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Abstract
Food democracy calls for a democratization of the production, distribution, and consumption of food. Researchers and
lay citizens are showing a growing interest for initiatives associated with food democracy, yet the specific democratic
ideals and involvements that make up food democracy have gained limited attention. Many forms of participation asso-
ciated with food democracy are market-based, such as buying organic food or joining community-supported agricultural
projects. Research shows that market-based logics influence multiple spheres of life and threaten democratic ideals. How-
ever, scholars working on political participation have not yet analyzed the influence of market-based logics across forms
of participation. This article analyses the action repertoire of food democracy to assess the influence of market-based
logics on different forms of food activism. It builds on four critiques of market-based politics to question the relationship
between different forms of participation and the market. It addresses three research questions: Which forms of political
participation do citizens use to democratize the food regime? Which conceptions of democracy relate to these different
forms of food activism? Which critiques of market-based politics apply to different forms of food activism? The article
highlights the widespread risk of unequal participation, crowding out, commodification, and state retreat across forms of
participation used to democratize food regimes. This study provides insights into the types of democratic renewal being
experimented with in the framework of food democracy as well as their limits.
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1. Introduction

In the global west, a growing share of citizens buy fair
trade coffee, sign up for community-supported agricul-
tural projects, engage in community gardens, or go ve-
gan. Some do it to transform food regimes, others to
express their political views or to change their relation-
ship to the prevailingmodes of food production, distribu-
tion, and consumption. In existing food regimes, power
is highly concentrated in the hands of the food agro-
industry (Friedmann, 2005; Lang, 1999). Nevertheless,
citizens engage in political struggles to make claims
about social justice, environmental protection, sustain-
ability, health, and other political issues associated with

food. These actions contribute to food democracy, which
refers to citizens’ attempts to democratize the food sys-
tem or, in other words, to reinforce their political voices
in processes related to the production, distribution, and
consumption of food.

Among the different forms of action used to de-
mocratize food regimes, political consumerism is the
most studied (Koos, 2012; Micheletti, 2003; Stolle &
Micheletti, 2013). This attention triggered important
critiques which point to the far-reaching influence of
market-based logics and how they influence prevailing
conceptions of citizens’ engagements (Alkon&Guthman,
2017; Lewis & Potter, 2011; Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser,
2012). These critiques focus on specific forms of par-
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ticipation, namely political consumerism. Similarly, re-
search on food democracy tends to centre on single ac-
tion forms, for instance, food consumerism (Johnston,
Szabo, & Rodney, 2011), food cooperatives (Zitcer, 2017),
or solidarity purchase groups (Forno, Grasseni, & Signori,
2015). Two collective volumes (Alkon & Guthman, 2017;
Counihan & Siniscalchi, 2013) bring these research
strands together and highlight the links between differ-
ent action forms. However, to the best of my knowledge,
no study underscores the specific kind of democracy that
is called for and implemented in different food initiatives.

In recent debates, a key question has been how to
scale up attempts at democratizing food regimes (see for
instance Mount, 2012). However, it is important to un-
derstand the kind of democratic conceptions that shape
projects of food democracy before they expand. In this
article, I discuss the different conceptions of democ-
racy that form food democracy. This study shows that
market-based logics often prevail across different modes
and forms of political participation used to democra-
tize the food regime. In so doing, it complements re-
search in different fields that have analyzed how neolib-
eral capitalism jeopardizes democracies (Crouch, 2004;
Merkel, 2014a), how marketization threatens voluntary
non-profit organizations (Eikenberry, 2009; Eikenberry &
Kluver, 2004), and how corporate food regimes commod-
ify political demands (Guthman, 2002). Here, the goal
is to assess to what extent processes of marketization
and neoliberal threats to democracies apply to different
forms of food activism. Three research questions are ad-
dressed: Which forms of political participation do citi-
zens use to democratize the food regime?Which concep-
tions of democracy relate to these different formsof food
activism? Which critiques of market-based politics apply
to different forms of food activism?

First, I define food activism and present the different
forms of action that it takes. I link these different forms of
action to three modes of participation and three concep-
tions of democracy. Second, I introduce four critiques of
market-based forms of participation. Going back to the
different forms of action presented in Section 1, I discuss
whether and to what extent these critiques apply to all
of them. In the discussion, I draw attention to similari-
ties across action forms and create the foundations for a
reflection on citizens’ democratic involvement. This com-
parison shows that market-based logics shape market-
based modes of action, but also institutional and protest
logics. Hence, they question the underlying conceptions
of democracy and the prevailing relationships to themar-
ket of different forms of food activism.

2. Food Activism: An Action Repertoire with Specific
Modes of Participation and Conceptions of Democracy

Food democracy is “the demand for greater access and
collective benefit from the food system” (Lang, 1999,
p. 218). It requires that “citizens hav[e] the power to de-
termine agro-food policies and practices locally, region-

ally, nationally, and globally” (Hassanein, 2003, p. 79).
This means that citizens engage in institutional and
protest politics that allow shaping policies, but also prac-
tice the changes they are calling for. Citizens use dif-
ferent forms of political participation to democratize
food regimes. They constitute the action repertoire of
food activism which can be defined, following Reichman
(2014, p. 159), as “political action, encompassing a va-
riety of individual and collective efforts to change the
world by changing how food is produced, distributed,
and consumed.” This definition: a) points at the indi-
vidual and the collective dimensions of political partic-
ipation; b) specifies a multidimensional political goal
(related to food production, distribution, and consump-
tion); and c) is not tied to specific forms of action. This
means that food activism is an action repertoire cover-
ing actions used to democratize the food regime.

An action repertoire includes different action modes
(Theocharis & van Deth, 2018). Action modes, in turn, in-
clude several forms of participation which share some
specific features. I distinguish three modes of participa-
tion presented on the horizontal axis of Table 1: market-
based, institutional, and protest. Action forms that corre-
spond to a market-based mode of action are associated
with commercial relations: buying, refusing to buy, or
seeking alternatives tomonetary exchanges. Institutional
modes of participation relate to elected representatives
and political parties, while protestmodes of participation
cover collective contentious forms of action. The choice
of an action mode provides information about concep-
tions of democracy: Citizens direct actions on the mar-
ket, deference to democratic institutions, or protest to
express political views and influence political institutions.

Furthermore, democratic ideals rest on different
conceptions of the ‘right’ level of citizens’ involve-
ment (Merkel, 2014b). These conceptions shape citizens’
democratic involvements. Here, I use them to differen-
tiate food activism according to three conceptions of
democracy: representative, participatory, and prefigu-
rative. In Table 1, the vertical axis distinguishes action
forms according to these conceptions. In a representa-
tive democracy, citizens are mostly expected to cast a
vote occasionally—the basic idea being that some rule
all the time while others are ruled (Barber, 1984/2003).
Those who embrace an elitist conception of democ-
racy consider this an ideal democracy (Schumpeter,
1942/2010). On the contrary, participatory democracy
calls for citizens’ sustained engagement in decision-
making through deliberative processes (Polletta, 2002).
In its republican form, following Aristotle’s idea ofmen as
political animals, democracy insists on citizens’ devotion
to politics. In a more contemporary radical understand-
ing, democracy encourages citizens to experiment with
the changes they would like to see happen on a larger
scale (Purcell, 2013)—prefigurative democracy.

The first column of Table 1 presents the specific
forms of food activism that correspond to a market-
based mode of participation. Political consumerism in-
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Table 1. Forms of food activism organized according to action modes and conceptions of democracy.

Action modes

Conceptions of democracy Market-based politics Institutional politics Protest politics

Representative democracy Political consumerism Electoral politics Everyday politics
Boycott and buycott Voting Donating money

Signing petitions

Participatory democracy Food collectives Party politics Group activism
Food baskets Party membership Street protest
Food cooperatives Group activism
Participatory supermarkets

Prefigurative democracy Lifestyle politics Political careers Committed activism
Vegetarianism or veganism Party staff & elected Civil Society Organizations (CSOs)
Voluntary simplicity representatives1 staff1

Urban gardening Squatting

Notes: 1 These forms of participation involve a professionalization of political activities; these are borderline cases since they are not the
action of ordinary citizens which is a key element in the definition of political participation (see Brady, 1999). Furthermore, in the case
of professional political actors, they are not prefiguring a form of participation with the aim that it would apply to the whole society.
Instead, they correspond to the republican ideal of (a selected elite of) men who live for politics.

cludes “individualized collective action” which seeks to
change the market by buying or refusing to buy prod-
ucts for political reasons (Micheletti, 2003). Political con-
sumerism is the ideal-type of market-based activism.
It corresponds to a representative ideal of democracy
where citizens use their money to make political choices;
in the case of food democracy, the choice is to defend
values related to food production, distribution, and con-
sumption. In so doing, they delegate their political voices
to firms who make a profit while claiming to defend po-
litical values. Food collectives take the form of food co-
operatives (Zitcer, 2017), food networks (Forno et al.,
2015), or community-supported agriculture (Dubuisson-
Quellier & Lamine, 2004). They involve consumers, food
distributors, and food producers. Food collectives often
require sustained involvement over time, some, even de-
mand participation in fieldwork or at the supermarket.
They correspond to participatory democracy because
consumers and producers participate in general assem-
blies and other deliberative forums where they collabo-
ratively make decisions for the production, distribution,
and consumption of food. Finally, lifestyle politics con-
stitute a form of prefigurative politics—citizens engage
in transformative behaviors in their everyday life, they
adapt their lifestyle to enact the changes they would like
to see happening in the broader society (Epstein, 1991).
It can take the form of vegetarianism (Micheletti & Stolle,
2012), reduced consumption in compliance with volun-
tary simplicity (Lorenzen, 2012), or gardening for food
production (Glowa, 2017). These forms of lifestyle poli-
tics require high involvement in terms of time and coher-
ence across life spheres.

Turning to institutional politics, Table 1 presents ac-
tion forms that can be used to advance food democracy
but that are not specific to it, therefore, the forms of ac-
tions presented in this case are more general and reach

beyond food activism. Electoral politics refers to voting
to elect representatives and constitutes the ideal-typical
formof representative democracy in institutional politics.
Citizens select their representative once every four/five
years at the national level. Voting can be based on so-
cialization and habits (Jennings, Stoker, & Bowers, 2009),
a sense of duty (Blais, Young, & Lapp, 2000), on heuris-
tic shortcuts (Nai, 2014), or on an (overall) assessment
of the economy (Lewis-Beck & Stegmaier, 2000). Citizens
can also vote to defend a specific political agenda, such
as agroecology or food sovereignty. Party activism—for
instance being an active party member—can be used
to push food-related issues on the political agenda of a
party. In this case, participation corresponds to a partici-
patory conception of democracy. Party members meet
regularly to discuss the political agenda and the goals
of the party. In many countries, institutional participa-
tion in its prefigurative form becomes a professional ac-
tivity and corresponds to a political career. This includes
elected representatives and party staff. Brady (1999) de-
fines political participation as “actions by ordinary citi-
zens [my emphasis] who pursue some political outcome.”
Hence, strictly speaking, professional political actors are
not engaged in political participation. The wages that
they receive for their political engagements change the
nature of their political behavior. Furthermore, elected
representatives and party staff correspond to the idea
of political animals, however, in this case, it is not clear
whether they truly experiment with a model that they
would like to see implemented in society, often they
only call for a limited engagement of other citizens. One
example of an elected representative engaged in food
democracy is the French farmer Josée Bové elected for
the European elections in 2009.

Similarly, the actions presented under protest poli-
tics can be used to advance food democracy or other po-
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litical goals. In this mode of participation, the form or
participation corresponding to a representative concep-
tion of democracy is everyday activism such as donating
money to CSOs or signing petitions. These activities re-
quire limited commitment in terms ofmoney or time, the
most time demanding part of it is the identification of
the group or the cause that one wants to defend. As in
the case of political consumerism, they correspond to the
idea of voting with one’s money (donation in this case).
Citizens delegate their political voice to specific CSOs that
they support financially. Forms of protest politics that cor-
respond to a participatory conception of democracy re-
late to group activism, for instance being active in politi-
cal groups or participating in demonstrations1. Some citi-
zens engage in trade unions active in the food production
or service sector (Sbicca, 2012), in anti-pesticide move-
ments (Guthman & Brown, 2016), or movements against
genetic engineering (Schurman, 2004). Similar to institu-
tional politics, some actions that correspond to prefigu-
rative conceptions of democracy face a change in nature.
A process of activism professionalization is at playwith ac-
tivemembers becoming paid staff. Table 1 presents squat-
ters as a non-professionalized formof prefigurative partic-
ipation. Squatters, like vegans, engage in political actions
that call for overall changes in their lives. They adapt ev-
eryday behaviors across different life spheres (work life,
household organization, leisure activities, etc.) to their
political values. In so doing, they are prefiguring some of
the changes they want to see happening in society.

3. Critiques of Market-Based Politics and Their
Relevance for Food Democracy

Reichman’s (2014) definition of food activism also points
at a transformative goal, “changing the world by chang-
ing how food is produced, distributed, and consumed.”
However, this carries little information about the kind
of transformation proposed. In a world where markets
reach new segments of society every day, it is difficult
to imagine social transformations that reach beyond the
market (Gibson-Graham, 2006). In fact, there is a grow-
ing literature highlighting the influence of market-based
logics on different dimensions of democracy: on CSOs
(Eikenberry, 2009), social movements (Purcell, 2008),
and democratic core principles (Merkel, 2014a). In re-
lation to food democracy, scholars have analyzed the
influence of market-based logics. For instance, Josée
Johnston and Kate Cairns (2012) point to the inequal-
ities that shape citizens’ ability to take part. Julianne
Busa and Rebekah Garder (2015) emphasize the nar-
row political goals and understanding of local food con-
sumers. Julie Guthman (2002) and Harriet Friedmann
(2005) show that the corporate food regime commod-
ifies the demands raised by food movements. And Jo
Littler (2012) questions the role of the state.

This section builds on this research anddiscusses four
critiques of market-based activism, sometimes called
“ethical consumption” (Lewis & Potter, 2011), “commod-
ity activism” (Mukherjee & Banet-Weiser, 2012), or “poli-
tics of consumption” (Alkon & Guthman, 2017). I refer to
these critiques as the inequality, the crowding out, the
commodification, and the state retreat critique. For each
critique, I first discuss their relevance for the study of
market-based forms of food activism the first mode of
action, as presented in Table 1. Then, I examine to what
extent they apply to institutional and protest politics.
Finally, I highlight what is at stake for food democracy.

3.1. Inequality Critique

The first critique points to the inequalities associated
with market-based political participation. Citizens with
more limited resources have fewer opportunities to vote
with their dollars (Alkon et al., 2013) or to eat for change
(Johnston & Cairns, 2012) and prevailing prescriptions
about food consumption imposewhitemiddle-class pref-
erences (such as eating healthy, fresh, light, organic, etc.)
onto other social groups (Guthman, 2008; Johnston et al.,
2011). Yet, depending on available time, mobility prac-
tices, and social networks citizens have varying degrees
of difficulty in dealing with these prescriptions (Godin &
Sahakian, 2018). There are structural inequalities related
to food availability in specific neighborhoods or in spe-
cific shops that are unequally established over the city
(Block, Chávez, Allen, & Ramirez, 2012). Research shows
that political consumerism is more widespread where
large supermarkets prevail (Koos, 2012). Similarly, food
collectives that correspond to the idea of participatory
democracy tend to be a privilege of citizens with high
cultural, social, and economic capital. Often food coop-
eratives do not exist in the less well-off neighborhoods
or cities (Figueroa & Alkon, 2017). Unless the commu-
nity supported agricultural project or the food coopera-
tive is set up explicitly to reduce unequal access to qual-
ity food (Gross, 2014) or is able to reduce the cost of
food thanks to direct sales (Forno et al., 2015). Finally,
for action forms that correspond to prefigurative democ-
racy, inequalities relate to both socioeconomic dimen-
sions and cultural ones. For urban gardeners, themain in-
equality relates to access to land (Glowa, 2017). However,
for voluntary simplifiers, it stems from the social and cul-
tural capital that facilitates access to the narratives and
ideals behind voluntary simplicity (Carfagna et al., 2014).
Voluntary simplicity requires a radical exit from a work-
life model demanding individuals’ efforts to earn a lot
and spend on social status markers (Schor, 1998). Since
these social norms (working hard, earning well, and dis-
playing wealth through consumption) are strongly em-
bedded in society, it requires cultural capital to question
them, to resist, and to build alternatives. Furthermore,

1 Street protest requires more commitment and rests on stronger convictions because it involves an investment in time and implies visibility. Similarly,
active membership in a CSOs or a grassroots movement calls for more demanding commitment. Active members meet regularly, organize events, seek
to promote alternative political frames and to mobilize others.
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social capital provides opportunities to discuss these
ideas with like-minded citizens (Lorenzen, 2012).

Turning to the second column of Table 1, I con-
sider the relevance of the inequality critique for insti-
tutional politics. In representative democracies, ideally,
all citizens have equal opportunities to have their voices
heard (Dahl, 2006). Nevertheless, the main tool of repre-
sentative democracy is prone to important inequalities.
Citizens with fewer resources are less likely to vote. They
abstain due to limited political resources (Solt, 2008) but
also because the political offer does not respond to their
main demands, it fails to represent their interests (Offe,
2013). Inequalities create a vicious circle in electoral par-
ticipation. Offe (2013) argues that poor and vulnerable
citizens do not participate because they understand that
their interests are not taken into account, not because
they lack political understanding. Moreover, policy de-
signs targeting specific groups of citizens interacting with
the state contribute to political learning (Schneider &
Ingram, 2005). Citizens learn how the state views them
and their passive role in the state-citizen relation. Finally,
low and decreasing numbers of party members (van
Biezen, Mair, & Poguntke, 2012) contribute to a limited
heterogeneity within political parties. This means that
forms of institutional participation that correspond to
participatory democracy are also prone to inequalities.
As they professionalize and reduce mass membership,
parties offer less equal access to citizens drawn from var-
ious social classes. This limits their ability to represent
a wide variety of political interests and preferences. For
political careers, the action form that corresponds to pre-
figurative democracy, inequalities are even more impor-
tant because they require high levels of qualification.

When parties are not representative of a wide vari-
ety of citizens, CSOs might be able to represent the in-
terests and preferences of many citizens. A rich and vivid
civil society contributes to a well-functioning democracy
(Hadenius, 2001). However, the influence of money is
also important within CSOs. Citizens with little resources
have limited opportunities to support a cause financially.
If they do, they only give little money and they are un-
likely to have an influence on the direction taken. On the
contrary, important donors (e.g., Bill and Melinda Gates)
have a major impact on CSOs. When some private inter-
ests have a high influence on CSOs, the directions they
take, and their capacity to raise demands of the state, it
creates important challenges for democracy.With regard
to participation in forms of action that correspond to
participatory or prefigurative democracy, such as street
protest and group activism, these action forms require
time but also specific civic skills (Verba, Schlozman, &
Brady, 1995). All resources that are more limited among
social groups with low socioeconomic status.

Across the three action modes, the more demand-
ing the democratic ideal, themore inequality shapes par-
ticipation. Economic, social, and cultural capital set im-
portant barriers to participation. Representative democ-
racy is prone to inequality. People with limited resources

tend to participate less and, when they do, they have
a limited influence on agenda-setting and policy deci-
sions. Participatory and prefigurative democracy do not
reduce inequality. On the contrary, they increase in-
equality by further restricting the set of engaged citizens.
Participatory, and even more so prefigurative, democ-
racy requires adapting ones’ life across multiple spheres.
Economic capital is not necessarily the main vector of in-
equality. Citizens need cultural capital (to make sense of
their political engagement across life spheres) and social
capital (supportive networks) to engage in participatory
and prefigurative actions. This means that access to ini-
tiatives that attempt to democratize the food regime is
often limited to resourceful citizens. The inequality cri-
tique questions the ability of food democracy to advance
inclusive democratic ideals.

3.2. Crowding Out Critique

The second critique highlights the crowding-out ef-
fect. The idea is that small everyday engagement with
politics—such as recycling, riding a bike, or eating
organic—prevents citizens from engaging in institutional
or protest politics (Kenis, 2016). Citizens only have a lim-
ited amount of time they can dedicate to politics so
when they engage in alternative (easy) forms of partici-
pation, they do not participate in electoral or party poli-
tics (Simon, 2011). This critique points to a hierarchy of
political participation—implicitly prioritizing some forms
of participation—and assumes that citizens’ participa-
tion in one form does not support participation in oth-
ers. Research shows that citizens who engage in political
consumerism also tend to engage through other means
(Gotlieb & Wells, 2012; Willis & Schor, 2012; Zhang,
2015). Nevertheless, some point to a core contradiction
between consumerism and citizenship (Johnston, 2008).
Being a consumer or a citizen appears as irreconcilable
ends of a continuum that ranges from maximizing indi-
viduals’ interests (consumption from themarket) to seek-
ing to achieve collective changes (citizenship). Yet, as
noted by Schudson (2006), everyone is at the same time
a consumer and a citizen. People who engage in food ac-
tivism might withdraw from other forms of engagement.
However, it is more likely that interactions within food
collectives sustain engagements through other means.
For instance, Lorenzen (2014) shows that voluntary sim-
plifiers engage in political discussions to promote their
political values.

What is at stake with the crowding out critique is
the amount and type(s) of democratic involvement ex-
pected from citizens. Dutiful citizens are only expected to
cast a vote, pay taxes, and comply with the law (Dalton,
2009). This corresponds to a representative conception
of democracy. Yet, Dalton also identifies a younger gener-
ation of engaged citizens who value participation in CSOs
and commitment in politics beyond voting correspond-
ing to a participatory conception of democracy. The com-
parison of different levels of commitment shows that the
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crowding out critique applies only to forms of participa-
tion that correspond to representative democracy. As cit-
izens increasingly engage in market-based, institutional,
or protest politics, they tend to participate through mul-
tiple means. Party members vote and, eventually, partici-
pate in some protest events associated with their parties
(e.g., left parties and May Day, Green parties and anti-
nuclear marches). Similarly, it is likely that CSOs staff are
engaged in politics through other means such as donat-
ing money and participating in demonstrations.

The crowding-out effect might take place for action
forms that correspond to the ideals of representative
democracy in the three action modes. In this case, the
action forms share an occasional nature, limited choices
offered to citizens, and limited capacity to influence pol-
itics. Voting is constrained by a party’s offer as well as
their political agenda. Donating money depends on ex-
isting CSOs and the activities they promote. The existing
offer of products constrains boycotts and buycotts. The
prevailing challenge is not the risk of crowding out but
the limited political influence that citizens have when
their engagements correspond to representative demo-
cratic conceptions. Action forms that correspond to par-
ticipatory and prefigurative democratic ideals tend to
bring multi-engagement. In this case, the challenge is
commodification. The fact that political engagements be-
come career paths. Few forms of action that correspond
to prefigurative democracy, such as voluntary simplic-
ity or squatting, experiment with alternatives to market-
based logics. In these rare instances, citizens are not act-
ing for a financial return, they are not influencing politics
through financial power, and they are not selling goods
or services. For food democracy, this means that radi-
cal transformations of food regimes require changes at
different levels of citizens’ life—not only in relation to
food but also in relation to paid work and consumption
more generally.

3.3. Commodification Critique

The third critique emphasizes processes of commodi-
fication—a commodification process takes place when
something that was not for sale becomes a marketable
good. When citizens call on the market to adopt new
standards in the production or distribution of food (e.g.,
organic, fair, local) they open up new avenues for profit
(Guthman, 2004/2014). This does not alter core busi-
ness principles (reducing costs and making profit) and
serves the image of the brand (marketing strategy pub-
licizing their [limited] good deeds). Food collectives pro-
mote products corresponding to specific social and polit-
ical goals, be they social justice, environmental protec-
tion, or supporting the local economy. They are small
nichemarkets and, like other food distributors, they com-
modify political values. On the contrary, voluntary sim-
plifiers oppose the commodification of goods and ser-
vices and, as much as possible, they rely on alternative
networks and non-market economies to sustain their

lifestyle (Lorenzen, 2012; Schor, 1998). It is worth men-
tioning a counter-example as well. Vegan or vegetarians
do not (necessarily) oppose the commodification of food.
It is important to note here, as well, that not all vege-
tarians and vegans adopt this practice for political rea-
sons. Some do it for health reasons, others because it
is trendy, and still others because they do not like the
taste of meat. Whatever the reasons for becoming vege-
tarian or vegan, they refuse to eat meat or to consume
any animal products but they (often) rely on the market
to offer alternatives to animal products. They contribute
to the commodification of new products which comply
with their specific political values.

The commodification critique points to the influence
of money in politics and its relative importance com-
pared to other political resources. As political parties be-
come electoral machines, they need funds to support
their electoral campaigns and rely on donors to finance
such campaigns. Donors use this fact as leverage to lobby
the parties which contributes to a commodification of
political influence—donations determine policies more
than votes do (Bartels, 2009). When they move away
from the mass party model, parties serve less as aggre-
gators of various social groups’ demands, representing
their interests or voicing their grievances and demands
(Hutter, Kriesi, & Lorenzini, 2018). As noted above, pro-
fessional party members constitute an interesting bor-
derline case of citizens’ political engagements. Parties of-
fer career opportunities and comply with career-related
requirements—elected representatives are their main
constituencies and they serve their interests (Green,
1993). Not all party members are paid, those engaged
in party politics (corresponding to a participatory con-
ception of democracy) are not, while party staff (pre-
figurative conception) are. They earn a living from their
political commitment. Professionalization of political ac-
tivities embodies the commodification of representative
functions. Rotation among representatives allows non-
professional representatives to take up specific civic du-
ties for a certain duration (Sintomer, 2014). These citi-
zens might be paid during their service, but they only
serve the community temporarily. They take up civic du-
ties without embracing a career; this shapes a different
understanding of democracy.

Commodification also appears in protest politics, in-
creasingly professional CSOs are seeking citizens’ finan-
cial support. In order to distinguish themselves, CSOs de-
velop new services for sale in the marketplace of char-
ity, humanitarian action, or political activism (Eikenberry
& Kluver, 2004). Importantly, they transform the idea
of civic duty. Donating money replaces citizens’ engage-
ment in the life of their community by donating time,
contributing ideas, or offering specific skills. As calls to
donate money replace calls for civic activism, CSOs com-
pete in an expanding market. The professionalization of
CSOs forces them to find new lines of financing to remain
active (Gross, 2014). As they seek stable funds, public-
private partnerships offer opportunities to stabilize their
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resources. This, in turn, contributes to the retreat of the
state as discussed below. However, depending on their
goals and the targets of their action they may or may
not contribute to commodification processes and state
retreat. Some CSOs offer services to their members (self-
help) that complement the state. When citizens have
to pay to access these services, they are commodified.
Other CSOs call for state involvement; they lobby the
state tomaintain or develop services—they oppose com-
modification processes. Sometimes combining service
provision and lobbying, they provide services as a last re-
sort while waiting for the state to step in. Nevertheless,
many CSOs exist thanks to the state’s limited engage-
ment, they provide services instead of public authorities.
Quite on the contrary, squatters oppose commodifica-
tion processes, they occupy a house refusing to pay rent,
questioning the norms of private property and the gain
of profit from the housing market.

Commodification processes appear in the three
modes of action. Buying for political reasons and donat-
ing money to parties or CSOs are clear examples of com-
modified political values—values defended through fi-
nancial payments. For voting, commodification also ap-
pears when considering the relative influence of vot-
ers and large donors. Furthermore, political profession-
alization is a specific case of commodification—civic du-
ties become paid employment. Increases in the num-
ber of professional CSOs’ staff attest to such processes.
The more professional and the more stable the CSOs
become the more means at their disposal for action.
However, depending on the types of donor, they can
become less prone to support or seek radical change
(Jacques, Biermann, & Young, 2016). Similarly, Green
(1993) argues that political careers hinder democratic
ideals. Political actors engaged in professional careers
aim to maintain their income and advancement of their
own career by continually performing the functions of
an elected representative. Green (1993) maintains that
professional representatives are no longer able to rep-
resent the interests of different social groups. The com-
modification of food activism as well as institutional and
protest participation pose an important challenge for the
democratization of the food regime. When successful,
the ideals and projects of food activism become prof-
itable commercial goods. Although social movements
are able to raise awareness related to food, their ability
to transform the food regime through institutional partic-
ipation and protest are limited due to the unresponsive-
ness of professional political actors and political parties.
Democratizing the food regime calls for a transformation
of existing democratic institutions.

3.4. State Retreat Critique

The fourth critique emphasizes the processes of state re-
treat. Political actions targeting the market alone con-
tribute to a diminishing of the state’s regulatory function
and a greater level of responsibility being passed to indi-

viduals. Some food activists seek changes directly to the
market thanks to consumers’ economic power, as they
call on individual responsibility the state appears use-
less. As the market steps in, in the form of CSOs offering
state-financed services, the state retreats. Privatization
processes—another form of state retreat—result in the
opening of new services within the market. Political con-
sumerism often bypasses the state and calls for changes
directly to themarkets. Similarly, food collectives offer al-
ternatives to the dominant model but seldom call on the
state to regulate the market. They correspond to an exit
strategy that does not involve the state and, therefore,
they contribute to its retreat. Vegans are more likely to
call on the state to regulate the production of food such
as to avoid hidden animal components for instance.

For institutional politics, what is at stake is the state’s
role in a democracy, which can be limited to core func-
tions or called on to reduce inequalities, redistribute
wealth, and provide core public services. Mair (2013)
notes that mainstream parties prioritize their responsi-
bility (compliance with supranational rules) over their
representative functions (citizens’ demands). Themore a
party is committed to its governing function, the more it
aims to comply with supranational agreement (responsi-
bility) and the more limited the importance given to rep-
resentative functions—aggregating and supporting citi-
zens’ demands. In supporting this state of affairs, the
political parties themselves contribute to state retreat;
limiting the role of the state to its sovereign functions
and compliance with supranational rules. Citizens sup-
port state retreat when they vote for parties that con-
fine the state’s role to its sovereign function (i.e., inter-
national relations, border control, law and order) with lit-
tle or no emphasis on redistributive functions. The state
retreat critique partially applies to professional political
actors. Representative functions require democratic and
public institutions for these professional political actors
to pursue their political careers, but the state can be a
minimal regulator (limited to sovereign state functions).

Protest politics may target the state, the market, or
public opinion. CSOs and protesters calling for new rights
or supporting existing rights demand state action (more
rights) or oppose state retreat (defending existing rights).
In both cases, they value the state’s regulatory and re-
distributive functions. However, protests can also target
themarket directly (Soule, 2009) or supranational institu-
tions (Imig & Tarrow, 2001). When protests call directly
on other institutions, they acknowledge the state’s lim-
ited power and contribute its weakening. For squatting,
the state’s role is less clear; the perceived role of the state
varies depending on the motives and political ideals de-
fended by the squatters—which often tend to be related
to anarchist or anti-capitalist movements.

All forms of action contribute to state retreat when
the state is not (one of) the targets of their ac-
tion. Commodification and state retreat are related
processes—action forms contributing to commodifica-
tion also foster state retreat. Citizens engaged in lifestyle

Politics and Governance, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 4, Pages 131–141 137



politics sometimes demand state regulation to support
or facilitate their alternative lifestyles but they also di-
rectly enact the changes they want to see happening.
Food initiatives that experiment with radical changes
across life spheres (vegetarianism, urban gardening, or
voluntary simplicity) contribute to enriching our demo-
cratic imagination (Perrin, 2009). They promote alterna-
tives to the market, they test alternative forms of politi-
cal participation, and they develop counter-cultural sys-
tems of values and norms. They set into practice radical
ideals for the democratization of food regimes. However,
the envisioned role of the state is not clear.

4. Conclusion

This article has presented different forms of political
participation used to democratize food regimes. Action
forms have been organized according to their links to
market-based, institutional, and protest modes of ac-
tion, as well as the underlying conceptions of democracy.
Then, the article highlighted four critiques of market-
based politics: the importance of inequality in political
participation, the prevalence of low-cost political action
and the crowding-out effect of more demanding ones,
the commodification of political values, and, as a corol-
lary the state retreat. These critiques were used to dis-
cuss (food) democracy and citizens’ democratic role.

This analysis shows that prevailing forms of food ac-
tivism correspond to the idea that “citizens vote with
their forks” (Pollan, 2006). In many initiatives associated
with food democracy, citizens engage through consump-
tion choices (i.e., political consumerism, food collectives,
and veganism). The prevailing conception of democracy
relates to representative democracy—an aggregative un-
derstanding of citizens’ action, their power relates to
their number and their financial capacity. The main dif-
ference is that the authoritative figure shifts from the
state to the market. Market-based logics constrain at-
tempts to democratize the food regime. Importantly, at-
tempts to democratize the food system through institu-
tional and protest politics are also constrained bymarket-
based logics. Political parties have a limited capacity to
represent citizens’ voices due to supranational responsi-
bilities, ties to large financial donors, and professional ca-
reers. CSOs embrace market-based logics to gain money
and finance their activities. The influence of money per-
vades across forms andmodes of action and represents a
major challenge for the democratization of food regimes.

Some food initiatives experiment with prefigurative
democracy, enacting changes that aim to promote alter-
natives to market-based logics. In addition to offering al-
ternative venues for consumption, some food collectives
question the producer-consumer distinction and engage
consumers in the production of food. Urban gardeners
produce their own local food. Vegans problematize the
commercial relationship with non-human animals and
try to set limits on commodification. These movements
highlight the limits and failures of the corporate food

regime. They experiment with more inclusive and partic-
ipatory alternative modes of food production, distribu-
tion, and consumption. In institutional and protest pol-
itics, most of the proposed examples of prefigurative
democracy are professional careers or borderline cases
of citizen engagement that are subject to commodifica-
tion. This study shows that it is difficult to advance alter-
native democratic ideals that seek to empower citizens
and to exit market-based logics.
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