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Abstract

Spiriualiy is increasingly seen as bearing poenial o suppor ransi-
ions oward more susainable behavior. However, knowledge abou how
susainable collecives including members who idenify as spiriual and
nonspiriual negoiae his diversiy o ensure heir susainabiliy goals is
limied. Applying a lived religion approach, his aricle addresses his gap
based on an insrumenal qualiaive case sudy of wo European ecovil-
lages which include members holding diverse spiriualiies and members
who do no idenify as spiriual. The analysis of fieldwork daa regard-
ing how spiriualiy becomes manifes in communiy narraives, riuals,
pro-environmenal behaviors, and maerialiy shows ha spiriualiy is
no imporan for he ecovillages as collecive acors for susainabiliy—
bu spiriualiy maers o be a susainable collecive. Core o negoiaing
diversiy relaed o spiriualiy are inclusively designed shared pracices
ha rely on he communiies’ narraives and foci. Based on hese findings,
his sudy argues for a more fine-grained analysis of he role of spiriualiy
for collecive acion for susainabiliy in conexs of deep diversiy relaed
o spiriualiy.
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Introduction

Scholars and policymakers increasingly acknowledge ha soluions
o curren socio-ecological challenges no only require echnological
approaches and more efficiency, bu also social and culural ransfor-
maion (Abson e al. 2017; Ives e al. 2020; Pisers e al. 2020; Wamsler e
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al. 2021; Woiwode e al. 2021).1 Some scholars even argue ha neglec-
ing he culural and spiriual dimensions of susainabiliy is one of he
roo causes prevening successful sysemic change leading o more
susainable socieies (Abson e al. 2017; Ives e al. 2020; Wamsler e al.
2021).

As par of people’s inner worlds, spiriualiy shapes boh individ-
ual and collecive values and worldviews (Woiwode e al. 2021; Ives
and Kidwell 2019). As such, spiriualiy has he poenial o reframe he
perceived role of human beings in he world and, consequenly, heir
behavior (Kamisis and Francis 2013; Chaves e al. 2017; Gonçalves
Brio 2023). For insance, sudies found ha individuals’ spiriualiy
can be a driver for change oward more environmenally, compassion-
ae, and socially jus behavior (Pisers e al. 2020). A he same ime,
ohers are more skepical of he role of spiriualiy o change environ-
menal behavior (Taylor e al. 2016), arguing ha people become more
spiriual because hey are already concerned abou he environmen—
no he oher way around. These insighs signal a need for beer under-
sanding he role of spiriualiy in social change oward susainabiliy.

Research on civil sociey-based groups and movemens has shown
ha spiriualiy can play an imporan role o such susainable collec-
ives. Scholarship on susainabiliy ransiions recognizes he role of
hese groups o inspire and poenially bring abou change oward
more susainable lifesyles and social organizaions (Monicelli 2021;
Seyfang and Smih 2007; Henfrey e al. 2022; Köhler e al. 2019). Sudies
locaed a he nexus of susainabiliy relaed collecives and spiriual-
iy end o focus on groups idenifying wih a single organized reli-
gion, such as Islam (Nilan 2021; Hancock 2020; Mohamad e al. 2012),
Chrisianiy (Ledderucci 2021), Buddhism and Hinduism (Mohamad
e al. 2012; Lesar 2018). Oher sudies ake he level of he individual
ino focus (Gonçalves Brio 2023; Pisers e al. 2020; Lesar and Böhm
2020; Boudino and LeVasseur 2016). However, knowledge abou how
grassroos groups ha include members who are no spiriual as well
as members holding differen spiriualiies negoiae his diversiy o

1. Acknowledgemens and research funding: I am graeful o he members of
he ecovillages sudied ha kindly paricipaed in he fieldwork and inerviews and
made his sudy possible. I am also hankful o he wo anonymous reviewers and
he ediors of his journal for heir consrucive feedback which helped o improve
he aricle. Furhermore, I hank Daphne Papadopoulous and Tanja Meier for heir
invaluable assisance, in paricular wih he ranscripion and ranslaion of iner-
views, and Julius Malin for his commens on an earlier draf of his aricle. This
sudy is par of he projec ‘Ecovillages as Incubaors for Susainabiliy Transiions’,
funded by he Swiss Naional Science Foundaion (SNSF, Gran Nr. 197351).



Bruehwiler Negotiating Spirituality in Sustainable Collectives 3

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2025.

enable collecive acion for susainabiliy is limied. To remedy his
gap, his sudy focuses on muli-spiriual ecovillages.

Mos basically, ecovillages are communiies ha srive o live
and operae more susainably. However, ecovillage characerisics
and concerns vary widely, depending on he communiy members’
values, wishes, and visions, as well as culural, ecological and geo-
poliical conexs, legal regulaions, skills, and maerial resources
(Koziol 2020; Nelson 2018). Neverheless, mos ecovillages are charac-
erized as village-scale aemps and adop a holisic approach o sus-
ainabiliy o srive for soluions o global socio-ecological challenges
(Chiewere and Taylor 2010; Lifin 2009;Waerher 2014;Wagner 2013).
They do so by experimening wih and developing alernaive, and
more susainable, ways of doing, hinking and organising across he
environmenal, social, economic, and culural dimensions of susain-
abiliy (Kunze and Avelino 2015; Lifin 2014). Examples include eco-
logical consrucion mehods, permaculure design, he use of solar
and wind echnologies, waer reenion and grey waer reamen
sysems, paricipaive governance models, conflic resoluion, meh-
ods o connec o each oher and nonhuman environmens, and shar-
ing economies. In his sense, ecovillages serve as living laboraories
ha can model and inspire alernaive approaches o more susain-
able lifesyles and socieies (Avelino and Kunze 2009; Waerher 2014;
Roysen e al. 2024). While diverse in characerisics, ecovillages also
ofen incorporae a common worldview based on he inerconneced-
ness of humaniy and nonhuman environmens (Lifin 2014; Lesar
and Böhm 2020; Farkas 2018). As collecives, ecovillages may include
individuals who idenify wih nonspiriual forms of his worldview
and members who hold spiriual forms of i (Papenfuss and Merri
2019; Temesgen 2020; Pino 2024; Pino and Vilaça 2023).

Given his background, he aim of his aricle is o address he fol-
lowing research quesion: how do ecovillages negoiae among mem-
bers holding diverse (non)spiriualiies o achieve collecive goals?
Therefore, I am no ineresed in he (spiriual) belief sysems and prac-
ices of individual ecovillage members bu insead analyse how spir-
iualiy appears on he collecive level. The focus lies on ecovillagers’
collecive acions and self-repored values. In his sudy, he collecive
level is undersood as he ‘public’ communiy sphere wihin an ecov-
illage conrasing he ‘privae’ individual sphere. Owing o my iner-
es in he muliple ways ha spiriualiies may appear on he collecive
level, I adop he phenomenological framework of ‘lived religion’
(Ammerman 2021; McGuire 2016). The analysis, based on fieldwork in
wo muli-spiriual European ecovillages, shows ha spiriualiy is no
a necessiy for collecive acion for susainabiliy, bu i is imporan o


