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Abstract. Van Deth’s (2014) comprehensive ‘conceptual map of political participation’ has 

reinstated a lively debate about the concept of political participation. One important question 

raised is whether it actually achieves its main goal of unambiguously identifying and 

classifying emerging, complex types of participation, like online political activism (Hosch-

Dayican, 2014) – or lifestyle politics. Therefore, the goal of this paper is twofold. Firstly, it 

aims to evaluate the usefulness of van Deth’s (2014) approach for the analysis of lifestyle 

politics. However, such an evaluation requires a strong notion of what activities lifestyle 

politics exactly refers to, while a comprehensive overview and classification of different types 

of lifestyle politics is still missing from the literature. The second goal of this paper is 

therefore to systematically identify and classify different types of lifestyle politics described in 

empirical studies. This literature review indicates that lifestyle politics are often enacted 

throughout different private, public and institutional arenas, and that they are often targeted 

at various social and political actors at the same time. Applying van Deth’s conceptual map 

to this empirical reality, then, suggests that it does not seem to grasp its complexity 

sufficiently. This paper proposes how van Deth’s framework could be adjusted so that it does 

what it aims to do: to grasp the increased complexity of expanding political participation 

repertoires.   
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1. Introduction 

 

On April 20, 2008, Hungarian media reported that 80,000 cyclists had occupied the streets of 

Budapest to demand a more bicycle-friendly infrastructure. This event constituted one of the 

largest actions conducted under the banner of the Critical Mass Movement (CMM). The 

CMM is a worldwide movement committed to demanding a better bicycling infrastructure by 

gathering in large groups of cyclists who occupy a city’s streets, thereby blocking car traffic 

and claiming attention for their demands. The CMM’s activists have a clear environmental 

motivation: they want to promote ‘green’ modes of transportation like cycling, thus 

advancing a more environmentally friendly lifestyle. Because they believe that the urban 

infrastructure presents an important obstruction to such modes of transportation, CMM 

participants demand that governments act to alter cities’ infrastructure in order to support 

environmentally conscious lifestyle choices. As such, the CMM presents an interesting case 

of emerging political repertoires that typically interact throughout various private and public 

arenas, integrating multiple political action forms and drawing on both traditional, state-

oriented political participation and more recently emerging lifestyle politics.  

 

Such complexity of expanding political participation repertoires as illustrated by the CMM 

has inspired recent debates about the concept of political participation (e.g., Brady, 1998; van 

Deth, 2011). Traditional conceptualizations have often focused only on political activities 

aimed at selecting and affecting government personnel (e.g., Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba, 

Schlozman, & Brady, 2002). In contrast, more recent studies have observed that with the 

diffusion of political power, the targets and tactics of political participation have widened 

(della Porta, 2013; Norris, 2002; Van Dyke, Soule, & Taylor, 2004). Political activities, like 

those of the CMM, are increasingly used across different private and public arenas, often 

targeting various social, economic and political actors at the same time (Balsiger, 2014; 

Micheletti, 2003; Taylor, Kimport, Van Dyke, & Andersen, 2009). In line with these 

observations, various authors have argued that our concept of political participation should be 

redefined so as to incorporate such growing complexity (Fox, 2014; Norris, 2002).  

 One of the most recent and most comprehensive attempts to provide such a 

reconceptualization is van Deth’s ‘conceptual map of political participation’ (2014). Looking 

at the different loci and targets of action, van Deth identifies four categories of political 

participation. These include institutional forms of participation, extra-institutional but state-

oriented forms of participation, extra-institutional and non-state oriented forms of 
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participation, and non-political activities that are used to express political views. While van 

Deth’s conceptualization certainly helps to broaden traditional concepts of political 

participation, it remains to be evaluated how useful it is for systematically identifying and 

classifying the complex subject it sets out to grasp. Hosch-Dayican’s (2014) application of 

van Deth’s framework to the field of online activism has already indicated that complex 

political repertoires often do not fit the strict categories proposed in his model. Expanding on 

Hosch-Dayican’s review, the first goal of this paper is to further evaluate the usefulness of 

van Deth’s framework for the analysis of another field of action that is typically held 

responsible for the ongoing expansion of complex political repertoires: lifestyle politics 

(Bennett, 1998, 2012; Giddens, 1991; Micheletti & Stolle, 2011). 

Such an evaluation requires a good notion and a systematic categorization of the 

forms of action lifestyle politics refers to. As will be discussed below, lifestyle politics are 

used to describe a large variety of activities. Lifestyle politics advance social change by 

fostering ethically and politically inspired lifestyle choices (like in the case of the CMM’s 

advancement of ecological modes of transportation), and as such, they may include numerous 

actions carried out in any dimension of everyday life (Bennett, 1998; Giddens, 1991). A 

systematic categorization of those action forms is therefore necessary to assess the usefulness 

of van Deth’s conceptual map for the analysis of this type of action. However, while some 

overviews of the literature on lifestyle politics have recently been published (e.g., Haenfler, 

Johnson, & Jones, 2012; Micheletti & Stolle, 2011), a systematic identification and 

categorization of different types of lifestyle politics has not yet been provided in the 

literature. The second goal of this paper is to fill this gap in the literature. This will allow to 

assess the usefulness of van Deth’s framework for the analysis of lifestyle politics 

specifically, and for the analysis of complex modes of political action in general. 

In sum, the goals of this paper are twofold. Firstly, it aims to provide an overview and 

classification of lifestyle politics. Secondly, building on the latter, it aims to evaluate the 

usefulness of van Deth’s reconceptualization of political participation for the analysis of 

lifestyle politics. The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. I will first present a 

comprehensive literature review that, in addition to a previously self-conducted case-study of 

a Belgian lifestyle movement (de Moor, Marien, & Hooghe, 2013), will form the basis of my 

categorization of lifestyle politics. I will then use this overview and categorization of lifestyle 

politics to evaluate van Deth’s conceptual map, and to propose possible adjustments to his 

framework. I will conclude this paper by responding to previous reviews of van Deth’s 

conceptual map provided by Hooghe (2014) and Hosch-Dayican (2014). 
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2. Classifying lifestyle politics 

 

Lifestyle politics
i
 refers to the politicization of everyday life, including ethically, morally or 

politically inspired decisions about, for example, consumption, transportation, or modes of 

living (Bennett, 1998; Giddens, 1991; Micheletti, 2003). Lifestyle politics depart from a 

realization that one’s everyday decisions have global implications, and that global 

considerations should therefore affect lifestyle choices (Giddens, 1991). This approach to 

politics is reflected in popular proverbs such as ‘think global, act local’, and Ghandi’s ‘be the 

change you want to see in the world’. For instance, environmental lifestyle politics build on 

the premise that “reversing the degradation of the environment depends upon adopting new 

lifestyle patters (…) [as b]y far the greatest amount of ecological damage derives from the 

modes of life followed in the modernized sectors of world society.” (Giddens, 1991, p. 221). 

Other moral or political considerations, such as animal welfare or ethical modes of 

production, are linked to lifestyle choices in a similar way (Balsiger, 2014; Micheletti & 

Stolle, 2011).  

Various studies indicate that this type of political action is on the rise (Bennett, 1998; 

Stolle & Hooghe, 2011). Processes relating to the ongoing expansion of global governance 

are often held responsible for this trend. It is generally agreed upon that the power of the state 

is increasingly shifting towards international government organizations, multinationals, and 

privatized service providers (Bartolini, 2011; Fox, 2014; Norris, 2002). As a result the state is 

becoming a less obvious target for political participation, while at the same time, new power 

holders lack democratic opportunities for citizens to exert influence (della Porta, 2013; Fox, 

2014; Norris, 2011). As a result, indirectly fostering social change by affecting political 

decisions is losing potential. Therefore, addressing social challenges directly through the 

politicization of everyday life decisions might pose a more comprehensible alternative 

(Stolle, Hooghe, & Micheletti, 2005). Against this backdrop, lifestyle politics have become 

regarded as one of the most emblematic types of political action to emerge in the era of late 

modernity (Bennett, 2012; Giddens, 1991; Micheletti, 2003; Stolle & Hooghe, 2011). 

Lifestyle politics transpose political considerations to the private sphere, which 

stresses the political impact of personal decisions. Nevertheless, they still embody both an 

individual and a collective dimension. On the one hand lifestyle politics may thus refer to “an 

individual’s choice to use his or her private life sphere to take responsibility for the allocation 

of common values and resources, in other words, for politics.” (Micheletti & Stolle, 2011, p. 

126). On the other, it refers to collectives who “consciously and actively promote a lifestyle 
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(…) as their primary means to foster social change.” (Haenfler et al., 2012, p. 2). These two 

dimensions of lifestyle politics do not contradict. Rather, they underline the individual and 

collective dimension simultaneously present in the notion of lifestyle politics: lifestyle 

politics concerns both the politicization of individual lifestyle choices, and the mobilization 

of fellow citizens into making politically or ethically motivated lifestyle choices.  

Taking into account this conceptualization, it is clear that a large variety of activities 

can be (and have been) labeled as ‘lifestyle politics’. After all, the politicization of lifestyle 

decisions may occur in any aspect of everyday life (Bennett, 1998; Micheletti & Stolle, 

2011). The politicization of citizens’ role as consumers has clearly received most scholarly 

attention, as witness the large number of studies that have been published on political 

consumerism (e.g., Balsiger, 2010; Brunori, Rossi, & Guidi, 2012; Copeland, 2014; Koos, 

2012; Micheletti, Follesdal, & Stolle, 2004; Micheletti, 2003; Stolle et al., 2005). 

Nevertheless, lifestyle politics have also been described referring to other aspects of daily 

life, including transportation, household waste disposal, professional careers, the use of 

energy sources, fashion, or ways of living (Bennett, 1998; Lichterman, 1995; Stolle & 

Hooghe, 2011). In this section I aim to provide a systematic identification of different 

categories of lifestyle politics, drawing on case studies provided in the literature as well as a 

self-conducted study of a Belgian environmental lifestyle movement organization, called 

VELT (Vereniging voor Ecologisch Leven en Tuinieren, or Organization for Ecological 

Living and Gardening) (de Moor et al., 2013). 

Comparing these cases reveals a number of fundamental differences regarding the 

organization, the targets, and the goals of lifestyle politics, on the basis of which this type of 

action can systematically be classified. Figure 1 summarizes this classification and illustrates 

the dimensions (a-d) that set apart six types (1-6) of lifestyle politics. Firstly, in terms of 

organization (a), lifestyle politics are used to refer both to the behavior of individuals, and to 

the behavior of collectives. Secondly, in terms of its targets (b1 and b2), in some cases 

lifestyle politics are oriented inward, focusing on the lifestyle of the individual or of the 

collective’s adherents. In other cases, lifestyle politics are oriented outward, focusing also at 

the mobilization of the general public. Thirdly, in terms of its goals (c), in some cases 

lifestyle change is the ultimate strategy for advancing social change, in other cases lifestyle 

change is additionally used in order to advance indirect strategies. In the latter case, a final 

distinction (d) can be made between prefiguration and consensus mobilization. Below, each 

of these types of lifestyle politics will be explained in more detail, and illustrated with 

empirical examples from the literature. It is important to note in advance, however, that these 
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types of lifestyle politics are not mutually exclusive. Instead, they are rather cumulative. For 

instance, some of the cases described below use lifestyle politics both as a direct and as an 

indirect strategy. At the end of this section, the interrelatedness of these types of lifestyle 

politics will be discussed further. 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual map of lifestyle politics

 

 

 

2.1. Individual lifestyle politics 

 

The first dimension (a) on the basis of which different types of lifestyle politics can be set 

apart is the difference between individual or collective types of action. By definition, lifestyle 

politics are concerned with the politicization of individual choices that typically belong to the 

private sphere, such as decisions concerning consumption and transportation (Giddens, 

1991). This stresses the importance of individual action (Micheletti, 2003). However, in 

recent years, various studies have come to underline the collective dimension of lifestyle 
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politics (e.g., Balsiger, 2014; Haenfler et al., 2012). In order to advance social change 

through lifestyle politics, individuals are increasingly becoming organized in collectives – 

i.e., lifestyle movements organizations. To start, I will discuss two forms of individual 

lifestyle politic first. Dimension b1 in Figure 1 distinguishes between attempts to change 

one’s own lifestyle – individual lifestyle change (type 1) – and individuals’ efforts to promote 

lifestyle change towards others – individual lifestyle mobilization (type 2).  

 

Individual lifestyle change refers to an individual’s lifestyle decisions that are motivated by 

political or ethical considerations. This type of action builds on the belief that societal change 

starts by changing one’s own lifestyle choices, such as decisions concerning what clothes to 

buy or what food to eat. Such activities are mainly discussed in the growing literature on 

political consumerism (e.g., Copeland, 2014; Shah et al., 2007; Stolle et al., 2005). Another 

closely related example of this type of activism is provided by Micheletti and Stolle’s (2011) 

discussion of vegetarianism. They find that although vegetarianism may often be motivated 

by (non-political) health considerations, political or ethical concerns for animal welfare and 

the environment motivate many vegetarians as well. As such, the decision to follow a 

vegetarian lifestyle often presents a clear example of lifestyle politics.  

 

Individual lifestyle mobilization expands upon individual lifestyle change, as it concerns 

individuals who, on a personal basis, engage in endeavors to promote their own politicized 

lifestyle choices to a wider audience. For instance, in addition to one’s own vegetarianism, 

individuals may decide to inform family, friends, or colleagues about their decisions, aiming 

to mobilize others into making similar choices. However, empirical research into this subject 

remains limited. 

 

2.2.Collective lifestyle politics 

 

The first two types of lifestyle politics described above underline that lifestyle politics by 

definition address the ‘arena of everyday life’, and thus individuals’ choices made in the 

private sphere (Micheletti, 2003). Nonetheless, several recent studies indicate that people also 

unite in collectives to engage in lifestyle politics (Balsiger, 2010; Graziano & Forno, 2012; 

Haenfler et al., 2012; Haydu & Kadanoff, 2010; Micheletti & Stolle, 2011). Such lifestyle 

movements (or lifestyle movement organizations) also depart from the idea that social change 

can be reached by changing individuals’ lifestyles. However, they advance lifestyle change as 
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collectives. Within this branch of collective lifestyle politics, I propose a third dimension (c) 

upon which different forms of lifestyle politics can be distinguished: Lifestyle movements 

may advance lifestyle change either as a direct strategy, or as an indirect strategy towards 

social change. I will discuss the former first. 

 

2.2.1. Collective lifestyle politics as a direct strategy 

 

Collective lifestyle politics that are used as a direct strategy to social change can be 

subdivided further in a way similar to the distinction between individual lifestyle change and 

individual lifestyle mobilization (types 1 and 2 discussed above). Either collective lifestyle 

politics can be used to support the lifestyles of a collective’s adherents, or it can be used to 

promote lifestyle change towards the general public. This is the fourth dimension (b2) on the 

basis of which we arrive at the two next types of lifestyle politics: collective lifestyle change 

(3) and collective lifestyle mobilization (4). 

 

Collective lifestyle change aims to advance social change by supporting conscious lifestyle 

choices of a collective’s adherents. This form of action is most clearly illustrated by 

alternative food networks. Alternative food networks provide members with the possibility to 

buy food directly from local and organic food producers, reducing transportation and 

intermediate trade costs, thereby advancing environmental or fair-trade considerations. One 

of the most famous examples of this form of action is the worldwide spread of community 

supported agriculture (CSA) and farmers markets (Brown & Miller, 2008). CSAs are farms 

that are jointly operated by an owner and a group of members who help the owner in 

production processes, and who share the harvest of the farm in exchange for a fixed (annual) 

contribution. At farmers markets, farmers sell their products directly to customers, thus 

bypassing transporters, auction-houses, and retailers. In both cases, producers and consumers 

engage in a cooperation that aims to reduce the ecological impact of consumption, and that 

seeks to support a fair economy. Other examples of such initiatives that have been described 

in the literature include Voedselteams in the Flemish part of Belgium (van Gameren, Ruwet, 

& Bauler, 2014), and the Italian Gruppi di Acquisto Solidale (Brunori et al., 2012; Graziano 

& Forno, 2012). Such organizations are becoming increasingly popular in many countries, 

and in short, they all have one thing in common: they foster social change by catering the 

morally or politically inspired lifestyle choices of its adherents. 
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Collective lifestyle mobilization resembles collective lifestyle change to the extent that it also 

concerns groups of people who collectively advance morally or politically inspired lifestyle 

choices. However, in contrast to collective lifestyle change, collective lifestyle mobilization 

targets non-members as well. Lifestyle activists often realize that in order to achieve the 

greatest societal impact, a maximal number of people needs to be reached by the movement’s 

messages or actions. The VELT-study indicated clearly that this was one of the main 

concerns of Belgian environmental lifestyle activists. Although many members are concerned 

with their own lifestyle to start with, they also stressed the importance of activities that are 

aimed at enthusing the general public about ecological modes of living. For instance, the 

largest event they organize annually is the ‘open garden day’. Here, they invite both members 

and the general public to visit the ecological gardens of VELT’s members, aiming to advance 

ecological gardening. Other studies provide similar examples. Dubuysson-Quelier et al. 

(2011) describe how the French alternative food movement advances its goals in part by 

informing consumers about certain problems of the conventional market, and by providing 

them with (information about) alternative trade solutions. Studying Italian grassroots anti-

mafia politics, Forno and Gunarsson (2011) describe the case of the Sicilian Adiopizzo 

initiative, which uses public campaigns to urge the general public to take ethical 

considerations into account in their daily shopping routines, while at the same time providing 

opportunities to buy ‘mafia-free’ products. Finally, Balsiger (2014) illustrates how activists 

from a Swiss Third World advocacy organization aimed to advance ethical fashion by 

providing consumers with a map of shops that meet specific ethical guidelines. In all cases, 

then, activists aim to provide the general public with information or tools that allows them to 

make morally or politically informed lifestyle choices. 

 

2.2.2. Indirect strategies in collective lifestyle politics  

 

In addition to collective lifestyle action where lifestyle change is only seen as a direct means 

to social change, lifestyle politics are also used to advance social change in a rather indirect 

fashion. On the one hand, lifestyle politics may perform the role of prefiguration (type 5), 

while on the other it may be an effort to mobilize consensus (type 6). 

 

Lifestyle politics as prefigurative politics refers to the use lifestyle politics as a model for 

how society as a whole could be reorganized, aiming for the political elite to amplify their 

example at a larger scale: “Lifestyle action can be an exercise in prefigurative politics – 
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prefiguring on a small, manageable scale more expansive collective challenges – that could 

be enacted if political opportunities become more favorable.” (Haenfler et al., 2012, p. 15). 

Thus, lifestyle actions such as communal living, the establishment of alternative economic 

systems, alternative modes of production, or experiments with non-hierarchical decision 

making processes “paves the way for protest movements to engage with the state or other 

institutions.” (Haenfler et al., 2012, p. 4).  

The VELT-study provides a clear example of such a process. Members described a 

campaign where they used their own ecological communal gardening projects to prefigure 

similar but larger, government-initiated projects. They argued that the organization lacked the 

resources to implement projects at a large scale themselves, and that therefore, they aimed to 

enthuse policy makers into doing this for them by providing successful examples at a small 

scale. In this fashion, they were able to successfully convince the Flemish government to 

build upon their example by installing ecological communal gardening projects at a larger 

scale. A similar strategy has been described in the context of farmers markets in the United 

States, where grassroots organizations gather data on the basis of which they inform policy 

makers about the successfulness of the farmers market initiative (Lev, Stephenson, & Brewer, 

2007). Thereby, they aim to persuade policy makers to support the expansion of the farmers 

markets initiative at a larger scale (Brown & Miller, 2008, p. 1298). Hence, in both cases 

lifestyle change is initially used to achieve direct social change, while in a later stage it is 

used indirectly to advance government-supported policy or projects. 

 

Lifestyle politics as consensus mobilization is the second way in which lifestyle politics can 

be used to advance secondary, indirect strategies. Whenever movements promote certain 

lifestyles, they naturally advance the political views that underlie those lifestyle choices as 

well. Lifestyle politics may thus cause a mechanism that is in the literature referred to as 

consensus mobilization (Klandermans, 1997), or as Gamson et al. have put it: “the process of 

replacing a dominant belief system (…) with an alternative mobilizing belief system that 

supports collective action for change” (1982, p. 15). Lifestyle politics may have such 

mobilizing effect on public opinion, which in turn creates opportunities for state-oriented 

political action. Under the pressure of a supportive public opinion, political elites are 

generally more easily persuaded to take bottom-up demands into account (Giugni, 2004). 

Lifestyle politics may thus generate political momentum by affecting public opinion which 

can be used to affect political decisions.  
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Within the French alternative food movement this indirect strategy forms an important 

addition to the direct strategy of advancing lifestyle change (Dubuisson-Quellier et al., 2011). 

By advancing political ideas through lifestyle politics (e.g., the promotion of political 

consumerism), some organizations within this movement also aim to mobilize consumers into 

supporting, and engaging in, state-oriented action: “The idea is to re-engage citizens in 

collective life by asking them to put new issues about food, market regulation, environmental 

and ethical issues on the public agenda. Consumption appears to be the pivotal area where 

citizens can develop their capacity to address these issues and demand improvements in 

public regulations.” (Dubuisson-Quellier et al., 2011, p. 315). Hence, although lifestyle 

change may have a direct societal impact, they may also serve a more indirect strategy of 

policy change. 

The VELT-study provides a similar example of such a dual strategy. Activists 

described a campaign against the use of pesticides. In first instance their efforts were aimed at 

informing their members and the general public of the downsides of using pesticides. In 

doing so they claimed to have generated wide public support for pesticide-free gardening. As 

they felt that the general public was becoming sufficiently supportive of their view, they 

decided to target political decision makers. Stressing the public support for their views, they 

demanded that public policy would be adjusted accordingly. The campaign ultimately 

resulted in an official ban on the use of pesticides in the maintenance of public spaces. Thus, 

what started as efforts targeted at lifestyle change and lifestyle mobilization, ultimately 

turned into consensus mobilization for the support of a state-oriented political campaign. 

Other case-studies that describe this mechanisms can be found in studies by Graziano and 

Forno (2012), Lichterman (1995), and Haydu and Kadanoff (2010). 

Lifestyle politics as prefiguration and lifestyle politics as consensus mobilization 

show important similarities: in both cases activists use lifestyle politics as a means to 

generate large scale political change beyond the lifestyle change of adherents or the general 

public. However, they are also clearly distinct. Through prefiguration, lifestyle activists aim 

to demonstrate that alternative lifestyles have potential, thereby enthusing the political elite 

into implementing the movements’ example at a larger scale. In contrast, through consensus 

mobilization lifestyle activists use public opinion to pressure politicians to take their demands 

into account. Both types of lifestyle politics illustrate how activities can be targeted at private 

and public or institutional arenas at the same time, and how they can become enacted across 

different private and institutional political arenas. 
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In sum, the overview provided above indicates that many types of activities can, and have 

been, labeled as lifestyle politics. Taking into account the organization, the targets, and the 

locus of these action forms helps to categorize these forms of action. Firstly, lifestyle politics 

can refer both to the politicization of an individual’s everyday life choices, but a large 

number of studies indicate that lifestyle politics are often the subject of collective action as 

well. Secondly, individual and collective lifestyle politics can either be oriented inward or 

outward. Lifestyle politics may be aimed at changing one’s own or a collective’s lifestyle, but 

in addition it may also be aimed at mobilizing the general public into making politicized 

lifestyle decisions as well. Finally, while lifestyle movements essentially aim to advance 

social change directly by changing people’s ways of living, they often use lifestyle politics 

also as the basis for indirect, state-oriented action. Here, lifestyle politics may serve either to 

prefigure and enthuse larger scale, government-implemented social change, or to generate 

political momentum through consensus mobilization, which can be used in negotiations 

towards policy makers. 

 These variations show clearly that lifestyle politics can (subsequently or 

simultaneously) be used to target different actors, ranging from the self, to the general public, 

companies, and policy makers. Moreover, they show that although lifestyle politics generally 

originate in the arena of private life, they can be transposed into public, or institutional arenas 

as well. The six different types of lifestyle politics that are described in this paper should 

therefore not be understood as mutually exclusive or as unambiguous categorizations of 

action forms, but rather, as building blocks that can be stacked upon each other, and that use 

each other’s strengths in order to generate social change.  

These conclusions are much in line with Paul Lichterman’s (1995) arguments about 

the personalization of politics. Contrary to scholars who have described the rise of lifestyle 

politics as a shift away from traditional political participation (e.g., Bennett, 1998), 

Lichterman has argued that the personalization of politics enables public or institutional 

political engagement. The personalization of politics implies a deep embodiment of political 

commitment, so that it forms a solid basis for more sustained, public or state-oriented 

political engagement. The current literature review supports this view. Lifestyle politics may 

have emerged as an alternative political strategy in recent decades, it does not necessarily 

seem to replace traditional, public or state-oriented participation. 

These observations offer important insights for current discussions about the 

expansion of political participation, and the concepts we use to describe them. It underlines 

the complexity that characterizes this expansion by stressing the interaction between different 
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action forms, the multiplicity of the targets of certain modes of participation, and their 

mobility across different political or politicized arenas. Van Deth’s (2014) recent 

reconceptualizations of political participation has aimed to provide room for such complexity. 

However, it has been questioned whether it is sufficiently successful in doing so (Hosch-

Dayican, 2014). Building on the current literature review, then, the goal of the remainder of 

this paper is to evaluate the degree to which van Deth’s framework can be useful in the 

analysis of lifestyle politics. 

 

3. Van Deth’s conceptual map as a tool for analyzing lifestyle politics 

 

Van Deth’s (2014) reconceptualization of political participation is an explicit answer to 

recent calls to rethink the meaning of political participation against the backdrop of the rapid 

expansion of participation repertoires (e.g., Fox, 2014; Taylor et al., 2009). It proposes four 

main criteria on the basis of which an activity can be identified as being political 

participation: 1) the activity is located within the institutional arena of state or government 

politics, 2) it is targeted at government or the state, 3) it is targeted at solving a community 

problem otherwise, or 4) the activity itself is not political but expresses a political motivation. 

This operational conceptualization has the strong advantage of taking into account a reality in 

which political power has become much more diffuse and in which the targets and strategies 

of political activists have diversified accordingly (Fox, 2014; Norris, 2002; Sloam, 2007). 

The conceptual map acknowledges sufficiently that political participation is no longer 

exclusively targeted at the state, but may be oriented at non-state actors like companies or 

fellow citizens as well. Van Deth argues that in this sense, his conceptual map is exhaustive, 

and more importantly, allows to unambiguously identify and categorize any form of political 

participation as located in one of the four fields on his conceptual map (2014, p. 362). 

It is exactly here that van Deth’s model falls short of explaining complex types of 

participation like lifestyle politics. Contrary to claims of unambiguous classification, it is 

difficult to pin-point where lifestyle politics could fit into van Deth’s conceptual map. First of 

all, he does not explicitly discuss the place ‘lifestyle politics’ occupy on his conceptual map. 

However, he does place ‘political consumerism’ and ‘individualized collective action’ on his 

map as being “voluntary, non-political activities by citizens used to express their political 

aims and intentions”, as opposed to those political activities that are targeted at the political 

decision making process, or that address community problems otherwise. The literature 

review provided above clearly indicates that lifestyle politics, including political 
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consumerism and individualized collective action, does not strictly belong to this category, as 

it is not strictly expressive, nor untargeted. How can we place lifestyle politics on van Deth’s 

map then? A closer inspection reveals that categorizing lifestyle politics using van Deth’s 

framework is far from evident. 

Van Deth appears to have identified three ontological levels to capture the complex 

reality of political participation. At the first level, he deals with readily observable activities 

or ‘forms of political participation’, such as casting a vote or signing a petition. At the second 

level, ‘forms of political participation’ are grouped into ‘types of political participation’, so 

that for instance boycotting a product (a more or less observable activity) becomes a 

manifestation of its ‘type’, political consumerism. At the third level, van Deth classifies each 

type or form of participation into one of the four operational concepts of political 

participation, as defined by the locus (institutional/extrainstitutional) and target (state/non-

state/untargeted) of the action. Lifestyle politics clearly cannot be located at the first level (it 

entails a variety of activities), nor at the third level (it does not concern a systematic selection 

criterion for identifying political participation). It is most logical, then, to identify lifestyle 

politics as a level two ‘type of participation’, covering many forms of observable lifestyle 

actions. However, contrary to van Deth’s promise of unambiguous classification, as a type of 

participation lifestyle politics cannot be classified as belonging to either one of the four 

concepts of political participation. As the review offered in this paper demonstrates, lifestyle 

activism is often simultaneously acted out across different private, public and institutional 

arenas and targeted at multiple actors, including the self, the general public, and 

governments. 

Van Deth’s ambition to unambiguously categorize any type or mode of political 

action into one of his four categories thus seems to contradict the complex nature of the 

political reality it aims to grasp. The repertoires activists currently draw upon are rapidly 

expanding, which allows them to combine different action forms, and to optimize political 

influence by seeking interaction between different modes of participation (e.g., when lifestyle 

politics are used as consensus mobilization). Moreover, as the locus of power becomes 

increasingly diffused into complex governance networks, actions often become targeted at a 

variety of actors at once (Fox, 2014; Norris, 2002). This is not only the case for lifestyle 

politics, but also for other types of action. Political protest is becoming increasingly 

characterized by the multiplicity of its targets (Tarrow, 2009; Van Dyke et al., 2004). For 

instance, the globally spreading ‘Marches Against Monsanto’ are often simultaneously aimed 

at informing the general public about genetically modified organisms (GMOs), at ‘blaming 
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and shaming’ companies, and at demanding legislation against GMOs from national and 

supra-national authorities. It is clear that this type of protest cannot be fit into one of van 

Deth’s four categories unambiguously. Similar conclusions were drawn by Hosch-Dayican 

(2014) in her application of van Deth’s conceptual map to the field of online political 

activism, where it appears to be difficult to distinguish state-oriented political participation 

from expressive modes of action. In short, the reality of political participation is often 

‘ambiguous’, and therefore, it naturally does not always fit any of v an Deth’s categories 

unambiguously. 

 

3.1. Possible modifications of van Deth’s conceptual map 

 

Despite these limitations, I believe that van Deth’s operational conceptualization still offers a 

useful tool for mapping the expanding field of political participation, and for identifying 

ambivalent types of action, such as lifestyle politics. To that end, the conceptual map should 

be adapted in order to account for cases in which the locus and/or target of a specific type or 

form of action is not ‘unambiguous’, but rather mixed. A relatively simple adjustment in the 

current framework allows for this. In the current model, van Deth’s four decision rules lead to 

as many final, unambiguous categories of political participation. In order to account for 

ambiguous forms or types of political participation, a final classification question should be 

added at the bottom of the conceptual map. This question should probe whether the case at 

hand is located in, or targeted at, only one arena or actor. If the answer is negative, the 

identification process should be repeated, thereby identifying additional categories that apply 

to the case at hand. As a result, mixed categories of political participation can be identified.  

An empirical example further clarifies this method. As discussed above, the French 

alternative food movement supports and promotes alternative modes of consumption for a 

dual reason (Dubuisson-Quellier et al., 2011). On the one hand, they aim to achieve direct 

social change by affecting people’s consumption patterns. On the other hand, by spreading 

the movement’s views about a fair and just economy, they also aim to change public opinion, 

thereby creating political momentum to pressure politicians to take action. When applying the 

adjusted version of van Deth’s framework, this form of action would in first instance be 

identified as Political Participation III, as it aims to solve a social problem by directly 

targeting the involved community. In a second instance this form of action would be 

identified as Political Participation II, as the movement’s advancement of an alternative 

lifestyle appears to be indirectly targeted at the state and the political decision making 
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process. As a result, this case would be classified as Political Participation II + III, thereby 

appreciating the complexity characterizing this mode of action. Hence, the small adjustment I 

propose to van Deth’s framework would not affect the comprehensive and practical strength 

of the current model significantly, yet it would increase its internal validity by making the 

model a better fit of the complex reality it aims to grasp. 

To sum up, an overview of the different manifestations of lifestyle politics 

underscores the complexity of the ongoing expansion of political repertoires. In reaction to 

such growing complexity, van Deth’s operational conceptualization explicitly aims to provide 

a model that helps to identify and classify all forms of political participation unambiguously. 

However, an overview of the literature on lifestyle politics indicates that forms of political 

participation cannot always be identified and classified unambiguously on the basis of their 

locus or target. Instead, political actions are often located and targeted in various ways at the 

same time. This complexity appears to be an essential feature of currently expanding political 

participation repertoires, yet it is not accounted for by van Deth’s framework. Therefore, I 

propose that an additional loop should be added to van Deth’s model which will allow to 

identify a mode of political action as a ‘mixed’ type of participation. Such an adjustment 

would increase the extent to which the model reaches its goal: to capture the growing 

complexity presented by the expansion of political participation. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

The overview of different modes of lifestyle politics provided in this paper leads to the 

conclusion that a number of dimensions can be used to set apart different types of lifestyle 

politics: 1) they can be individual or collective; 2) they can be oriented at changing one’s own 

lifestyle, or at mobilizing lifestyle change among the general public; 3) and finally, they can 

be exclusively aimed at reaching a societal impact through lifestyle change, or they can 

pursue additional, teleological goals, such as state-oriented campaigns where lifestyle politics 

are used to prefigure large scale social change, or where lifestyle mobilization is used to 

mobilize consensus within public opinion. As a result, six non-exclusive types of lifestyle 

politics are identified. 

This classification of lifestyle politics emphasizes a point previously made by Paul 

Lichterman (1995): The politics of everyday life, and politics acted out in the public or 

institutional political arena, are closely intertwined. The case-studies reviewed in this paper 

show that campaigns are often targeted at the private sphere, at companies, and at 
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governments at the same time. Moreover, campaigns may be initiated outside the institutional 

political arena, but taken there, once enough political momentum is reached, or when political 

opportunities become present. This observation emphasizes the need for recent endeavors to 

account for such complexities in our concepts of political participation. Van Deth’s (2014) 

conceptual map is the most comprehensive attempt currently available, yet the case of 

lifestyle politics presented in this paper shows that van Deth’s framework does not always 

account for this complexity sufficiently. It demonstrates that many forms and types of 

political participation do not fit the four categories proposed in this framework 

unambiguously. Therefore, I have suggested an additional loop to the framework that allows 

for the identification of ‘mixed’ forms of political participation.  

In contrast to my endorsement of van Deth’s strong emphasis on complexity in 

conceptualizing political participation, Hooghe (2014) has criticized van Deth’s 

conceptualization by arguing that a definition of political participation should be as coherent 

as possible. According to Hooghe, distinguishing different categories of political participation 

will only blur the concept, thereby rendering it rather useless. Although Hooghe 

acknowledges that the expansion of political participation involves the emergence of political 

action forms that do not entirely fit traditional concepts of political participation (like the one 

by Verba et al. (2002)), he dismisses these action forms as being ‘grey zone’ cases, and he 

subsequently argues that “it is not a good strategy to make a definition in itself for these ‘grey 

zone’ cases.” (2014, p. 340). The problem with this argument is not so much that it is, or is 

not, a good idea to make definitions for ‘grey zone’ cases, but rather that what Hooghe seems 

to define as ‘grey zone’ cases, are exactly those modes of political action that are at the heart 

of currently expanding political participation repertoires, and not at the margins as he seems 

to suggest. I imagine that examples provided in this paper, such as the Critical Mass 

Movement and Marches Against Monsanto would, according to Hooghe, qualify as ‘grey 

zone’ cases. They are indeed characterized by a certain ‘greyish’ ambiguity, as their locus 

and focus are often multiple or shifting. Nevertheless, according to a growing body of 

literature, this ambiguity has come to essentially define political participation in the late 

modern era (e.g., Bennett, 2012; Fox, 2014; Norris, 2002). If, as a literature, we want to have 

a fruitful debate about the emergence and expansion of complex political repertoires, it is 

important to systematically integrate such complexities into the concepts we work with, and it 

is clear that traditional conceptualizations, such as those by Verba and colleagues, fall short 

of doing just that (Verba & Nie, 1972; Verba et al., 2002). A systematic integration of 

ambiguous but common cases merits academic discussions more than the ad-hoc solution to 
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‘grey-zone’ cases Hooghe proposes. I therefore agree with Hosch-Dayican that van Deth’s 

conceptual map should be applauded for its attempt to systematically integrate different 

categories into our definition of political participation, thereby coming a long way in grasping 

the complexity that has come to characterize political participation. However, as I have tried 

to show in the current paper, an adjustment to van Deth’s conceptual map that accounts for a 

reality in which political action shifts throughout different arenas and targets various actors, 

would further improve it.  
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Notes 

                                                           
i As Micheletti and Stolle (2011) observe, a variety of terms has been used to describe this 

phenomenon, including ‘life politics’ (Giddens, 1991), “subpolitics” (Beck, 1997), and “personalized 

politics” (Lichterman, 1996).  

 


