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Abstract: Living and dying well together in the Anthropocene, in the context of intensi‑
fying climate crises, global pandemics, and fast‑paced hustle culture, is an increasingly
daunting task. While many wellness movements call for strict regimes and vigorous ac‑
tivity, striving for largely unattainable bodily norms and longevity, an emerging trend
centres on embracing natural processes and temporalities of resistance focused on relax‑
ation, rest, and even decay. So‑called ‘girl mossing’ and ‘girl rotting’ encourage women
to be intentionally unproductive, and to spend time instead lying on a forest floor, staring
up at a canopy of trees, caressing moss. Similarly, members of the ‘death positive’ and
‘new death’ movements advocate for sensorial connection with nature at the end of life,
and for an embrace of practices of decay and decomposition. Both trends are dominated
by women and influenced by Buddhist and Pagan traditions. They also exemplify spiri‑
tual complexity, particularly relating to biomedicine and consumerism. Examining these
interconnected lifestyle and deathstyle movements, this article considers the uptake of ‘re‑
lational naturalism’ in contemporary societies as an antidote to the personal and planetary
harms of neoliberal capitalism.

Keywords: spirituality; wellness; relational naturalism; feminism; death positivity

1. Introduction
Across Instagram, Tik Tok, and other social media platforms, images abound of

women “girl mossing”, that is, lying on a forest floor, staring up at a leafy canopy, and
resting on a bed of moss (Figure 1). Sometimes, the women are pictured enchantedly, in
fae, long flowing dresses, with bare feet and unbound hair. In other images, they wear
activewear and hiking boots. Posts tagged with #girlmoss and associated lexicons feature
lush hues of verdant green and earthly brown, often with moody lighting, and occasion‑
ally awhimsicalmusical soundtrack. In these posts, productivity, work, and hustle culture
give way to rest, relaxation, and ‘rotting’, as the posters encourage their followers to “em‑
brace the slow days”, “fall in love with taking care of yourself”, and, more radically, to
know that “it’s okay to just decompose sometimes”. In this manner, natural temporalities
of rest, (slow) growth, and even decay are deployed to subvert the rhythms and demands
of fast‑paced neoliberal, capitalist life.
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Figure 1. Instagram images of women posed in and on moss, from Canada, the USA, Norway, and
Scotland, all posted under #girlmoss andpublicly shared in 2023. The images have been de‑identified
by the authors.

More than just a socialmedia aesthetic or temporary hashtag, we argue that ‘girl moss‑
ing’ constitutes the latest expression of a larger evolving, and diverse politico‑spiritual
movement that focuses on nature‑based activity as a route to wellness for young women.
In doing so, we answer spirituality scholars’ (Griera et al. 2022; Fedele and Knibbe 2020;
Halafoff et al. 2023) and social media scholars’ (Leaver et al. 2020) invitations to take aes‑
thetic trends, memes, and hashtags seriously, rather than simply dismissing them as the
frivolity of ‘young women being silly online’. In this paper, we articulate the core com‑
mitments of the girl mossing movement, analysing what it can teach us about emerging
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popular perspectives on green spirituality, gender, rest, and healing in a late capitalist
world. Girl mossing here is defined as a movement for women toward intentional unpro‑
ductivity and rest in and through nature as a route to holistic wellness and health, or put
simply, women rejecting the figure of the ‘girl boss’ in order to ‘girl moss’.

Our analysis of this phenomena stitches together several distinct theoretical strands
in contemporary spirituality and wellness. It articulates girl mossing as a new version of
earlier ecofeminist (Plant 1989) and “dark green religion” theories (Taylor 2020), as well as
more contemporary theories of “reverential” and “relational naturalism” (Bramadat 2022;
Halafoff et al. 2023). It also engages with African American feminist literature on self‑care
and rest as resistance (Lorde 1988; Hersey 2022), and spirituality scholarship centred on
critiques of biomedicine and capitalism, as well as the risks associated with commodifying
their resistance (Gauthier 2020; Halafoff et al. 2024).

Further, girl mossing, as with many other holistic healthcare trends, originated in
Asia, specifically within the Buddhist tradition and alongside Japanese ‘forest bathing’
(Vermeesch et al. 2024), before being adopted bymostly white, western influencers, whose
memes nod more to fae/fairy Pagan faith symbolising re‑enchantment with the natural
world (Magliocco 2018). Finally, in embracing decomposition and decay, mossing reaches
into the realm of natural deathcare (Westendorp and Gould 2021), also strongly shaped by
Paganism and Buddhism, as young women share new ways to live and die in harmony
with the natural world. Embracing this kaleidoscope of forces in contemporary spiritual‑
ity, girl mossing thus demonstrates the complexity and sophistication of young women’s
attempts at holistic health in a world in disrepair. Whether girl mossing effectively func‑
tions as a rallying cry to resist the personal and planetary harms of neoliberal capitalism is
questionable. But perhaps, as we suggest, action was never the point. Before questioning
the productiveness of a movement dedicated to intentional unproductivity, we should in‑
stead attend to the demands placed on women to fix a broken world, and how they choose
to cultivate wellness in response.

2. Mossing in the Anthropocene
Living and dying well together in the Anthropocene, in the context of intensifying cli‑

mate crises, global pandemics, and hustle culture, is an increasingly daunting task. The fast
pace and pressure of neoliberal capitalism take an enormous toll on wellbeing, not just per‑
sonal, but social and planetary. These pressures are acutely felt by women—whose labour
remains, in large part, undervalued and underpaid—and by young people, who often jug‑
gle precarious work alongside study, and are unable to obtain the stability of housing and
employment afforded to previous generations. In the face of insurmountable structural in‑
equalities, neoliberal pressures on the individual to ‘grind it out’, ‘work harder’, and ‘hus‑
tle’ abound. Women, and in particular youngwomen, are positioned as the ideal neoliberal
subjects, capable of crafting self‑managed lives through self‑transformation of both mind
and body via consumption, as Foucault (1988) labelled ‘technologies of the self’. Simulta‑
neously, women are asked to be responsible for the wellbeing and (self‑) transformation
of kin.

Wellness has long been positioned as a powerful antidote to capitalist pressures. As
Halafoff et al. (2024, p. 18) articulate, “the wellness industry promises natural, gentle
and caring” remedies “to the ailments of late modernity (i.e., environmental pollution,
overwork, stress, mental illness, ultra‑processed foods, etc.)”. Twenty‑first century well‑
ness has antecedents in romanticism’s critique of modern industrialization and urbaniza‑
tion (Gauthier 2020; Watts 2022) and in late 19th and 20th century spiritual movements,
such as Spiritualism, Christian Science, Theosophy, and the New Age, which promoted
mind–body–spirit healing, often drawing on Indigenous, Pagan and/or Asian knowledge
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(Baker 2022b; Roginski and Rocha 2022; Halafoff et al. 2023, 2024). By the 21st century,
spirituality and wellness “had become intertwined mainstream trends” associated with a
growing ‘democratization’ of health, a rejection of ‘medical experts’ and a rise in ‘medical
freedommovements’ enabled by the internet and particularly social media (Halafoff et al.
2024, p. 18).

But wellness, too, can reproduce the same rhythms of productivity and self‑optimiza
tion. Many wellness movements call for strict regimes and vigorous activity, ever striving
for largely unattainable bodily norms and ever‑increasing longevity. In short, wellness has
been cannibalized by the capitalist system it was nominally created to resist. The turn of
the twentieth century ‘Spiritual Revolution’ (Heelas and Woodhead 2005) was character‑
ized by “expressive individualism, along with its ethic of authenticity” fused with “con‑
sumer capitalism” (Carrette and King 2005; Gauthier 2020, p. 131). At the same time, and
seemingly without irony, it maintains a core of “nostalgic yearning for [an idealised] pre‑
industrial past in which humans were supposedly more connected to the spiritual world
and nature” (Roginski and Rocha 2022, p. 182). Indeed, this ascendency of ‘active wellness’
is reflected in sociological studies of the subject, whereby rest and retreat have received
comparatively little attention as practices of wellbeing (Halafoff 2017; Hodgson 2022).

Mossing is by no means the first wellness movement to resist productivity and fight
for rest. In the 1960s, leading figure in the counterculture movement and psychedelics
advocate Timothy Leary urged American youth to “tune in, turn on, drop out”. The multi‑
dimensional ‘Slow Movement’ arose in the mid‑1980s, inspired by Italian activist Carlo
Petrini’s protest against a proposedMcDonalds restaurant to be built by the Spanish Steps
in Rome. Carl Honoré’s In Praise of Slow (Honoré 2004) describes how slow movement
stresses quality—which takes time—applied tomany facets of life, from cooking to fashion
to democracy. More recently, there has been new attention on rest and retreat in popular
culture, alongside the need for ‘tikkun olam/repairing the world’ (Seidenberg 2021), par‑
ticularly in the first two years of the COVID‑19 pandemic, when societies were forced to
slow down. This is evident in interest in the Dutch concept of niksen (Gottfried 2019) and
Dzogchen Buddhism (Halafoff 2021, 2022), which both share an emphasis on ‘doing noth‑
ing’, as well as bestselling books likeMay’s (2020)Wintering: The Power of Rest and Retreat in
Difficult Times and Hersey’s (2022) Rest is Resistance: A Manifesto. In China, young people
have embraced tangping or “lying flat” by rejecting high‑pressure jobs for a “low‑pressure
life” (Feng 2021), and in bai lan or letting things rot, “a voluntary retreat” from goals now
seen as “too difficult to achieve” (Ni 2022).

Accompanying the need to slow down has been a parallel trend of deepening na‑
ture connection, documented in American, Canadian, European and Australian studies.
Bramadat’s (2022) study of spirituality in the Cascadian region revealed ‘reverential natu‑
ralism’ to be themost prevalentworldview. Taylor (2020) called this ‘dark green religion’ in
2010, predicting its growing popularity. Palmisano and Pannofino’s (2021) study of spiritu‑
ality in Italy also highlighted the ‘sacralisation of nature’, natural lifestyles, and awareness
of environmental issues among spiritual adherents. Research on the worldviews of Aus‑
tralia’s Generation Z teens found that 76% had experienced a connection with nature that
has inspired some of their diet choices and activism for animal and environmental rights
(Singleton et al. 2021). Subsequent research on spirituality in Australia has also found that
understandings of spirituality, and spiritual wellbeing, are strongly informed by First Na‑
tions and Asian knowledges of relational interconnectedness with the more‑than‑human
and natural world and that this reflects a more down‑to‑earth ‘relational naturalism’ par‑
ticular to the Australian context (Halafoff et al. 2023, p. 14). This is part of a broader de‑
colonial, ‘more‑than‑human’ turn in late modernity, where people and scholars are ques‑
tioning Durkheimian binaries of the sacred and the profane. Instead, scholars are drawing
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on Indigenous, African, Asian, Pagan, and feminist knowledges of interconnection and
relationality in order to address the harms of colonization and modernity and reconceive
how to live well together in multispecies societies (Beaman 2017; Halafoff 2017, 2021). Girl
mossing can be viewed as another articulation of this phenomena.

Another observable global trend is towards a ‘sciencey‑spirituality’, where the ben‑
efits of spiritual and nature‑based practices are increasingly measured scientifically and
this scientific evidence is then used to market products (Halafoff et al. 2023). Science can
also measure the negative effects of hustle culture and social media. The (dis)function
of the vagus nerve, nervous system (dis)regulation, and somatic therapies are central
concerns of contemporary wellness movements, linked to a cascading array of ailments,
including insomnia and anxiety (Matei 2024). The adoption of this language contests
the clean juxtaposition of biomedicine, typically positioned as rational and evidenced‑
based, and alternative medicine, typically seen as experiential, affective, and irrational.
For many, science and spirituality are no longer viewed as inherently incompatible
(Harambam and Aupers 2021; Houtman et al. 2021), with research showing how spiritual
persons are particularly interested in the kind of science that proves the wisdom of pre‑
modern, pre‑colonial, holistic healing frameworks (Halafoff et al. 2024). While there is
growing dispute about the evidentiary basis for polyvagal theory (Grossman 2023), it has
clearly found a welcome audience in wellness communities as a language to make sense
of and resist contemporary work culture.

All of the above reveals a ‘spiritual complexity’ (Halafoff et al. 2023) related to
biomedicine, capitalism and consumerism, in that the legitimate critique of and need to
resist hustle culture and to prioritise rest for wellness and spiritual wellbeing in turn be‑
comes something that is marketable, aiming to generate influence on social media through
increasing views and likes. Concurrently, scholars argue that this does not delegitimise
such movements and influencers, whose motivation for personal and planetary wellbeing
may still be sincere (Gauthier 2020; Halafoff et al. 2023). Similar complexity is evident in
the girl mossing movement.

3. Locating the Girl Moss Trend
The exact origins of girl mossing are difficult to pinpoint. Hashtags including #girl‑

moss, #girlmossing, and #girlrot have seen significant growth on social media accounts
since mid‑2023. The term “girl moss” specifically can be traced back to mid‑2022, when
US journalist Daisy Alioto tweeted “The girl boss is dead, long live the girl moss (lying on
the floor of the forest and being absorbed back into nature)”. Alioto’s tweet was rapidly
picked up by influencers, particularly on the visual‑heavy platforms of Instagram, Tik
Tok, and Tumblr, and soon trickled through to lifestyle and wellness blogs, and finally
through to secondary media reporting on this trend (including our own report). Notably,
the English‑language phenomena emerged a few years after Japanese hashtags for “moss
girl(s) (#苔ガール and #苔ガールズ), which depict young women who grow and appreci‑
ate moss as a hobby. The mainstream status of girl mossing was concretized in early 2024,
when the US National Forest Foundation borrowed the term to kick off its yearly engage‑
ment campaign on Instagram.

Girl mossing is one in a series of social media trends focused on the cultivation of
specific ‘Girl’ personalities. They include phenomena like “Girl Math” (the mental gym‑
nastics women use to justify spending), “Girl Dinner” (a meal consisting of random snacks
like cheese and fruit), and “Hot Girl Walks” (outdoor walks while reciting affirmations).
Girl trends are often fleeting, bursting into prominence on social media, buoyed by a
content‑hungry influencer economy, before fading away. ‘Girl’ trends are also not with‑
out critique. Young women may encounter such trends as “unsustainable and unrealis‑
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tic” (Palmer 2024), while commentators have described them as postfeminist infantiliz‑
ing (Browning 2024) and “thinly‑veiled marketing campaigns” (Jennings 2023). Browning
takes a particularly critical view, suggesting that the promulgation of girl trends “necessi‑
tate women’s constant self‑improvement and bodily discipline to emulate narrow beauty
standards, regulates their consumption habits according to traditional gender roles, and
shapes their decision‑making around capitalist logic” (2023, p. 1). More broadly, Koffman
and Gill (2013) describe the workings of the “girl effect”, whereby governments, NGOs,
and marketers alike bestow young women with the power—and thus responsibility—to
fix the ills of the modern world.

Our inquiry into girl mossing does not entirely align with this analysis. For one, the
phrase originates from an ironic mockery of the ‘girl boss’ label. On Instagram, posts
tagged with #girlmoss simultaneously occupy the visual space of wholesome ‘granola girl’
and ‘cottagecore’ aesthetics, while condemning capitalist work culture. Consider, for ex‑
ample, the list of hashtags on an Instagram post, featuring a drawing of animals from The
Wind and theWillows enjoying a picnic by the riverbend (Figure 2). While some of this hash‑
tag activity can be interpreted as the pragmatic choice of influencers hoping to maximise
content reach, the alignment of the girl moss trend with explicitly anti‑hustle, anti‑work
messages hints at its political potential.
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Delving into the girl moss trend for this research, we collected and analysed a corpus
of over 500 posts and reels from Instagram tagged with #girlmoss and #girlmossing be‑
tween January 2022 and December 2024. In addition to this corpus, this paper also draws
on insights from our more serendipitous personal discoveries, for such is the nature of the
algorithm; the more we engaged with girl mossing, the more we were served related con‑
tent. These posts were often taggedwith #forestbathing, #naturelovers and #holistichealth,
or had no hashtags (reflecting a broader shift away from hashtags and toward reliance on
the algorithm on Instagram). This approach reflects the methodology of digital or “virtual
dwelling” (Wiens 2021) within a digital community, which values “small, embodied data
curation as a key space of method and analysis” (Wiens and MacDonald 2024). It is par‑
ticularly suited to working with small, emergent, and woman‑centred movements, which
often bleed from online spaces to the offline lives of the researchers. We were also inspired
by Maggie Maclure’s (2010, 2013) methods of data ‘glowing’ and ‘wonder’, particularly
given moss girls’ re‑enchantment with the natural world. Our method of virtual dwelling,
animated and fascinated by the glow and wonder of the data memes and images them‑
selves, has informed which images we have chosen to focus on in our study. Indeed, our
curiosity has resulted in unexpected and surprising insights, as Maclure predicted. From
this analysis, we identify three major commitments that define girl mossing: the necessity
of retreat from society, the restorative powers of nature and the positive embrace of decay.
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3.1. Commitment One: Contemporary Society Demands Healing Through Rest

The central provocation of girl mossing and associated wellness trends is that the de‑
mands of modern life are fundamentally or incrementally harmful to one’s physical, psy‑
chological and spiritual health, such that a period of retreat from society is necessary. Of
particular concern is the demand for constant productivity, exemplified by the profusion
of ‘grind’ and ‘hustle’ content online. The harshness of modern working life and its long
hours stands in contrast with the soft qualities of moss (Figure 3). While this critique is
predominantly directly at work culture, it extends to other areas, including family life and
friendships, fitness and biomedical health systems, which have been taken over by similar
capitalist logics of work. The healing and wellness of mossing involves resting in nature,
reliant on the personal autonomy of taking time out, rather than medical authority or pre‑
scriptions.
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with the caption “Why do capitalism when you can lie on a plush bed of moss under dappled sun‑
light?”. Posted 29 September 2024 and publicly shared by username ‘Lisaellenknight’.

Disillusionment and discontent with biomedicine abound among women in post‑
colonial, post‑modern and post‑secular societies. This comprises a mistrust of the pharma‑
ceutical industry (‘Big Pharma’), including medical practitioners and institutions (Aecht‑
ner 2021; Kata 2010; Wiley et al. 2020), who are perceived as uncaring, dishonest, and
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profit‑driven (Connor 2004). Such critiques extend through to dying, whereby the final
stages of life are now marked by significant intervention and medicalization, and death
is framed as an unnatural pathology (Sallnow et al. 2022; Westendorp and Gould 2021).
By contrast, ‘alternative’, ‘holistic’ medicines and therapeutic practices, often based on In‑
digenous, Pagan and Asian knowledges, are valued for their capacity to treat the whole
person, including the mind, body, emotions and spirit (Rocha 2017; Roginski and Rocha
2022; Gould et al. 2024a). Alternative wellness practices are therefore viewed as more ef‑
fectively addressing people’s, and particularlywomen’s, unmetmedical andmetaphysical
needs (Baker 2022a; Halafoff et al. 2024). Young women are consequently self‑prescribing
mossing as an antidote to neoliberal capitalism.

Pointedly, at the same time, mossing extends its critique of productivity onto holistic
wellness itself, and specifically the demands that wellness makes to continually work on
the project of the self. This sentiment is exemplified in multiple public posts within the
girl mossing trend, for example by ‘macabredarklingwanders’, who posts reels featuring
forest landscapes and mystical instrumental music. From 2 July 2023:

“i am actually not interested in being the best version of myself today, i instead
would like to lie down on the floor of the forest, slowly be absorbed by nature
and become one with the moss.

If you needme l’ll be in the woods getting some r & r (rest and rot) and becoming
the tree I always wanted to be.
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The project of self‑improvement, self‑actualization or just ‘being the best version of
myself’, as promoted by contemporary wellness, is thus ultimately rejected as harmful to
health. Indeed, online, mossing is often contrasted with other holistic wellness trends of
recent years, such asmarathon training, and even nature‑based practices focused on action,
such as through‑hiking.

While stress, burnout and general malaise are the afflictions most commonly ad‑
dressed by mossing, more specific diagnoses reveal a blend of ‘sciencey‑spirituality’ (Ha‑
lafoff et al. 2023) discussed above. They include “dopamine addiction” and “disregulation”
of the autonomic nervous system. Our corpus of girl moss memes includes a picture of
a young woman pausing during frenetic daily activities, accompanied by the text “POV:
when you remember that slowing down is the easiest way to regulate your nervous sys‑
tem”. There is also a reel showing a babbling brook, with the text “them: going to the
woods won’t solve your problems. Me in the woods regulating my nervous system and
suddenly the problems aren’t a big deal anymore”.

If modern work culture is framed as an illness, then retreat is, if not a cure, then at
least a respite. As previously mentioned, there has been significant media and literary at‑
tention placed on phenomena associated with rest, slowness and retreat since the COVID‑
19 pandemic. Girl mossing, we argue, shares similarities with retreat going, derived from
spiritual traditions. Retreats are increasingly popular internationally as part of a burgeon‑
ing USD 6.3 trillion wellness industry (Global Wellness Institute 2024) and are one of the
most common wellness practices alongside yoga and meditation. They offer opportuni‑
ties to slow down and step away from the pressures of fast‑paced urban life, to intensify
reflexive practices, rest, heal, and/or create (Halafoff 2017, 2021).

Until recently, retreats were the domain of a small percentage of dedicated religious
practitioners and often associated with Buddhist and Catholic monasticism. Following
the 1960s counterculture movement and the 1990s New Age, retreat‑going has become
a popular form of ‘spiritual’, ‘holistic’ or ‘wellness tourism’ expanding beyond religious
contexts to a wide range of practices including yoga, surfing, plant medicine and con‑
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scious dance (Hodgson 2022; Ingram 2020; Kelly 2012; Norman 2011; Norman and Poko‑
rny 2017). Intensive periods of meditation, while on retreat, have been found to pro‑
duce ‘profound insights’ and ‘mystical experiences’ of ‘internal unity’ and ‘noetic quality’
(Zanesco et al. 2023, p. 606). As purveyor of girl mossing content, macabredarklingwanders,
professes in a post from 30 July 2024 that

“Cancelling plans is okay. Staying home to read is okay. Disappearing into the
forest for awhile to get your life together is okay. Re‑emerging 10 years later
haunted and full of forbidden knowledge is okay. It’s called self‑care.

Reminder that it’s okay to take a break whether it’s for 10 min, 10 h, 10 days, 10
weeks or 10 years.
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Yet there are sharper edges to this ethic beyond the mere ‘JOMO: joy of missing out’.
Variations of the quote “rest is a radical act of self‑love in aworld that glorifies exhaustion”,
inspired by African American activists and poets Lorde (1988) andHersey (2022), circulate
and recirculate online among moss girls, shared alongside nature photographs, handwrit‑
ten notes, andmemes. Rest is not something to be earned or that should generate guilt. As
one creator proscribes, in the language of a yogic meditation, “Inhale: I’ve given enough.
Exhale: I can rest without apology” (Instagram user ‘black liturgies’, 6 October 2023).

With its history in Black activist spaces, ‘self‑care’ and rest have been framed as gener‑
ative of new energies for thework of social justice and building community. As Lorde artic‑
ulates, “caring for myself is not self‑indulgence, it is self‑preservation, and that is an act of
political warfare” (Lorde 1988), and Hersey affirms that “rest is resistance” (Hersey 2022).
Thiswork emphasizes the anti‑capitalist anddecolonial dimensions of rest, arguing against
the imposition of a Western, colonial, capitalist, patriarchal mindset, shaped by Protestant
values, that valorises material rewards through work and is dependent on exploitation
(Hersey 2022). The potential for a more radical affirmation of the value of rest is critical for
feminists, notably black feminists and ecofeminists, as discussed below.

By contrast, the mainstreaming of rest and retreat are not without potential risks or
flaws. Self‑care in contemporary capitalist wellness has been substantively stripped of
its radical, community‑focused origins (as girl mossing itself articulates). Retreats, too,
have been critiqued as being expensive and elitist, and for their lack of diversity and white
hegemony (Piacenza 2014; Gleig 2019). Certainly, the decision to ‘drop out’ of one’s life
and responsibilities to spend restorative time in nature is not a pathway that is open to
most, and certainly not most women. For girl mossing, which is framed almost entirely
positively online, risks appear to primarily stem from its potential for destructive nihilism,
rather than growth. This is articulated in the slide between girl mossing and the associ‑
ated “(girl) rotting” or “(bed) rotting”. ‘Brain rot’, Oxford Dictionary’s Word of the Year
for 2024, involves spending extended periods of static time consuming low‑quality tele‑
vision or romance novels or scrolling through social media. While rest and retreat are
intended to be restorative, extended periods of ‘rotting’ can leave people feeling worse.
This has generated, somewhat ironically, a whole genre of productivity‑centric content on
resetting from rot, including guides published by public health services on how to “bed
rot in moderation” and avoid self‑sabotage.

3.2. Commitment Two: Nature as Restorative

For those able to do so, retreat into nature promises significant restorative powers.
Mossing is premised on the idea that simply being in, and resting with, trees, rivers, and
other non‑human actors can replenish or improve one’s health. Girl mossing content is
replete with praise for the superpowers of nature. One popular meme proclaims that “na‑
ture is the new nightclub”, and multiple posts play with the pun that the ‘forest’ is de‑
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signed ‘for rest’. Significant numbers of photographs depict women lying on a bed ofmoss
(Figure 1), seemingly asleep, but also camping orwalking in thewoodswith female friends
or companion animals. Girl mossing often, but not always, involves physical, tactile con‑
nection with moss. Thus, while nature retreats may conjure up an image of isolation, a
multi‑species frame suggests a deeply social therapeutic relationship emerging between
humans and non‑human actors. Research into nature‑based retreats has been deeply at‑
tentive to the relational dimensions of human–nature encounters (Conradson 2005, p. 338).
Halafoff’s interviews with religious retreat facilitators in the EU and USA, for example, re‑
vealed a deep relationality among fellow retreatants, retreat facilitators, and with the nat‑
ural world (Halafoff 2017). Forest bathing and spiritual retreats have also been identified
as potential sites to inspire biophilic connections and green‑care through environmental
education (Groen 2013, 2016).

There are good reasons for moss occupying this semiotic slot. Moss does not move
fast. It is soft and pillowy, almost inviting one to nestle within it. Moss plays a protective
and nurturing role in soil health, by helping to retain key nutrients, avoid erosion, and
ward off disease. It also helps in the process of decomposition, transforming decaying leaf
matter into new life. There is a strong crossover between girl mossing and a worldwide
trend for the literal appreciation of moss. On Facebook, theMoss Appreciation Society has
over 267.1kmembers. There are whole Instagram accounts devoted to photos of moss, like
Mossgirlny, with 14.9K followers. Even more so in Japan, moss has long been a national
craze, sparked partly by Hisako Fujii’s 2011 runaway hit book, entitled “Mosses, My Dear
Friends”. Popular retreats catering to so‑called “moss girls” in Kansai and Shikoku are
accompanied by forest walking tours, green‑decor hotel rooms, and even special themed
desserts. Japan is home to over 2500 of the globe’s approximately 12,000 varieties of moss,
and moss has long been cultivated in the Zen Buddhist temples as part of the creation of
garden landscapes for meditative contemplation. More recently, Japan’s association with
moss has become promoted to international tourists. Saihoji Temple offers online mem‑
berships and in‑person walking tours to support its status as the “moss temple” of Kyoto.
Even OprahWinfrey appeared to get in on the trend, sharing her visit to the moss gardens
at Saihoji Temple for “forest bathing” to her many hundreds of thousands of subscribers
to her daily newsletter.

In this manner, girl mossing extends from established practices of “forest bathing”
or “forest therapy”. The term forest bathing or shinrin yoku (森林浴) was coined by Prof
Yoshifumi Miyazaki at Chiba University in the 1980s, and has been adopted into vari‑
ous public health programs in Japan. It encourages participants to move slowly through
nature and use all of their senses—sight, smell, sound, etc.—to connect with the forest
around them. According to a recent systematic analysis of the evaluations of forest bathing
(Wen et al. 2019), it is associated with a broad range of scientifically proven health bene‑
fits, including improved cardiovascular function, lowered cortisol levels, enhancements
to people’s emotional state and attitudes, physical and psychological recovery, and the
alleviation of anxiety and depression. Forest bathing has thus crossed the rubric from per‑
sonal spiritual practice to public health intervention. Indeed, the practice of ‘green scripts’,
‘nature‑based prescribing’ or ‘green social prescribing’ involves recommending activities
like spending time in the garden, participating in a park run, or learning to surf for the
purposes of treating or preventing biomedical conditions like depression, dementia, heart
disease and more (Ivers and Astell‑Burt 2023). More than an individual treatment, such
activities are understood as population‑based interventions with the potential to address
the ‘disease’ of modern society, related to sedentary lifestyles, chronic stress, and a lone‑
liness epidemic (Mughal et al. 2022). In so doing, exposure to nature is promoted for its
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potential to reduce the burden of disease on public health systems (Mughal et al. 2022) and
has been adopted by the NHS, among other national health bodies.

Mossing is one particular iteration of a broader shift toward green spirituality and
the ‘relational naturalism’ described above. Given its prevalence among young women, it
also shares similarities with earlier eco‑feminist movements. Ecofeminism emerged out of
the counter‑culture period, in Europe, North and Latin America and India, as women rose
up in protest against environmental destruction and for women’s rights, calling out pa‑
triarchal religion and modern science for societies’ ills (Griffin 1989; Mies and Shiva 1993;
Plant 1989; Ress 2006; Ruether 2003; Shiva 1989; Orrego Torres and Rossello 2024). Women
were thought to be equated with profane realms of nature, reproduction, emotions and
weakness, while men were valorised as connected with the mind, spirit, production and
strength. Consequently, men were seen to have dominion over both women and the earth.
Ecofeminists rose up to challenge this, replacing hierarchies of dominion and exploitation,
with feminist ethics of care and healing and Indigenous and Pagan spiritual understand‑
ings of relational interdependence that respectedwomen and nature. They argued that the
responsibility to care for ourselves and the planet should not solely be the responsibility
of women, but that all people could and should cultivate this ethics of care (Orrego Torres
and Rossello 2024; Plant 1989; Ruether 1989, 2003).

The ecofeminist anthologyHealing theWounds (Plant 1989) acknowledges the traumas
and toll inflicted on women and nature by religion and science. In her contribution, Susan
Griffin notes that ‘Both institutions within Western civilization have been shaped by and
have deepened our alienation from the earth”. (1989, p. 10). She adds “We are afraid to
remember what we, in our bodies and in our feelings, still know…That, like the forests we
destroy, or the rivers we try to tame, we are Nature”. This delusion, of being separate from
and above Nature, has led to the destruction of Nature and humanity. Yet Griffin argues
that despite the delusion of being divided from ourselves and Nature, we have a “secret
knowledge of wholeness” such that “there is to the earth and the structure of matter a kind
of resonance”. She concludes that (1989, pp. 16–17) “Suffering grief in my own life… I
have felt the will toward self‑annihilation. And still the singing in my body daily returns
me to a love of this earth. I know that by a slow practice, if I am to survive, I must learn to
listen to this song…”

The slow practice of mossing involves this listening; however, its potential for trans‑
forming listening into action is rather questionable. Ecofeminists turned to pre‑modern
and pre‑colonial wisdom of nature‑based spirituality for frameworks of how to live in
harmony with the earth, respectful of diversity, and challenging all forms of oppression,
pertaining not just to sexism but also racism, class and multispecies inequality (Orrego
Torres and Rossello 2024; Shiva 1989). Ecofeminists famously mobilized, in social move‑
ments such as Chipko in India, protecting forests and trees, and in protests against nu‑
clear power plants and testing in the US, the Pacific and the former Soviet Union (King
1989). They also stressed the importance of non‑violence, community, creativity, sustain‑
able living and right livelihood, envisioning new ways of living well together with multi‑
ple species (Plant 1989). In contrast to earlier ecofeminists, online at least, moss girls seem
more preoccupied with resting than environmental activism, or indeed collective action of
any kind.

And yet, the (non)action of moss girls’ sharing of online memes is poetic, instructive
and inspiring. It is a similar dynamic, in ways, to Taoist and Buddhist sages who em‑
ploy biophilic poetry as a means of ‘pointing’ to the very essence of life, for the benefit of
all beings. According to Lao Tzu and Longchen Rabjam, spending time resting in nature
naturally leads to an awareness of deep relational connection with nature. This in turn
results in “compassionate‑responsiveness” towards all life, including self‑care, and ulti‑
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mately writing poetry to share these insights with others (Halafoff 2021, 2022; Lobel 2018,
p. 286). As naturalist Mary Oliver writes in her poem Sometimes,

Instructions for living a life:

Pay attention.

Be astonished.

Tell about it.

3.3. Commitment Three: Embracing Decay

In addition to being led by youngwomen, girl mossing and retreat into nature are dis‑
tinguished frommainstream society by their embrace of natural rhythms, including decay.
If hustle culture works on an upward trajectory of constant productive labour and growth,
then mossing subsumes humans to grander temporal cycles that fundamentally include
decomposition and death. For example, one post from Instagram in December 2024 de‑
picts a cottage garden with the caption “just cover me in compost. i am ready to decay
this december”. Another, from June 2023, shows a woman digging herself into soil and
reads “A weighted blanket is not enough. I need to merge with the soil and co‑regulate
my body with the earth’s mycelial network”. Alongside moss, trees, mushrooms and soil
have emerged as powerful metaphors for making sense of human mortality within the
green death movement (Gould et al. 2024b). These forces work to disassemble and trans‑
form the corpse and distribute its nutrient components into the earth, thereby traversing
the boundary between the human and non‑human.

More broadly, there is significant overlap to be found here between mossing and the
natural death, new death, or ‘death positive movement’. Westendorp and Gould define
this movement as a “a diverse and dispersed social–spiritual movement” working to “re‑
frame society’s relationship to death via a return to “traditional” or “natural”ways of dying
and death” (Westendorp and Gould 2021, p. 2). It has gained a critical mass over the last
decade, rising to popular consciousness and a prominent role in the deathcare sector. In
illustration of this, The Atlantic declared that “death is having a moment” (Hayasaki 2013)
and the Global Wellness Summit 2019 (the peak international forum for wellness industry
leaders) selected ‘DyingWell’ as one of its top ten annual trends. Notably, aswith girlmoss‑
ing, this trend is dominated by young—specifically millennial—women (Cummins 2020).

In light of the changing composition of worldviews in contemporary societies, and
the declining authority of religion, Miller and Beaman’s (2024) analysis of Death Cafés (in
this Special Issue) shows that rather than viewing it as something transcendent or other‑
worldly, many have immanent understandings of death. They draw here on William E.
Connolly’s’s (2011, p. 43) description of immanence as “a philosophy of becoming inwhich
the universe is not dependent on a higher power”. Miller and Beaman (2024, p. 108) stress
complexity in non‑religious understandings of death, moving beyond outdated ideas that
simply see non‑religious/secular death as “extinction/annihilation” and religious death as
“continuation”. Specifically, they find “nature” to be “central” to imminent framings of
death: “whatever happens after death is often considered to occur through connection
with the natural world or natural forces rather than intervention from a higher, external
power” (Miller and Beaman 2024, pp. 110–1 & 116). They prefer the term “energy” to
“recycling”, as energy was often mentioned by participants to describe a continuation of
the physical body into the earth through decomposition, or absorption into a quantum
field. This ‘recycling/energy death stance’ displays parallels with the ‘sciencey‑spirituality’
observed by Halafoff et al. (2023) above. Miller and Beaman (2024, p. 106) explain how
Death Cafés were conceived “to increase awareness of death” in order to help “people
make the most of their (finite) lives”. Similarly, mossing can be seen to increase awareness
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of finite bodies, by stressing the need for rest in supportive and restorative natural settings,
and of eventual decomposition, composting and new life. Mossing is also an immanent
frame; there is no promise of connection with or of becoming anything other than the
natural world.

The new death movement thus advocates for sensorial connection with nature at the
end of life, environmentally conscious practices at funerals and for an embrace of the pro‑
cess of decomposition, such that preservationist interventions like embalming are gener‑
ally eschewed. Founder of the Order of the Good Death, author and mortician Caitlin
Doughty, advocates for embracing decay and the “freedom found in decomposition, a
body rendered messy, chaotic, and wild” (in Westendorp and Gould 2021). Her move‑
ment thus includes advocating for home‑based funerals and postmortem body care, as
well as new methods of handling human remains, like natural burial and composting.
Doughty explicitly contrasts the expansive freedom afforded by decomposition and death
with the myriad ways in which women’s bodies are surveyed and regulated in life, writ‑
ing “women’s bodies are so often under the purview ofmen, whether it’s our reproductive
organs, our sexuality, our weight, our manner of dress”. The “messy, chaotic, and wild”
corpse, with all of its leaking fluids, smells, and uncontrolled decay, is thus reframed as a
positive future forwomen thatmay be realized through death. Perhaps the perfect coming‑
together of the death positive and girl mossing movements are the moss‑lined mycelium
coffins, produced by Dutch company Loop (Figure 4). Living Loop coffins are designed
to biodegrade within just 45 days from burial, in order to enhance the nutrient exchange
of the body to the surrounding earth. Social media reaction to these images (analysed in
Gould et al. 2024) emphasizes the romance, re‑enchantment and femininity offered by the
promise of a natural death. Comments include “Imagine getting buried in a mushroom
coffin filled with beautiful flowers and you wearing a flower crown on your head, that
would be amazing” (‘EmberMay’, April 2021), and “I want to be buried in this, with a
dress made of flowers and moss. The ultimate cottage core death. ♩♪♫♬♭♮➔➕➖➗ᨸᨹᨺᨻᨼׯ׮׭׬ ” (‘Maria’,
May 2021).
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4. Conclusions: Women, Rest and Resistance
The emergence of girl mossing, and the growing popularity of associated practices

of retreat into nature, forest bathing and green deathcare, demonstrate a strengthening of
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the need for rest, stillness and slowness associated with personal and planetary wellbe‑
ing. This desire to remove oneself from the pressures and distractions of urban, modern
life and to immerse oneself in more‑than‑human connection for the purposes of healing
and repair mimics relational spiritual and religious practices, particularly of Pagan and
Buddhist communities.

These practices are increasingly being adapted, secularized and undertaken by ‘spiri‑
tual but not religious’ and non‑religious persons. Both are growing demographics, whose
desires for natural health practices are too‑often dismissed, as are the beliefs and prac‑
tices of many hyper‑online young women who are burdened by both the demands of late‑
capitalist labour and its apparent cure in neoliberal self‑care. It may appear glib to declare
that the “girls” have had enough—enough of work, but equally, enough of wellness, and
enough, perhaps, even of activism and community‑building—and that they are choosing
to moss and rot instead. And they are choosing to share this feeling online, perhaps to
gain attention and influence, but also to sincerely challenge neoliberal norms and share
benefits of mossing and rotting with others. In this way, girl mossing is an expression of
both spiritual complexity and relational naturalism.

Without overstating the scope or staying power of the specific ‘girl mossing’ trend,
then, we advocate for deeper engagement with the sophistication of emerging rest and
nature‑based wellness practices. Particularly, it should be added that these practices are
promulgated by young women, whose religious and cultural power is too often over‑
looked by scholars, and who suffer acutely from the demands of neoliberal capitalism.
It is easy to express cynicism and dismiss this movement as mounting an ineffective re‑
sponse to the problems of neoliberal life and for occupying spaces of self‑promotion like
Instagram. However, to do so would be to reinforce the same pressures placed on young
women to solve the conditions they are forced to live through. In expressing their desires
for restorative rest in nature online, young women articulate a complex vision of holistic
wellness, one not currently available to them in conventional modes of work and health,
life and death.
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