “Black Lives Matter movement can be read as an attempt to keep mourning an

open dynamic in our culture because black lives exist in a state of precariousness” is in direct

alignment with Sharpe’s wake work as a living, breathing praxis of continual and communal

grief.258 Indeed, the Black Lives Matter movement harnesses and acknowledges the grief inherent

in Black identity within a society rife with systemic violence and injustice and uses that grief to

build a coalition of action. Rankine sees the Black Lives Matter movement take on this difficult

but necessary grief as part of their political activism, as “mourning then bears both the

vulnerability inherent in black lives and the instability regarding a future for those lives.”259 This

mourning is one of acknowledgment, but also one of moving forward into creating change. The

deaths of Black people — at the hands of the police, environmental instability, or other

symptoms of racism — is a cycle which repeats in perpetuity and therefore is inextricable from

the societal limits within which those deaths exist, and the Black Lives Matter movement utilizes

259 Rankine, “Mourning.”
258 Rankine, “Mourning.”

257 Rankine, Claudia. “The Condition of Black Life Is One of Mourning.” The New York Times. June 22,
2015.
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/22/magazine/the-condition-of-black-life-is-one-of-mourning.html.
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wake work to call attention not only to the deaths of Black individuals but also to the collective

conditions of racism and white supremacy which render Black lives unmeaningful.

Just as racism is a systemic crisis, Sharpe further considered reproduction as a site for

systemic and racialized violence in the history of forced reproduction during slavery. She writes

that “the birth canal… has functioned… over time to dis/figure Black maternity, to turn the

womb into a factory producing blackness as abjection much like the slave ship’s hold and the

prison, and turning the birth canal into another domestic Middle Passage with Black mothers,

after the end of legal hypodescent, still ushering their children into their condition; their

non/status, their non/being-ness.”260 Sharpe alludes to the dehumanization of Black reproduction,

a process that is parallel to Federici’s references to a commodification of childbearing as a

method of severing a community from the means of production. Reproductive violence —

including both forced reproduction and reproductive denial — against Black people is a

subjugation of political, emotional, physical, and economic power; a model of perpetuating racial

reproductive injustice is therefore incompatible with wake work. When Sharpe argues that Black

women have “never been able to lay claim to how mother means in the world,” I see a direct

connection to the denial of reproduction and futurity in population control rhetoric and the

history of eugenics and forced sterilizations.261 Ross and other reproductive justice scholars

demonstrate how Black communities have been disproportionately denied reproductive freedoms

as an example of “never [being] able to lay claim” to parenthood. Birth Strike and Conceivable

Future, while attempting to advocate for reproductive justice, inadvertently preserve the denial of

Black motherhood by advocating for not having children as a climate change solution.

261 Sharpe, In the Wake, 57.
260 Sharpe, Christina Elizabeth. In the Wake: on Blackness and Being. p. 56 Duke University Press, 2016.
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Sharpe’s text would seem to suggest that reproduction is not solely the practice of having

a child. She connotes the act of reproduction as a symbol within her larger allegory of the slave

ship and the wake: “The birth canal of Black women or women who birth blackness, then, is

another kind of domestic Middle Passage; the birth canal, that passageway from the womb

through which a fetus passes during birth. The belly of the ship births blackness; the birth canal

remains in, and as, the hold. The belly of the ship births blackness (as no/relation).”262

Reproduction is thus intertwined with each step of “the wake” as Sharpe articulates it, and

reproductive injustices are present throughout the history of racial violence. Moreover, Sharpe

situates reproduction within the larger placement of race in society, writing that “in the wake, we

must connect the birth industry to the prison industry, the machine that degrades and denies and

eviscerates reproductive justice to the machine that incarcerates.”263 Sharpe links reproduction

with mortality, life with death, in order to advocate a wake work which addresses injustice

throughout the entirety of one’s life.

The Organizations

If we measure Birth Strike and Conceivable Future by Sharpe’s wake work metric for

activism, the climate organizations come up woefully inadequate. While individual members and

the groups as a whole articulate a certain self-imposed grief over not having children because of

climate change, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future nevertheless lack the path, the ship, the

hold, and the weather of wake work grief activism. While these organizations embody grief

practices surrounding a systemic crisis, they are not achieving wake work because they are

demographically incapable of embodying specifically Black grief. I draw on Sharpe’s wake work

263 Sharpe, In the Wake, 65.
262 Sharpe, In the Wake, 57.
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not because Birth Strike and Conceivable Future claim to harness it and fail, but because they

claim to harness grief-based justice and fail; Sharpe’s analytic provides a measure for political

and systemic grief which can be adapted by climate organizations to authentically mourn without

perpetuating anti-Blackness.

I argue that the grief conveyed in and by these organizations is a result of privilege, and is

therefore incompatible with the Black identity and experience outlined by Sharpe’s wake work.

Further, I find Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s emphasis on “the individual” and

individual action to be similarly incompatible with a wake work which demands communal

mourning of collective trauma. While I understand that reproductive access can be threatened

across race, class, and other identity markers, the reality is that the majority-white membership

of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future has not experienced racial reproductive injustices.

Conceivable Future in particular centers individual grief in their dinner party conversations and

testimonies, but these conversations cannot be isolated from the larger narrative about

reproductive agency, which in turn glosses over the very real legacy of reproductive and racial

violence incurred by communities of color. Both founders of Conceivable Future, as well as the

leader and the spokesperson of Birth Strike before it shut down, are white women. While both

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future use language to condemn racial inequality, neither

organization frontlines racial justice in their organizing, despite the clear connections between

race, climate change, and reproductive justice. Consequently, the emphasis on grieving a future

— while real and experienced by their members — is instead emblematic of virtue signaling

from a position of privilege. Society does not afford all members the same structural access to

participate in the kinds of climate change reproductive “activism” delineated by Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future, and pretending otherwise is dangerous and unjust.
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Sharpe’s wake work imagines grief as a fundamental action. In contrast, within the

context of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future, grief is seen as a motivator of political action:

individuals choose not to have children because they are grieving the loss of normalcy in an

imagined and apocalyptic future. However, the emotional response to climate change can just as

easily be a force of inaction. In interviews, I learned that for many participants in Birth Strike

and Conceivable Future, their grief was paired with an existential fear of what was to come. This

fear over the future effects of climate change on everyday life, coupled with grieving those

effects, may galvanize individuals into taking “action” by choosing not to have children, but can

also function as a display of the futility of action. However, some of the people I spoke to

reflected on this fear with a grain of salt; instead of firmly situating their grief and fear in the

specter of existentialism, they are conscious of the disadvantages of giving into this grief. Alex

frames part of her decision to not have children as a result of fear and concern, but as she says, “I

can't really accept the way the world might be in the future if I’m worrying about my kid,” she is

invoking climate change not just as a motivator for her decision, but also as a justification.264

Similarly, Cody expressed his anxiety over the impacts of climate change in the future and

partially pinned his choice to not have children on this emotional response. Still, Cody’s

perspective holds a wider view which encompasses a wider fear for his community, saying “One

of my fears is that we’re going to wake up in 2050 with a carbon-neutral economy and beautiful

organic, walkable, livable, live-workplace cities that are only available to the wealthy basically.

We’re still going to have these mass refugee crises because we decarbonize, but we did not stop

our extractive practices with regard to ecosystems.”265 For Cody, his fear of the future of climate

265 Cody, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
264 Alex, interview by Casey Roepke, August 2020.
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change clarifies his desire to focus on the root causes of climate change in the hopes that

addressing those causes may aid future generations.

Ferorelli also acknowledges the inclination and tendency for this climate grief and

anxiety to manifest as a paralyzing force. Through her work organizing for Conceivable Future,

she says she observed two different approaches to the emotional cadence of climate change,

saying, “Even among people who acknowledge the reality of the climate crisis, there’s still a

tendency to put a false cheer on it or to go into this hectoring apocalyptic register. In between

those two extremes, there's like the entire lived experience.”266 Ferorelli believes that neither of

these extremes — the “false cheer” or the “hectoring apocalyptic register” — is particularly

productive in the scope of climate activism. For Ferorelli, there is a need to move forward into

the intervening space between the extremes of emotional response, saying, “There’s like,

whether it’s the best or worst-case scenario, we’re going to live our full lives in this and we need

to start to imagine what that’s going to look like.”267 While Conceivable Future is largely based

around the intersection of reproduction and climate change, Ferorelli admits that she is “much

less personally motivated by the baby question” and instead urges individuals to find what

connects them to the issue, saying, “I feel like you could pick anything that gets you talking and

thinking about how the climate crisis is shaping your life, right? How you’re a citizen of the

world in which climate change is taking place.”268 Ferorelli articulates a need to connect her

emotional response to climate change with a component of her life which inspires her to take

action instead of immobilizing her. Similarly, in Nicki’s perspective, the most important

characteristic of her emotional response is to not let herself fall into inactivity and despair as a

result of climate grief. To recall, Nicki chose to have a second child despite hesitation because of

268 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
267 Josephine Ferorelli, interview.
266 Josephine Ferorelli, interview by Casey Roepke, June 2020.
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climate change. She grounds her emotions in what she sees as a parental duty to stay active in

seeking climate justice, even despite the difficulty of raising children in a world affected by

climate change. Her motivation is to push through the paralyzing fear and grief, saying, “I guess

preparing for chaos and adapting to chaotic circumstances is difficult. It’s easy to inspire fear, but

it’s really important to me to not let that fear be debilitating… I think the fatalism of thinking

about that there is no future or that the future looks bleak is incredibly poisonous and it doesn't

do any children any good.”269 Just as Ferorelli encouraged personal connections to climate

change, Nicki harnesses her emotional response to participate in political and environmental

activism.

Individual Grief and Powerlessness

As I previously argued, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future advocate individual action

as a response to climate change — and, in turn, promote an individualist framework for the

climate grief viewed as inevitable by both organizations. Throughout the conceptual literature on

the topic of political grief, scholars have made a distinction between individual and collective

grieving. In her text Climate Change as the Work of Mourning, Ashlee Cunsolo situates climate

grief as an individualized experience which can be harnessed as a collective emotional response.

She describes climate grief, writing that “anticipatory memory of loss is a mourning that begins

before the break event, but is based in an understanding of the experience of other losses.”270 I

question the accuracy of this “anticipatory memory of loss” in the context of Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future. Because members are assigning grief to an experience they have yet to

encounter, and the experience is isolated to this future occurrence, it is difficult to draw an exact

270 Cunsolo, Ashlee. “Climate Change as the Work of Mourning.” Ethics and the Environment, vol. 17,
no. 2, pp. 137–164. JSTOR, doi:https://doi.org/10.2979/ethicsenviro.17.2.137.

269 Nicki, interview by Casey Roepke, July 2020.
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correlation between “their previous experiences of and responses to grief and trauma from other

situations and to varying degrees to their current and expected experiences with climatic and

environmental change and the understanding of the intimate impact the environmental losses will

have.”271 Yet the anticipatory nature of climate grief in this reproductive context still necessitates

an analysis which considers how individual members embrace and employ grief in their climate

activism. Cunsolo highlights the positionality of grief as a form of both individual emotional

response and collective mourning. Although loss is a universal inevitability and the grieving

process is individualized for each person, grief — especially in similar cases, or surrounding one

shared experience — can also be unifying within a community.272 Birth Strike and Conceivable

Future aim to harness their grief in a public space to bring awareness to climate change in a

reproductive context, which marks an instance where “grief is experienced individually and

privately through one’s own emotional and corporeal responses” but “is also shared with others

publicly, through collective expressions or gatherings of mourning.”273 The dynamic between

individual and collective grief mirrors the earlier discussion of individual versus collective

action, and the manner in which Birth Strike and Conceivable Future inadequately attempt to

straddle both concepts.

Individuals may experience climate grief in their own private lives, but the role of grief as

a motivator for political action is most effective when evaluated as a collective strategy. Birth

Strike and Conceivable Future offer a platform for individual stories of climate grief, anxiety,

fear, and guilt to converge into a coalescent force. A collectivist perspective on these

organizations shows that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future are utilizing grief in two

significant ways: to publicly demonstrate the impact of climate change on member’s lives and

273 Cunsolo, Ashlee. “Work of Mourning.”
272 Cunsolo, Ashlee. “Work of Mourning.”
271 Cunsolo, Ashlee. “Work of Mourning.”
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futures through storytelling and testimony, and to emblematize what they see as the axiomatic

response to this level of grief (not having children). Combined, these two reasons are attempts at

providing “opportunities for productive and important work to be given primacy and taken

seriously… the opportunity to stand up and publicly object to injustice: injustice to non-human

bodies; injustice to the bodies that have been derealized and socially-constituted as

unmournable.”274 In Cunsolo’s observations, grief is a practice of rectifying injustices, and she

articulates how “the work of mourning brings back these bodies to the foreground and recognizes

them as something worthy to be mourned through productive, transformative, interminable, and

never-ending work.”275 Like Sharpe’s wake work, Cunsolo calls for “work to be conducted and

taken up, right now, before our death and the death of others; work that may allow for a deeper

understanding of our relationships with other bodies, human and non-human,” and requires that

this grief work must produce “a new ecological ethic and platform for unification and action

premised upon and mobilized through the work and labours of mourning, and through a

commitment to ecological democracy.”276 Thus, the work of political grief can be articulated

through and harnessed for climate activism, as long as it is done mindfully and collectively.

Still, there is a fundamental element and reflective dimension of Sharpe’s wake work

which is missing from Birth Strike and Conceivable Future: the connection between mortality

and mourning as an indubitable component of Black identity. Grieving a childless future lost

because of climate change is a privileged position held by the majority-white organization

members, and is not exactly congruent with the collective mourning of racial trauma which is so

intimately intertwined with Black mortality. Sharpe begins her examination of wake work by

tracing her own family members who died from racism in varying degrees, from health

276 Cunsolo, Ashlee. “Work of Mourning.”
275 Cunsolo, Ashlee. “Work of Mourning.”
274 Cunsolo, Ashlee. “Work of Mourning.”
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inequalities to police brutality, and yet this kind of rigorous evaluation of the role of racial justice

in issues of mortality is invisible and imperceptible in the organizing of Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future. Sharpe shares the stories of her family members and the way in which they

died in order to concretely display how the conditions of systemic racism affect individuals and

their mortalities. In doing so, she articulates a need to take the occasions of their deaths and her

subsequent mourning as a catalyst to reflect on the larger systemic problems in which their

deaths were rooted.

Further, if Birth Strike and Conceivable Future wish to present grief as evidence or

justification for their mission and demands, then their oversight of the practice of wake work and

collective mourning also perpetuates the shift in accountability from systemic sources to

individuals. This individualization of grief overlooks how “powerlessness in the face of

pervasive change agents such as multinational corporations and authoritarian governments is

another factor in the new mourning.”277 Instead of using climate grief to galvanize a movement

aimed at holding these corporations and governments accountable for their share of the climate

burden, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future instead maintain their organizing “within the grip of

such concentrated centres of power, [where] individuals cannot direct their grief about negative

environmental change toward anything or anyone in particular.”278 Grief is then upheld as a

spiraling cycle of individual guilt, inactivity, and powerlessness. Glenn Albrecht, a scholar of

sustainability and environmentalism, coined the term “solastalgia” to describe an emotional

existentialism or negative emotional reaction caused by climate change. He writes that the

powerlessness of mournful individualism is “a defining feature of the concept of solastalgia…

278 Albrecht, "Solastalgia."

277 Albrecht, Glenn. "Solastalgia and the New Mourning." In Mourning Nature: Hope at the Heart of
Ecological Loss and Grief, edited by Cunsolo Ashlee and Landman Karen, 292-315. Montreal; Kingston;
London; Chicago: McGill-Queen's University Press, 2017. Accessed January 8, 2021.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt1w6t9hg.17.
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the new mourning contains the emergent elements of detailed knowledge of causality,

anthropogenic culpability, and enhanced empathy for the non-human, as well as feelings of

powerlessness.”279 Through an implicit dependence on “solastalgia,” both Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future draw on the emotional responses of their members to create a community

and organization surrounding the intersection of reproduction and climate change.

With the understanding that climate change is an inevitably systemic problem rooted in

global capitalism, climate change must be addressed as a result of colonialism, privatization, and

other destructive processes. Naomi Klein, an author and climate justice activist, writes

prolifically on the connections between capitalism and climate change, as well as the necessity

for care-based collective action. Given the systemic nature of climate change, Klein articulates

the inadequacy of an individual response. But she also argues against the specific neoliberal

individualist and capitalist space occupied — even inadvertently — by climate activists. Just as

Sharpe explores the interlinking impacts of racism in her community, Klein traces the

intersections touched by climate change:

Climate change acts as an accelerant to many of our social ills — inequality, wars, racism
— but it can also be an accelerant for the opposite, for the forced working for economic
and social justice and against militarism. Indeed the climate crisis — by presenting our
species with an existential threat and putting us on a firm and unyielding science-based
dealing — might just be the catalyst we need to knit together a great many powerful
movements, bound together by a belief in the inherent worth and value of all people and
united by a rejection of the sacrifice zone mentality, whether it applies to peoples or
places.280

Though focusing on different — yet connected — crises, Sharpe’s work on Black mourning and

Klein’s examination of climate activism both get at the crucial question: What and how should

we learn from collective grieving about what responsibilities we hold? Klein argues that we have

280 Klein, Naomi. “Let Them Drown: The Violence of Othering in a Warming World.” London Review of
Books, 2016.

279 Albrecht, "Solastalgia."
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to accept the finitude of our situation in the grand scheme of climate change and harness that to a

collective movement. Likewise, Sharpe argues that systemic racism is not any one person’s

choice, but is instead a crisis which has been forced on our society. What does it mean to have to

mourn and grieve these systemic issues which are out of any one person’s control? Birth Strike

and Conceivable Future focus instead on a different dilemma surrounding the very personal and

individual emotions surrounding climate change, and in doing so these organizations evade

capturing the full and collective extent of climate grief.

Other Conceptions of Grief

Nevertheless, grief is still felt by the leaders and members of Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future, even if it does not fit into their activism in a politically productive manner.

Their mourning of not having children in a future world under climate change brings the very

ideas of futurity and reprocentricity into question. Nascent fields of scholarship, such as the

burgeoning exploration of “queer ecology,” are starting to question reprocentricity; as Cameron

Butler writes, “Shifting the focus of motivation to the future and to impending disasters, such as

climate change (which tends to be discussed in the future tense even though it is happening now

and its effects are being felt in many parts of the planet), shifts attention away from ecological

problems that are hurting people today, such as toxic pollution and biodiversity loss.”281 Birth

Strike and Conceivable Future are firmly rooted in advocating “decisions” to avoid future effects

of climate change instead of organizing around current actions to address the root causes of

climate change, and therefore prioritize reprocentricity with their assumption that reproductive

conversations are the most important personal action to combat climate change. Indigenous

281 Butler, Cameron. “A Fruitless Endeavour.” Routledge Handbook of Gender and Environment, 2017,
pp. 270–286., doi:10.4324/9781315886572-19.
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theory also questions futurity — and how Indigenous futures can be guaranteed — by bringing in

a collectivist frame for community sustainability. Climate change disproportionately affects the

futurity, livability, and culture of Indigenous communities, and “Many indigenous persons

interpret climate change impacts as jeopardizing the values associated with the collective

continuance of the communities in which they participate.”282 Indigenous philosopher Kyle

Powys Whyte articulates his solution to preserve the future of Indigenous communities as

“collective continuance… a community’s aptitude for being adaptive in ways sufficient for the

livelihoods of its members to flourish into the future.”283 In order for climate activism to achieve

justice, Indigenous theory articulates that their futurity must be protected.

Systemic Problem, Collective Grief

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future aim for the admirable work of elevating lived

experiences and providing a space for commiseration and communal processing of climate grief,

but I argue that overemphasizing the politicization of trauma can lead to overlooking the larger

structural forms of violence and injustice. When Conceivable Future centers their organization’s

mission on entering dialogue surrounding the difficult and grief-filled experiences surrounding

parenthood — or not having a child — in the context of climate change, they are relinquishing

their ability to call for immediate action to address the root causes of climate change,

reproductive injustice, or other issues of social justice. If we are to understand wake work as a

healing practice, then activism which utilizes or calls upon climate grief must also necessitate

methods of healing this planet from the anthropocene and climate change. This is another site of

incompatibility between wake work and the work of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future.

283 Whyte, “Collective Action.”

282 Whyte, Kyle Powys. “Indigenous Women, Climate Change Impacts, and Collective Action.” Hypatia,
pp. 599-616. Accessed January 8, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24542019.
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Because I have asserted that the individualist frame of reproductive ‘choices’ as a response to

climate change is a form of perpetuating capitalism and capitalism itself is a root cause of

climate change, I further argue that despite raising awareness of climate grief, Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future do not adequately use this grief to call for deep systemic solutions to the

problem, and therefore do not fit the criteria for Sharpe’s wake work.

One salient component which emerges from an intersectional and collective approach to

climate change activism is that the movement can move in the direction of acknowledging the

disproportionate effects of climate change. Environmental racism contributes to climate change

being felt most acutely in communities of color and low income communities, whether through

flooding, unsafe drinking water, poor air quality, or other factors. Any solution to climate change

must also recognize the systemic racism which leads to its unequal distribution. While I argue

that, in their present forms, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not embrace the collectivist

frame essential to climate justice, that does not mean they cannot build a movement which does

achieve justice. There is an alternative: one which includes mutual aid, collective action, racial

and reproductive justice, and productive mourning.
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CONCLUSION

“THE BABY QUESTION,” REVISITED

Throughout this thesis project, I have investigated “the baby question” as Ferorelli

situates it within the context of climate change — “What would it mean to be a parent in an age

of ecological collapse?” — from various angles and perspectives in order to get to what I saw as

the crux of the question: How can racial, reproductive, and climate justice be achieved while

balancing individual emotions and systemic legacies of injustice? In the first chapter, I

uncovered overpopulation rhetoric as a hidden manifestation of darker themes of racism and

eugenics and indicated the ways in which Birth Strike and Conceivable Future inadvertently

perpetuated these themes in their work. In the second chapter, I turned to a reproductive justice

perspective on “the baby question,” linking justice to a necessary acknowledgment of historical

and modern injustices, all of which are colored by reproductive and racial oppression. To further

complicate Birth Strike’s and Conceivable Future’s insufficient rendering of a justice framework,

I grappled with individual and collective activism in the third chapter. I rendered an individualist

approach to climate activism wholly ineffective due to the inevitable failure that follows attempts

to respond to a systemic problem with individual action. In the fourth chapter, I considered the

grief surrounding “the baby question,” and in doing so, I discussed examples of collective Black

mourning over racial injustice. I argued that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not achieve

the justice they seek to reach, but is that justice even attainable? Is there an alternative that makes

justice — in a reproductive and climate context — a reality?

During the interview process of this thesis project, I was surprised by the eagerness with

which my subjects shared their perspectives on the role of reproduction in climate change

activism. Across the board, it seemed that the members of Birth Strike and Conceivable Future
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were excited that there was a demonstrated academic interest in their individual actions,

especially in comparison to a lived experience they feel has been ignored or overlooked by the

government and other influential actors.

I am so grateful to each and every one of the people I spoke to in the research process. It

is important to note that, much like many other personal decisions and ways of life, “the baby

question” is a transient one. While many of the individuals I spoke to were clear in the

permanence of their no-child stance, others gave in to their reality: that, as the impacts of climate

change continue to manifest in our everyday lives, their desires and fears may shift and change in

response. Learning about the personal and emotionally charged reasons for their reproductive

choices has been an incredibly moving experience, and I would never judge someone for the way

they choose to handle “the baby question.” Yet, through the course of this thesis, I have also seen

the detrimental impacts of organizing around not having children as a response to climate

change: the perpetuation of its root causes, harmful overpopulation and population control

rhetoric, and disingenuous engagement with grief and mourning.

What, then, is the answer? How can we move forward into a world that will see the

ecological collapse and sociopolitical consequences of climate change with the knowledge that

the approach promoted by Birth Strike and Conceivable Future is inadequate? This is a large

question, and it cannot be answered by one person alone. But after reflecting on these themes for

nearly a year, I will now attempt to present a form of reproductive and climate justice that

grapples with the essential themes of having children in times of uncertainty while also coming

closer to achieving justice.

First, as argued by so many of the reproductive justice scholars and environmentalists

whom I turned to as source material in this project, any movement to combat climate change
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must first acknowledge its disproportionate effects on communities of color, especially Black

and Indigenous communities, and on women and other marginalized people in those groups.

Reproductive justice necessitates a thorough understanding of the history of reproduction, and

this process includes reckoning with the violent history of reproductive injustice, including

eugenics, racial cleansing, overpopulation rhetoric, Malthusian economics, and forced

sterilizations. If the legacy of racial reproductive violence is not properly recognized, then that

oversight will follow in all future activism endeavors. Birth Strike and Conceivable Future claim

to consider the intersectional issues of reproduction and climate justice, but as they currently do

not adequately address past inequalities surrounding this intersection, the organizations cannot

move forward. Their suggestion that individuals not have children because of climate change

completely disregards the fact that many people, especially Black and Indigenous women and

other women of color, are excluded from possessing autonomy and “choice” over their

reproductive rights in the first place. Reproductive justice scholars have critiqued these

movements for perpetuating the sexual stewardship role for people who can bear children, as

“sexual stewardship asserts that when population and environment are linked through

neo-Malthusian arguments, it is not only the natural resources of land, water, and air, but also

women’s sexuality and its associated effects — fertility and reproduction — which must be

responsibly managed for the common good.”284 Through applying the “sexual stewardization” of

reproduction to climate activism, we can see that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future avoid

addressing the root causes of climate change. Instead of addressing the conditions that lead to

climate change, this approach complicates organizations’ actual goals by placing the blame on

284 Sasser, Jade. Routledge Handbook of Gender and Environment. London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis
Group, 2019.
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overpopulation and the consumption habits of the individual rather than the capitalist system of

corporate consumption and carbon emissions.

Grief surrounds the themes of reproduction and climate change, and thus, a true

reproductive and climate justice must also incorporate mourning as a holistic and

intergenerational symptom of a systemic problem. Grief can be an individual practice, but in

order to channel mourning into their activism, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future need to

situate this grief in the contexts and root causes involved in how and why climate change

complicates “the baby question” for their memberships. Capitalist development, production, and

consumption patterns contribute to carbon emissions and rising temperatures and are a root

source of environmental injustice. Birth Strike and Conceivable Future have taken steps toward

identifying capitalism as a contributor to climate change, but capitalism is the cause of other

injustices, too, and these conditions are intersectional and inextricably connected. It is essential

to pursue the climate justice movement as an anti-capitalist, anti-racist, and anti-sexist one

dependent on the collective responsibility and solidarity that emerge from traditions of racial and

reproductive justice organizing.

Malthusianism places too much power in the hands of the people who get to decide who

is worth “saving” and who is worth “letting die.” Since that is the case, there is space available to

advocate a birth strike in order for the power and means of reproduction to be reclaimed by the

people. However, Birth Strike and Conceivable Future do not adequately engage with and reject

themes of power and capital. A climate “justice” organization that does not actively aim to

dismantle the influence of capitalism on their actions, especially while perpetuating individual

activism, is not justice. Therefore, I envision an organization that wholeheartedly opposes
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capitalism and actively searches for mechanisms of disassembling the stronghold with which

capitalism controls society’s response to its own creations.

Another essential tenet of an activism organization that fully achieves the justice that

Birth Strike and Conceivable Future seek is the elevation of marginalized voices. The most

vulnerable people facing climate change (and the accompanying reproductive questions) are

those with intersectional and marginalized identities. For example, the higher incidence of

asthma and cancer rates in environmentally vulnerable locations stems directly from the

destruction of sites considered unattractive in order to accumulate capital.285 These examples are

tangible manifestations of climate change and its disproportionately distributed effects. The

reality is that these organizations serve a primarily white middle-class membership, even if

individual members come from various backgrounds and demographics. Considering that the

path to reproductive justice was paved by Black feminist thinkers and climate justice draws

strongly from Indigenous theory, this kind of work needs to be incorporated into reproductive

climate organizing on a larger and more holistic scale. The juxtaposition of situated experiences

with these varied theoretical perspectives and conceptual frameworks has allowed the work of

this thesis to argue hypotheses surrounding these climate organizations and the implications of

conversation about reproduction in environmental activism. This thesis gave weight to personal

testimony and used lived experiences as legitimate evidence demonstrating alignment between

theory and practice centering on climate organizations, and I would hope that this level of

intertwining academic writing with personal stories would be incorporated into reproductive

climate justice endeavors.

285 “Cancer and African Americans.” The Office of Minority Health. Accessed February 28, 2021.
https://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/omh/browse.aspx?lvl=4&lvlid=16.
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I can imagine an alternative to Birth Strike and Conceivable Future: an activist

organization that centers conversations about reproduction and climate change, but is also

grounded in a thorough understanding of the past injustices that led to this point in modern

history. The Black Lives Matter movement aims to dismantle all systems of racial oppression,

which includes environmental racism and ecological factors that threaten Black futurity.286

Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s Green New Deal bill mentions “related” crises:

Climate change, pollution, and environmental destruction have exacerbated systemic
racial, regional, social, environmental, and economic injustices (referred to in this
preamble as “systemic injustices”) by disproportionately affecting indigenous peoples,
communities of color, migrant communities, deindustrialized communities, depopulated
rural communities, the poor, low-income workers, women, the elderly, the unhoused,
people with disabilities, and youth.287

There is a growing acknowledgment of the connections between systemic crises within the

public and activist consciousnesses, and Birth Strike and Conceivable Future must harness this

development in thought to move forward in their activism. Feminist consciousness-raising

groups, as well as racial justice organizations, can be used as productive frameworks toward a

culture that cultivates in-depth discussions while remaining a non-neutral political space.

Through elevating marginalized people as leaders and bringing in history and theory, a group that

allows members to air their fear, grief, and anxiety while also firmly engaging with reproductive

rights and wrongs and discussing strategies for bringing about structural change could achieve

the justice Birth Strike and Conceivable Future aim to reach. Members should be able to

advocate for the ability to have healthy children during times of climate crisis should they wish

287 H.R. 109: “Recognizing the duty of the Federal Government to create a Green New Deal,” 116th Cong.
(2019).

286 Cullors, Patrisse and Nyeusi Nguvu. “From Africa to the US to Haiti, Climate Change Is a Race Issue.”
The Guardian. September 14, 2017. Accessed April 12, 2021.
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/sep/14/africa-us-haiti-climate-change-black-lives-matt
er.
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to while also articulating the difficult emotions surrounding reproduction, whether or not they

ultimately have children. Mutual aid must be a component of future Birth Strike and Conceivable

Future because, as author and activist Dean Spade writes, “mutual aid projects are where we

build that fight while building the world we want to live in, where everyone has everything they

need.”288 This level of activism must be rooted in demarcating injustice and moving forward by

rooting action in the questions: What can and should change look like? How do the effects of

climate change impact my community and the communities of people I care about?

In undertaking this project, I knew that my arguments could not sway individual

decision-making. Even though I see the decision as grounded in incorrect or inadequate activism,

I cannot change the mind of a person who feels so guilty or anxious or fearful or grief-stricken

by climate change that they elect to forgo having children — nor do I want to. Like so many

others have argued, ideally, reproduction should not be subjected to the opinions of external

factors. It is therefore because of the “collective” approach — further perpetuating an

individualist response to climate change through the guise of a collective activist movement —

that I find that I cannot in good conscience avoid scrutinizing Birth Strike and Conceivable

Future. I hold these organizations accountable against critical justice evaluative metrics simply

because they aim to elevate an intersection (reproduction and climate change) that I deem

important and has been otherwise overlooked by mainstream activism. Yet, I think that there is

some merit to these organizations. Birth Strike and Conceivable Future have a central focus on

acknowledging responsibility — which I do see as a valuable tenet for justice-seeking activism

— but the work of Sharpe and other Black feminists suggests that this activism must include

taking responsibility specifically for participation in and perpetuation of racial injustice in both

288 Spade, Dean. “Mutual Aid Will Help Us Survive the Biden Presidency.” ROAR Magazine. Accessed
February 01, 2021. https://roarmag.org/essays/dean-spade-mutual-aid-excerpt/.
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reproductive and capitalist contexts. The impacts of environmental racism manifest in Black and

brown communities as health problems, higher rates of cancer and asthma, and little to no choice

over the consequences of waste disposal, under-development, hazardous conditions, and other

factors that they are subjected to through racial and economic exploitation. Birth Strike and

Conceivable Future need to expand their definitions of “personal responsibility” beyond just

looking at the effects of their individual actions on climate change. They must also consider the

broader conditions that produce rising temperatures and lead to an unlivable planet.

Yes, these organizations are being responsive to these notions, but their missions are in

need of further development to move beyond the constraints of their current focus. The

organizations need to encourage responsibility for these larger implications, including the ways

in which people of color are already suffering the effects of climate change and the exploitative

conditions of capital, which are felt most acutely by communities identified through an

intersectional lens. Birth Strike and Conceivable Future must redefine their perception of

reproductive justice to encompass the reproduction of generations, not individuals. These

organizations can offer support to those who choose not to have children, but must also work to

dismantle the systems that cause higher mortality rates and environmental risk factors in

communities of color. Their view of “justice” must shift from individual choice to cumulative

outcomes to reimagine our collective future. I know that Birth Strike and Conceivable Future

make many missteps, but there is groundwork and, most importantly, motivation in these

organizations, which allows me to believe that, with some consideration, acknowledgment of

history, and major restructuring, these organizations have the potential to aim for true justice.

Only then can we work together to create a better future — for our children and for ourselves —

in the face of climate change.
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After finishing this thesis project, I am left with even more questions about the

interactions between climate change and reproduction. As my research progressed almost exactly

in tune with the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, investigating the impact of the pandemic

is outside of the scope of this project at this time. Still, even as I interviewed my participants in

the early months of the pandemic, I was able to determine that COVID-19 was already beginning

to influence their thinking around the future, climate change, and other themes related to this

project. Thus, this project introduced new questions to develop in future projects: How will the

emergence of COVID-19 as a new planetary catastrophe deepen, change, or expand the

conversations surrounding reproduction in the face of existential threats? How will COVID-19

affect Birth Strike and Conceivable Future? Are there similar reproductive climate movements in

the Global South, and if so, how does their message differ from elites in Western democracies?

Widespread media coverage of scientific climate change studies, elected officials

addressing the effects of global warming with policies and platforms, and youth-led activism

across the globe has led to an all-time high in terms of society’s awareness of and reckoning with

climate change. As with any popular phenomenon, there is much debate around what actions to

take or not take, which actors need to be held accountable, and who is responsible for predicting

and preparing for the future. The different stances in these debates stem from the emotions —

fear, helplessness, optimism — climate change elicits in each person. The call for a “birth strike

for the climate” has been echoed across national borders and among different age groups, but

there is still a coherent message emerging from this movement. When applying theory to the

very real and actionable practice of a birth strike, the validity and implications of this decision

are shown to extend beyond reducing additional carbon footprints or population growth rates.

This reproductive discourse is problematic because it reappropriates rhetoric that calls for
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marginalized people to reproduce less; however, this criticism should be held distinct from the

actual choice not to reproduce. While Birth Strike and Conceivable Future perpetuate

problematic discourse and work against their own interests, individual conversations surrounding

the ethics of having children in the era of climate change are productive, valid, and essential.

Each person should be able to weigh the benefits and consequences of reproducing into a world

of ecological collapse, but that decision should be personal.
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