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“Renewed generative flourishing cannot grow from myths of immortality or

failure to become-with the dead and the extinct.”1

Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (2016)

“The past leaks back through its own channels.”?2

Barbara Hurd, Stirring the Mud: On Swamps, Bogs, and Human Imagination (2008)

It is not that we have grown comfortable. Perhaps it is that we have
grown numb. Although the particularities of the disasters we witness,
partake in, and suffer from in disparate ways often go undifferentiated
until they come too close to ignore, we understand that we are living
(and dying) through times of planetary ecocide. We are living (and dying)
within ongoing times of escalating ecological crises, and reasons for grief
abound. The aim of this article is to begin to explore a reformulation

of the phenomenon of ecological grief that is especially focused on its
resistant temporal potential. I do this by learning from ecologies that live
with and within death, rather than seeking to overcome death. Therefore,

this article begins to explore the possibility of reconfig-
uring the temporality that remains largely implied in
discussions on ecological grief by learning from ecol-
ogies that disturb normative temporalities; ones that
hold on to the dead, ones that in fact rely on the dead
as partners in the project of co-constructing liveable
futures.

In recent years, scholarship in psychology, envi-
ronmental humanities, anthropology and sociology
has engaged with the phenomenon of ecological grief.
Across disciplines ecological grief has been approached
widely, ranging from normative conceptions of it as
a possible mental health-related response to climate
change, to expansive readings that see it as a way
of approaching the “sensuous experiences of the
more-than-human world(s).”3 It is understood as a
common and pervasive reaction to ongoing environ-
mental destruction.* Notably, it occurs not only from
witnessing present ecological destruction, but also from
anticipating unknowable future losses.’ The anticipatory
dimensions of ecological grief distinguish it not only as
a reaction to a specific loss, but as an invitation towards
a mode of relating to the unsettling temporality of
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ecological catastrophe still to come.® Despite the fact that ecological grief
clearly applies to a multiplicity of temporal standpoints, encompassing
past, present and future losses, theorisations of ecological grief tend not to
disrupt the temporal constrictions left implicit in definitions of grief itself.
Canadian environmental advocate and leading expert on ecological

grief, Ashlee Cunsolo, explains that ecological grieving experiences extend
“the concept of a mournable body beyond the human.”” Therefore, the
phenomenon functions to expand the possible subjects of grief and to
provide recognition of the “value [of ] what is being altered, degraded, and
harmed.”8 This recognition contains political potency insofar as it takes
up American philosopher Judith Butler's call to interrupt “the differential
allocation of grievability that decides what kind of subject is and must

be grieved, and which kind of subject must not.”® Although extending

the boundaries of grievability is necessary, I fear that expanding what is
considered a worthy subject of grief is not enough. Ecological grief may
still fail in its quest to exist as a mode of “resistance to the pressures,

forces, and processes that are underpinning current
practices of environmental destruction and commod-
ification” if the chrononormativity left unquestioned

in this expanded vision of grief is not disturbed.1®
Ecological grief must do more than expand grievable
subjects. It must also trouble the regime of neoliberal
health and wellness cultures that define grief through
capitalist temporalities, constructing it as a process of
overcoming losses that necessarily takes place along a
path of mythic temporal linearity.!! Currently, grief is
framed as a process that one goes through so that lost
objects can be mourned, overcome, and grievers can
eventually return to their lives unencumbered.!?2 Danish
feminist scholar and writer in the field of queer death
studies Nina Lykke suggests that the “time limits of
mourning stipulated by biopolitical agendas of current
neoliberal health normativity regimes” constrict
grievers into experiencing a grief that is shaped by
discourses that only accommodate a linear movement
through time; an orientation that only points grievers
forward.!® In this vision of grief, ‘healthy’ grief can
only be expressed by connecting to what is lost through
reminiscing on a past disconnected from the present.
Even if the boundaries of what is grievable are expanded
through present theorisations of ecological grieving, if
we do not pay special attention to the ways that norma-
tive temporalities remain unperturbed, overcoming

loss and returning to productivity remains the ‘goal of
grief, even if it is a non-normative, boundary-expanding
experience.
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When current temporal regimes that shape grief are not disturbed
by theories of and engagements with ecological grieving, ecological grief
approaches a “nostalgic, sentimental or utilitarian process — a process that

does not challenge or change the intersecting necropo-
wers !4 that cause planetary-scale death and destruc-
tion.”*® If temporal normativity remains unquestioned
in discourses of ecological grief; that is, if its framing

as a process that one goes through, is not explicitly
disrupted, it will do nothing to disrupt capitalist
temporal logics. It will in fact, uphold these logics,
subsuming environmental destruction into an undiffer-
entiated background of necessary losses for the sake of
capitalist progress. Good faith engagements in ecological
grief often extend capitalist permission structures for
environmental degradation, where we are invited to
mourn for a mythie, idyllic nature, through consuming
it as a nostalgic commodity representative of a bygone
era.!® Thus ecological grief runs the risk of confirming
the environment as dead — rendering it static once
again, in a fatal repetition of the Cartesian dualism of
dynamic/static — precisely by engaging in the mourning
process. I believe that ecological grief has a more potent
potential to intervene in the relentless ongoingness of
forward-oriented, capitalist temporality.

The task ahead is to fundamentally displace
Cartesian dualisms that, when applied to grief, uphold
strict separations between past/present/future and
alive/dead. To follow American anthropologist Anna
Tsing, I search for a more-than-human thinking partner
that may be equipped to help “evade assumptions that
the future is a singular direction ahead.”'” I do this
because we can only rightfully approach ecological grief
from an epistemological standpoint that thinks with
and from ecologies themselves, so that grief cannot
remain defined through human-centred paradigms.

My journey as an ecological griever, as someone who
remains curious regarding the agency, presence, and
potency of what is deemed dead, has led me time and
time again to boglands. Boglands are ancient wetland
ecologies that take thousands of years to form.18 In bogs,
the rate of deposition of dead organic material exceeds
rates of decomposition, and therefore they are sites
that embody unique and heterogeneous temporalities
wherein the dead mingle with the living and co-consti-
tute the present and future health of the bog.19 Raised
bogs, the most common type of bog, began to form
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at the end of the last ice age as organic matter accumulated in depressions
formed where glaciers once tore through land.?? If there is poor drainage and
the right climatic conditions, these depressions develop into bogs through
the ongoing storage of deposited water and organic material.?! This organic
material is most often in the form of fallen leaves and the remains of plants
and mosses growing around the borders and eventually, across the surface of
the basin.?2 The poor draining necessary to form a bog leads to incredibly low
levels of aeration in the water, because if water does not flow, oxygen cannot
permeate. In a typical lake, this organic material would decompose over time,
but in this case, matter accumulates incredibly slowly, stacking up and staying
undigested in the body of the bog.23 Without much oxygen, aerobic bacteria
do not flourish, halting the possibility of organic decay, leaving all that is
deposited in the mouth of the bog to remain there.?* By never arriving at the
stage of decay and resisting this progress, the bog preserves the dead within
its watery body so that the dead composes its watery body.

This article will focus specifically on the distinct temporality(ies) and
ecological makeup of boglands, in order to explore alternative ways of
approaching grief. In the bog, death is indispensable, it is a generative force
of continuance. Death is lived with, and the dead depended upon, rather
than processed through and overcome. I contend that boglands ecologically
embody a sort of melancholic temporality that resists notions of progress and
makes clear that what is cast as dead and gone remains as a co-constitutive

partner in the crafting of futures full of multi-species
liveability. This melancholic temporality I refer to as
“bog-time.” Although similarities are abundant between
what I term bog-time and the temporalities revealed by
melancholia in the psychoanalytic sense, there remains
a crucial difference. In psychoanalytic traditions, melan-
cholia is an individual state that cannot contain political
potential as it cannot be collectivised. Melancholia
itself is understood as an incomplete grief, wherein the
subject internalises loss so entirely that the lost object
comes to define the self; stopping the possibility for

an individual to move forward.?® It is experienced and
treated as a pathology that is oftentimes not able to be
identified by the individual experiencing such melan-
cholia, and therefore cannot be shared.?8 Bog-time, on
the contrary, provides an ecological example of the
ways that melancholic temporalities may be generative
and widespread, and provides an example of how to
experience ecological losses in a way that resists the
processing and abandonment of what is lost through
normative grieving experiences. Bog-time resists
pathologisation by demonstrating that it is completely
“natural” (whatever that word means) to live alongside
loss, to live in a manner wherein loss comes to define
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the self in the present and plays a role in constituting the future. Bog-time is
an ecological rehabilitation of melancholic temporality that refuses pathologi-
sation in favour of disruptive potentiality. Freed from the solipsism of melan-
cholia, understanding death in the way of boglands asks humans to recognise
that widely felt - though individually experienced - affects may contain the
potential to trouble the violences and immediacy of capitalist time.?”

It is my hope that through careful and slow methods, it is illuminated
that boglands invite us to think critically about what role the past, and that
which is deemed ecologically dead, play in the construction of a future(s) of
multi-species conviviality. Boglands, by their very ecology, demonstrate that
what is dead makes up the material of the present, and must play an explicit
role in the constitution of ecologically considerate futures. Focusing interdis-
ciplinarily on the unique temporality of boglands, I demonstrate, along with
boglands, that beyond their use value as carbon sinks, these ecologies are vital
epistemological companions if we are to embark on the necessary project of
disrupting capitalist temporal structures and imagining alternative futures.

BOG-TIME

We can turn to the ecological makeup of bogs in order to see how temporal-
ities are lived differently, to see how the dead are not confined to an inacces-
sible past, but present in the here and now, and co-constitutive of the future.
Much like American multi-species feminist theorist Donna Haraway’s concep-
tion of compost, the bog not only enacts, but is “sympoiesis with the dead”
where, for the bog “living-with” dead matter is “the only possible way to
live-well.”28 Lacking the ecological conditions for decomposition, all materials
that fall into the bog remain there. Layer after layer of dead plant matter stack
upon themselves. Dead but not decomposed, this organic material compresses
into a waterlogged material called peat.?® Peat, the thick and heavy substance
that composes the body of the bog ‘grows’ incredibly slowly, at a rate of only a

half to two millimetres a year.3? Some bogs across the United Kingdom have

27
. . Moss Berke, "Weathering Grief: Alternative
has been developing layer upon layer for approximately ~ Temporalities, Undone Senses and
ten thousand years.3! In the bog, dead matter does not Melancholy Ecologies in Times of Planetary
. K ; L. . . Ecocide” (Master's thesis, Utrecht
just mingle with the living, but provides the conditions University, 2023), 89.

. . 32 . 28

necessary for life to be sust.alne.:d.. Preserving dead Ibid, 157, 162: Haraway, Staying with the
matter rather than processing it in the form of decay Trouble, 157.
is but one way we could learn from bogs about how to o A

i . X . Moore, "The ecology of peat-forming
grieve differently. For the bog embodies a melancholic processes,” 89.

30
Lindsay, Birnie, and Clough, /UCN UK
Committee Peatland Programme, 3.

31
Virginia Gewin, "Bringing back the bogs,"
Nature 578, no. 7794 (2020): 205.

32
Robin Wall Kimmerer, Gathering moss:
A natural and cultural history of mosses

layers of peat up to ten metres deep, meaning the bog

ecology, where the lost object quite literally “consti-
tutes the self,” ecologically speaking. According to
Canadian scholar of environmental humanities Catriona
Sandilands, the melancholic life of the bog may serve
“as an ongoing psychic reminder of the fact of death in
the midst of creation.”33 Bogs trouble the stability of
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Although peat is commonly referred to as growing very slowly, to do
justice to the bog’s distinct temporalities, I contend that we must recognise
peat growth as accumulation.?* This distinction may seem small, but it is
important if we are to recognise the ways that bogs disturb capitalist linear
temporalities. Recognising peat growth as peat accumulation troubles a
chrononormative organisation which offers a vision of the present as a distin-
guishable and separate moment from the past. Rejecting chrononormativity,
bogs are defiantly polychronic. They are “assemblages where past, present,
and future intermingle.”35 As postcolonial and cultural scholar Ian Baucom
so succinctly states in Specters of the Atlantic (2005), “Time does not pass, it
accumulates.”3® The bog beckons its interlocutors to recognise that we are
living in a present that cannot be cordoned away from the past because, in
the case of the bog, this present is the accumulation of every leaf that has
fallen into it’s open body, every dead cell of sphagnum that crept across its
surface. Peat is a melancholic substrate, it introduces its interlocutors to an
alternative temporality. Bogs are not ancient as in timeless. They are ancient

as in timefull.

Bogs may serve as a figure to remind us in times of mass planetary death
how to “stay with the ragged joy of ordinary living and dying” that requires
a radical recognition and enactment of sympoietic relations with the dead
because without the influence and input of the dead, relations amongst the
living are incomplete.3” Rather than assuming that alternative ways of living
require “starting over and beginning anew,” attentiveness to the indispensable
role of the dead in the emergence and life of the bog helps us to imagine
ways of liveability that “inherit without denial and stay with the trouble
of damaged worlds.”3® Whereas we may live in a fiction that imagines easy

divisions between past, present, and future, a temporal
organisation that will always encourage the renouncing
“of the past in an ongoing search for new cathexes,” the
bog offers us an example of a present liveliness that is
materially “constituted by the past.”39 They invite us to
become intimate with death rather than seek resolution
through processes of grieving. The very body of the bog
and its refusal to decay and process the dead invites us
to “radically imagine worlds that are possible because
they are already here. [emphasis added]"*? Bogs do

not allow us to imagine that the only way to combat
climate change is to “start from scratch.”#! Instead,
through their ecological constitution and the unruly
temporalities they reveal, boglands gesture towards a
different type of liveability, one that is instructive as we
occupy Anthropocene scenes of mass death. Bogs put
into stark relief how unsuited humanist and medicalised
frameworks are for attending to the phenomenon of
ecological grief, in part because, as the bog shows us, its
vitality and ecological health is dependent precisely on
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retention of the dead. By thinking through bog-time, we can see that the bog
lives in defiance of dualisms such as alive/dead and past/present.

Rather than “elegy in the Anthropocene” bogs offer “temporal unset-
tling.”*2 Elegy renders static by confirming the dead as gone. Bogs, by
materialising only outside of the bounds of chrononormative time, provide
generative examples of other forms of livability that exist with the dead,
with untimeliness, with heterogeneity and multiplicity instead of finality.
They resist the apocalypticism of our time not by outrunning, defeating, or
overcoming death, but by remaining with it, and relying on the input of the
dead to shape the future. Capitalist futurity is a homogenising force that
weaponises even an affect as understandable as grief. Bogs, if we approach
them with a willingness to displace what we think we know, offer alternative
ways of being with death. Bogs beget creative methods of recognition. They
ask us to abandon temporal linearity in favour of staying with what has been
deemed useless. They beckon us to stay with what is largely unrecognisable;
the intermeshment of death and life and the unruly temporalities born from
within the tangle.

The most prominent plant species in boglands is the sphagnum moss,
which is often referred to as the architect of the bog.#3 Once peat has accu-
mulated enough that it reaches the level of surrounding ground, sphagnum
can begin to creep slowly over this outermost layer. Sphagnum gives boglands
their spongy and indeterminate surface, as it stretches over the remains of
dead plants stuck in waterlogged peat, as well as across small pools of stag-
nant water. As it stretches across the muckish and wet surface, it extends
undulating ground by incorporating water into its structure. As sphagnum
interlaces within peat and retains water within its cells, it forms a surface
that is not quite solid ground, sphagnum itself being more water than solid
matter.** As sphagnum dies, some is incorporated back into peat, and in
this long process, roots of new mosses sprout from the preserved shoots of
the dead.*® It flourishes in the nutrient-poor environment, and is a micro-
scale example of the indispensable role of the dead in the bog ecosystem,
as its water retention ability comes directly and only from its dead cells.*8
Undecayed and remaining a part of the plant, though not going through

photosynthesis, these dead cells act as water retention devices, providing
42
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ongoing presence that ensures the continuation of life. It is able to live only
through internalising loss.

The bog’s defiance of bounded temporal divisions is more than episte-
mologically generative; it actually makes the bog more useful in combatting
the effects of man-made climate change. Peat stores more carbon than all the
world’s forests.5? Precisely by resisting decay, bogs store rather than release
gases typically emitted in decomposition. So despite being only 3% of the
world’s land mass, peatlands are the world’s best terrestrial carbon sequestra-
tion site.5? When we look with eyes attuned for progress, that is with a vision
shaped by chrononormativity to always be oriented forward, the bog can
look like a site of death, and this death can look like an ending. From another
perspective, a life outside of the binary distinctions of life/death can be
recognised. Visions that promote a fiction of distinct temporal borders strain
against material evidence provided by the bog. This vision cannot contend
with “wetlands’ rich and ongoing mixture of past, present, and future.”52
Perhaps, what the mixture shows us, is that grief, in its present construction,
is not the most appropriate relational standpoint for the human to relate to
dead, dying or precarious more-than-human worlds, for grief cements the
dead as gone — as mournable — not as stubbornly and informatively present,
even in a state of death. Though reasons to mourn abound, I wonder if we
could do so differently. I wonder if we could see the potential of relearning
grief through how bogs live, with a persistent, stubborn and ongoing relation
to the dead in the present; with the infusion of the dead into the self. Just as
the bog needs death, so perhaps, do we. I do not claim that we need death
in order to propose an easy way of excusing planetary ecological destruc-
tion, but to ensure that destruction cannot melt into an undifferentiated
background. Keeping death present, close, and always a part of us not only
acknowledges its role in the constitution of futures, but prioritises its role in
the constitution of futures. I do not intend to present a pessimistic vision.
On the contrary, I simply refuse to accommodate tendencies to destroy that
come with an injunction to overcome and process destruction quickly for the
sake of our own ‘health.” What if we learned from the bog, and refused to
overcome, choosing instead to accumulate?

A CONCLUSION WITHOUT AN ENDING

In times of global human and more-than-human loss, re-imagining grief as a
way towards becoming-with the dead, rather than a way through which
death is processed ensures that we move away from extractive and exploita-
tive environmental relationships which permit mass ecological harm, and
instead, craft the future with the input and influence of the devastation that
has already been wreaked. I propose that when approaching ecological grief,
we allow ourselves and our grief to be informed by sites that already live
differently, that already express and embody alternative o0

temporalities because not only do they present other 51
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ways of grieving, of living with loss, but in doing so, o
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46

Gewin, "Bringing back the bogs," 205.

its continuity. Bogs offer a future vision of a heterogeneity; the past, the
destroyed, the abandoned, take up their place as constructors and populace of
a tentacular future space. Relearning grief from the bog allows for complexity,
contradiction, boundary crossing, and defying norms. In short, it allows us to
develop some of the tools we may need as we approach uncertain, unstable
futures. Boglands provide us a way to envision time that does not take
destruction and death as an End. We desperately need this as we live (and die)
within times of great destruction, but not times of simple endings.
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