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Chapter 6
Birth Strike: Holding the Tension Between
Existence and Non-existence

Claire Arnold-Baker

We are facing a climate emergency! which has prompted urgent questions regarding
the fate of our world and our ways of life. Scientists (Anderegg et al. 2010) acknowl-
edge that this emergency will have a far-reaching impact but what is not certain is
how our lives will be affected in concrete terms. These uncertainties regarding our
personal futures, the future of humanity, and the future of the planet have prompted
continual calls to action. Whilst governments across the world struggle to formulate
plans to reduce carbon emissions within the tight time frame needed, individuals are
coming together to take direct action. One such group is BirthStrike. Formed in
early 2019 in the UK by Blythe Pepino (BirthStrike 2020), BirthStrike unites mem-
bers from across the globe, concerned with the ensuing ecological crisis, and who
want to draw attention to this crisis by declaring to make a personal choice to remain
childfree. This response to the climate crisis and how it highlights our mortality, but
also our natality is the focus of this chapter. The questions it raises also throw light
on our human condition.

Climate change is now no longer a theoretical concept but a reality that must be
faced. Scientists such as Lenton et al. (2008) warn that we are reaching a point
where the effects of climate change cannot be reversed. The notion of tipping points
was introduced by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) some
years ago, where they sought to highlight how certain thresholds, once breached,
would have a knock-on effect on the others. The interconnected ecological system
of the planet means that this would have an accelerating effect on the impact of
climate change. The resulting ecological crisis would, according to Lenton et al.
(2019), lead to “an existential threat to civilization.” Owen Gaffney is similarly

'Declared by UK government in May 2019 (BBC News 2019).
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quoted as saying, “Without emergency action our children are likely to inherit a
dangerously destabilized planet” (Leahy 2019). These very real threats throw our
existence into sharp relief. We can no longer live in a way where we can avoid think-
ing about the possibility of our own death and the deaths of our loved ones due to a
destabilized world. The climate emergency has therefore placed awareness of
human mortality at the forefront of our existence.

This, however, is an uncomfortable place to be, as contemplating our facticity
and how we are bound in time causes individuals to experience death anxiety
(Yalom 1980). For although the only certainty that we have as human beings is that
we will die, the nature and timing of our death are unknown to us. It is this dialectic
that propels people to live in ways in which they deny the possibility of their own
death so that death is viewed as a distant prospect that will occur at some point in
the future rather than an ever-present possibility. Whilst viewing death as something
that could happen at any moment may have a crippling effect on people and lead to
inaction and a state of paralysis, the counter position is also true—that death
becomes such a remote possibility that it does not create an urgency that would
enable us to make more active choices. The impact that mortality has on our exis-
tence and its effects on our lives has been the subject of much philosophical thought
(Kierkegaard 1980; Heidegger 1962; Jaspers 1951; Tillich 1952).

Heidegger (1962) in particular observed how human beings try to avoid feelings
of existential anxiety which emanate from the human condition—that we must die
but also that we have the freedom to choose our lives. Of the two modes of existing
in the world, Heidegger noted that we mainly lived in a state of forgetfulness of
being. He described how in this mode of being we immerse ourselves in everyday
living, and we become ‘fallen in with others’, taking part in ‘idle talk’ and not think-
ing deeply about our lives and the choices we make. Heidegger describes how peo-
ple become a ‘they-self’, where they are not making choices or decisions that are
good for themselves as individuals but go along with others in an anonymous way.
From a Heideggerian perspective, this is an inauthentic mode of being. In this mode,
individuals have given up the responsibility of their choices and placed that respon-
sibility on others to carry.

When viewed through this lens, it is clear how the climate crisis prompts two
opposing responses. It is either denied or avoided, as the reality is too difficult to
contemplate and therefore individuals fall into everyday living as a way of tranquil-
izing them from the oncoming crisis. Or the climate crisis has a disclosing quality,
where we can no longer picture our existence as following a similar trajectory as our
ancestors, with a certainty that our planet will remain the same and our lives will
face similar habitual patterns of living. The boundary that mortality gives our lives
has taken on a new perspective. Myers (2014) noted that the anxiety that this pro-
vokes makes us question the assumptions we have about our lives, our relationships
with others, and how we relate to the natural world in the future. He states that ‘the
continuity of social existence is threatened at a collective level’ (ibid. 2014, 55). The
existential threat that is incited by the climate crisis causes, as Myers (2014, 63)
states, a reactive response where individuals will “attempt to keep one’s world intact
by any means”. He suggests that the paralyzing effect of death anxiety accounts for
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the denial of climate change despite overwhelming scientific evidence to the con-
trary. This anxiety also prevents others from making the changes necessary to avert
the oncoming ecological disaster.

However, there are times when becoming more aware of death as an ever-present
possibility can have the effect of shaking individuals out of the tranquillity that they
have created in their lives. They move into Heidegger’s second mode of existing, the
mindfulness of being. In this mode, Heidegger believes that people begin to make
choices that are related to themselves as individuals and are more authentic. But this
mode is not reached by mere contemplation; it needs a jolt or a crisis for individuals
to be shaken out of their everyday existence. Heidegger states that when individuals
enter this more mindful mode of existence they are being towards death and have a
sense of their lives in their entirety. This awareness of mortality as a present possi-
bility still causes an experience of anxiety, but this is an existential anxiety or angst
(Kierkegaard 1980), which is created when we become aware of our lives and the
choices we must make about how we live, without the certainty of knowing the
outcome of these choices. Again this angst (explored further in Chaps. 2 and 3,
of this volume) can have the crippling effect of inaction but if faced and acknowl-
edged, existential anxiety can become an energy—a driving force—that can place
the focus back on living in a creative way and how we want to live our lives. Those
moments highlight the most important aspects of life helping individuals to create
more meaningful lives. Myers (2014) believed that creative ways in which meaning
can be generated collectively in communities were needed if people were going to
make the changes needed in the light of this climate crisis, as changes to our life-
world enable new possibilities to emerge.

Whilst existential philosophers have stressed the importance mortality has on our
lives and how we live, the climate crisis has demonstrated that it is not just our own
mortality that becomes an issue but that of our children and our grandchildren.
Human existence is bound at two ends by birth and death, and whilst death shapes
the direction in which our lives take, our birth also plays its role; these two are inex-
tricably linked. Death emphasizes that we are moving towards non-existence, yet
there is also a period in which we did not exist before we were born. It is this aspect
that is highlighted by the BirthStrike movement, as it concerns human existence and
non-existence in its entirety and poses some questions around our responsibility as
human beings.

The BirthStrike movement has two principles, the first is to question the ethics of
bringing a child into a world that is heading towards ecological breakdown and the
second is to create a new discourse around climate change, to engage people with
this ecological crisis in a different way, whilst highlighting the urgency in which it
needs attending to. BirthStrike clearly state that they are not anti-natalist, i.e. that it
is morally wrong to bring a child into the world because it would expose them to
pain and suffering (Benatar 2006), instead they respect the individual choices peo-
ple make regarding procreation (BirthStrike 2020). Rather the aim of the movement
is to enact change in the systems that have created the destruction of the natural
world, through activism and discourse, rather than attempting to reduce the size of
the population.
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Motherhood or Childfreedom?

The first principle concerns the choice of whether to have children, which empha-
sizes an important facet of human existence concerning how new life is brought into
existence. Our own natality has already been assured by the decisions of our par-
ents, but the natality of future generations is a choice still to be made, a point
Parkhurst and Rentmeester discuss elsewhere in this volume. Magnus (2020) notes
that the choice of motherhood is often shrouded in anxiety. Most women wishing to
have a child will consider the timing of conception. It becomes a balancing act
between fertility and career progression for many, which women try to navigate
without the certainty that they will be able to conceive. Magnus (2020) argues that
the fact that fertility is finite and limited in time creates an anxiety and urgency for
women as they consider whether to become mothers. Women become acutely aware
of their temporality in relation to their fertility. There is a similarity in how one
might consider the finitude of fertility and the finitude of the planet brought about
by the ecological crisis; both are time-limited and therefore evoke an urgent choice
and both concern our ongoing existence. Both arouse anxiety related to the passing
of time and the uncertainty of what our future holds. Considering one, whether to
have a child, brings the other into perspective, as it involves how we can project
ourselves into a possible future, not just for ourselves but also for our children.

However, this position suggests that all women are faced with a binary choice
between motherhood and their careers. A position also embodied by BirthStrike
which places the unborn child at its centre, highlighting what seems a binary choice.
This choice Coates-Davies (2020) argues is a presumption of our pro-natal societies
and that for many women who remain childfree maternity was never a choice to be
made. Childfreedom creates an existential tension between the self and society, as
deeply personal ways of living also impact the lives of others. Coates-Davies (2020)
argues that childfreedom negates the synonymity of woman and mother and brings
the assumptions on which our societies are based into question. If human beings are
to survive, we are dependent on new life being born and therefore dependent on the
choices of women. Recognition of this shifts the balance of power in societal dis-
courses which historically have viewed women as being for others (de Beauvoir
1997) and to be otherwise is to go against a “natural position.” The choice of con-
ception, therefore, is not a simple selection of one thing over the other but involves
a complex interconnection between the personal and the social.

Existential Responsibility

These fundamental choices also bring responsibility with them. For most adults, the
responsibility that we hold is for ourselves as individuals and the consequences of
those choices are ours to bear alone (Sartre 1943; de Beauvoir 1997). However,
there are also times when we must make choices for others who are unable to do so
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for themselves. To choose to have a child brings a sense of overwhelming responsi-
bility at times. Garland (2020) showed how women’s early experience of mother-
hood is defined by the responsibility they feel towards their child. This is not just a
responsibility to look after and care for a vulnerable baby, but that responsibility
moves forward into the child’s life and concerns how parental choices set children
on certain paths (Garland 2020; Arnold-Baker 2020). Mothers become acutely
aware of this level of responsibility which can often feel like a burden. They want to
do the right thing for their children but do not have the certainty of knowing what
that might be. This sense of responsibility towards another begins before the birth or
even before pregnancy. It starts in the choice to conceive.

Conception, therefore, brings the concepts of maternity and natality together and
serves to highlight our choice and responsibilities towards future generations and
the potential lives that they will live. Bringing a life into the world involves a projec-
tion into an unknown future and a sense of responsibility for that life until the child
is old enough to take on responsibility for itself. The climate crisis has added a
further dimension of responsibility, and whilst it could be said that every stage in
history has had its difficulties to overcome, whether that is war or famine, for exam-
ple, there has always been the certainty that life on this planet would continue.
However, with the current climate crisis, this is now in doubt, leading would-be
parents to feel a heightened sense of responsibility towards their unborn child. This
creates a powerful tension between the responsibility we have towards the survival
of the human race and the responsibility towards our future children both potentially
leading to non-existence.

Existence and non-existence are also part of the maternal experience where
mothers are confronted by the possibility of life and death during birth and in the
early months of the baby’s life. Maternity has been shown to have the effect of jolt-
ing individuals out of their everyday living, it evokes an existential crisis and creates
an awareness of the reality of their existence, where their freedom, choice, and
responsibility become more evident (Arnold-Baker 2020). It also causes a change in
the experience of temporality, with a focus on the present moment but with a con-
cern for the future. There is, therefore, a disclosing element that emerges from
maternity, where parents, but mothers in particular, become more aware of their
existence as a whole, as it stretches from birth to death and which colour the choices
to be made (ibid. 2020). All these aspects of maternity are evoked by BirthStrike,
and would-be parents become aware of how connected they are to something greater
than themselves. How we are also a part of the world and the world is part of us and
our responsibility, therefore, extends out towards others and that world.

Natality

Stone (2019), building on Arendt’s (1958) concept, argues that natality has as much
significance to our existence as mortality, and each reveals different elements of our
human condition. Mortality reveals how anxiety is evoked by human existence,
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whether that is the anxiety we feel when we contemplate our own death or the exis-
tential anxiety that is a part of living and our freedom to choose. Natality on the
other hand reveals different aspects of being human, which Stone identifies as being
dependency, relationality, situatedness, and embeddedness. Mortality therefore con-
cerns our responsibility towards ourselves, and our individual lives and natality con-
cern our responsibilities towards others. Natality, therefore, shines a light on the
relational aspect of human existence that we are not entirely separate entities, but
our lives are interconnected with others, as Heidegger noted we exist as Being-with.

Birth, or the possibility of new life, exemplifies our human vulnerability. It dem-
onstrates how our lives are dependent on others for our survival, not only at the
moment of birth but also continuing throughout our lives. Being dependent on oth-
ers reveals our need for cooperation and collaboration but also a need to put our trust
in others for our joint survival. However, the opposite is also true in that we can lead
to an exertion of power over the other. The dependency that human beings have on
each other magnifies our human vulnerability and the fragility of life. Realizing that
our future is uncertain and unknown causes a sense of anxiety and highlights our
responsibility towards each other. We understand that our choices and our actions
can have the effect of both harming and helping others.

Existence Is Contextual

Natality also illuminates another aspect of our human condition which is our situat-
edness (Stone 2019). We are always situated in a context; we live at a certain point
in time and history and within a particular geographical area. We cannot escape our
situatedness or thrownness as Heidegger (1962) termed it, which concerns our place
in the world. Where we are born, to whom, in what society, and during which time
are all part of our situational context. We have no choice over this, and yet this con-
text is given to us by our parents. The climate crisis is part of the current context into
which children are born, and whilst they have no control over this, it colours the
choices parents make about their future.

In the same way that we are situated in a physical context of time and place, our
birth also embeds us into a social context of power relations. This embeddedness
(Stone 2019) refers to such things as gender, race, class, economic position, and
disability, etc. It is this aspect of natality that most closely connects with the second
principle of BirthStrike and how understanding the social embeddedness of natality
and maternity can effect a change in the social discourse on climate change.

It has become evident in recent years that social reproduction is an important
element in maintaining the status quo in our societies. Brown (2019) emphasized
the economic turmoil developed countries would face if birth rates fall too low,
creating too few consumers and workers in aging populations. This prompts a pro-
natal approach towards policy decisions aiming to encourage an increase in the birth
rate. The recent overturning of Roe v. Wade (2022) in the US is a worrying example
of state intervention on reproduction rights and how the criminalisation of abortion
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reduces women’s bodily choices. It is an acknowledgement of this aspect that lies
behind BirthStrike. The more control women have over their bodies, the less power
governments and corporations have over social reproduction and the more leverage
parents have in calling for our societies and economies to change the ways we live
and the ways we consume and use natural resources.

Birth strikes as with other strike action can be used to bring inequalities to the
fore, whether that is workers’ rights, low pay, or other social inequalities. Strikes are
effective ways of changing the power balance when new conditions need to be re-
negotiated. Brown stressed how birth strikes can highlight inequalities that women
face as they reveal the value of unpaid work that is largely undertaken by mothers.
Interestingly in countries such as the USA and France, women are already inadver-
tently choosing to birth strike because they find it less desirable to have children
where there is little family leave and childcare support available (Brown 2019;
Badinter 2010).

Birth strikes therefore aim to challenge the status quo and create system change
through direct action to engage others in new discourses. Birth strikes by their very
nature concern the essence of life: natality, maternity, and mortality. They evoke a
more mindful mode of being as individuals are confronted with the reality of exis-
tence: of life and death, but also the responsibility they have towards others. This
creates a move from individual concerns to those of the masses and from our imme-
diate environment to the whole world. It enables individuals to gain a broader per-
spective and to contemplate the consequences that our actions may have for our
future selves but also those of our children. Mortality has the effect of turning us
away from the threat of climate change, due to the anxiety that is provoked by a fear
of death. Natality and maternity on the other hand highlight the responsibility that
we have towards ourselves and to others, but also to our physical environment. We
are interconnected beings, and as Being-in-the-world (Heidegger 1962), we can no
longer act as if we are separate from the world that we live in.

Climate change and the BirthStrike response elucidate how our human condition
is swathed in anxiety but also responsibility. There can be anxiety about dying,
which accounts for denial and inaction but also an anxiety of living which allows
the status quo to continue. Facing anxiety means choosing to do or be different.
Heidegger talks about the ‘call of conscience’, that unsettled feeling that indicates
that a choice needs to be made. BirthStrike has become that “call of conscience.” It
focuses climate change on natality—if we do not change, then there is no future for
us or our children—and it is through natality that a way forward can be found.
Those who BirthStrike do so not because they do not want to have children, but
precisely because they do. Reflecting on whether to bring a child into the world
emphasizes a person’s individual and moral responsibility, but it also highlights that
our survival and the survival of our planet is a joint project and one that involves
both responsibility and relationality. To overcome the challenges of climate change
we must collaborate and cooperate in a global way to find new and meaningful ways
of living together. We need to unify under a current purpose, taking both individual
and social responsibility for making choices that will ensure that we are creating an
environment we wish our children to grow up in. The COVID-19 pandemic has had
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the dramatic effect of changing our lives overnight; we now have the possibility of
determining how our lives might change in more permanent ways. Our present call
of conscience is that something momentus needs to change and that is the way
we live.
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