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Introduction

This book begins from a simple observation: political change is not only made by party
leaders, courtroom verdicts, or televised marches. It is also produced in kitchens and
courtyards, on factory floors and bus depots, in tenant meetings and parish halls.
“Silent Voices” attends to these quieter spaces, where small acts—refusals,
slowdowns, petitions, neighborhood campaigns—gather into currents that reshape
institutions. By foregrounding ordinary actors, we suggest that the texture of
European democracy has always depended on the rhythms of everyday protest as
much as on spectacular events. The history of social change is therefore incomplete
until we read the footnotes of daily life as carefully as we read the headlines.

Our chronology stretches from the late nineteenth century to the present, a period
that witnessed industrialization, world wars, welfare-state expansion,
deindustrialization, and the digital turn. Across these transformations, people devised
repertoires suited to their workplaces, streets, and social networks. A strike might last
an hour rather than a month; a housing campaign might hinge on a shared
spreadsheet, a hand-painted banner, or a strategically timed rent strike. Each tactic
belongs to a specific material world—tools, schedules, meeting places—and to a moral
world of obligations and hopes. Tracking these worlds reveals how seemingly modest
actions can unsettle powerful arrangements.

Methodologically, the book proposes ways to document and interpret small-scale
collective action. We combine archival traces—union minutes, municipal files, flyers,
and local press—with oral histories, neighborhood ethnography, and the digital
residues of contemporary coordination. The approach is comparative yet grounded:
we read a parish newsletter alongside wage ledgers; we pair a WhatsApp thread with
a city council roll call. Throughout, we treat method as more than technique. It is an
ethical stance that recognizes the agency of participants, the partiality of all records,
and the responsibility to translate lived experience without flattening it.

A Europe-wide canvas allows us to see patterns and dissonances across places often
studied in isolation. Industrial towns in the Ruhr and the North of England, shipyards
on the Mediterranean, housing estates outside Paris or Warsaw, villages on the
Portuguese coast or in the Carpathians—each offers a distinct configuration of work,
authority, and community. Yet we repeatedly observe how local campaigns travel: a
tenants’ tactic in Barcelona appears, adapted, in Naples; a bus drivers’ slowdown in
Athens informs a strategy in Brussels. Such circulations predate the internet and
accelerate with it, creating translocal repertoires that knit together the continent’s
everyday politics.
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Foregrounding ordinary actors also clarifies the relationship between visibility and risk.
Many of the practices we analyze are calibrated to evade repression, workplace
retaliation, or social stigma. They proceed through carefully managed ambiguity: a
“sick-out,” an unofficial stoppage, a collective letter signed by “concerned residents.”
These forms are not evidence of weakness but of strategic intelligence, especially
where the legal and policing environment penalizes overt dissent. Understanding the
micro-geographies of risk—stairwells, factory gates, community centers—helps explain
why certain actions spread while others fail.

Finally, the book argues that the small is not the opposite of the structural. Everyday
protest interacts with institutions: unions and employers, municipal councils and
ministries, courts and churches, media and platforms. Sometimes it pushes them;
sometimes it parasitizes their resources; sometimes it builds alternatives that later
become public policy. By tracing these interactions across time, we show how
grassroots movements recalibrate welfare systems, reshape urban planning, and
redefine norms of participation. The result is a long view of social change in which
silent voices are not background noise but the signal.

The chapters that follow pair thematic tools with historical and contemporary case
studies. We begin with concepts and methods, then move through workplaces and
neighborhoods, across rural commons and urban estates, through gendered and
generational terrains, and into the digital infrastructures that now scaffold daily
coordination. The concluding chapters address measurement, ethics, and future
scenarios, inviting readers to use the book as both an interpretive guide and a
practical toolkit. If democracy is a habit learned in small meetings and repeated
commitments, then these pages are an invitation to listen closely to the ordinary
people who practice it every day.
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CHAPTER ONE: Concepts, Terms, and the Ordinary
Actor

Political change is often told through grand narratives: revolutions, elections, treaties,
and speeches. Yet these sagas rest on quieter foundations built from everyday
actions. A bus driver deciding to pause for an extra minute at a depot, a neighbor
knocking on another’s door about a leaking roof, a classroom of students passing a
note about unfair exams—these are not footnotes to history; they are its subtext. This
chapter introduces the conceptual toolkit we use to read those subtexts across
European society. We place the “ordinary actor” at the center, clarifying how
individual choices aggregate into collective force without necessarily looking like
politics as usual.

The term everyday protest captures a wide range of activities that do not always
announce themselves as dissent. Slowdowns at work, informal childcare swaps to
enable attendance at meetings, the careful circulation of a petition through back
corridors, “forgetting” to pay a utility bill in solidarity with neighbors—each is a small
act that reorganizes time, space, or resources. What makes these actions political is
not their size but their capacity to shift relations of power. They exploit the rhythm of
routine and the familiarity of ordinary settings, turning them into arenas where claims
are made and concessions negotiated.

Central to our framing is the concept of grassroots movements. Unlike movements
that rely on national organizations and formal leadership, grassroots efforts emerge
from local infrastructures: housing estates, parish halls, shop floors, and school
playgrounds. They are often built on overlapping ties—kinship, work, faith, and
friendship—rather than membership cards. Their strength lies in agility and
embeddedness, allowing them to mobilize quickly around a changing issue. They may
be ephemeral, dissolving when a goal is reached, or they may evolve into institutions,
but their distinctive feature is a commitment to horizontal decision-making rooted in
everyday life.

We also attend to the repertoires of action, a term describing the set of tactics people
draw upon in a given time and place. Repertoires are shaped by law, technology, and
custom. In the late nineteenth century, a repertoire might involve petitions read aloud
in the town square, while today it may include coordinating via WhatsApp or signal-
boosting through a local micro-influencer. Repertoires evolve: the same goal might be
pursued with a march, a rent strike, or a coordinated review bomb of a landlord’s
website. The choice of tactic is rarely arbitrary; it is a calculation about visibility, risk,
and the likelihood of success.
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The study of small-scale collective action benefits from a distinction between formal
and informal politics. Formal politics operates through recognized
institutions—parliaments, courts, unions, and parties. Informal politics flows through
social networks, shared spaces, and everyday routines. These domains intersect
constantly. A formal grievance procedure may depend on informal solidarity to sustain
a strike; a local policy win may be seeded by a WhatsApp group that quietly organizes
a turnout at a council meeting. Recognizing this interplay prevents us from mistaking
the visibility of an action for its importance.

Another key term is quiet resistance. This refers to actions that are deliberately
ambiguous to avoid punitive consequences. It can include foot dragging, feigned
ignorance, or the understated use of bureaucratic loopholes. These behaviors are not
signs of apathy; they are strategic responses to environments where overt protest is
risky. In authoritarian contexts, quiet resistance keeps communities intact. In liberal
democracies, it allows workers and residents to test boundaries without triggering
immediate reprisal. The apparent silence often masks careful coordination and shared
understandings of risk.

We define ordinary actors not by their lack of expertise but by their positions within
everyday institutions. A cleaner in a hospital, a pensioner on a housing estate, a
barista in a chain café, a farmworker in a seasonal crew—these are not professional
activists, yet their daily decisions have political effects. They are embedded in
networks that can mobilize resources, share information, and provide cover for
dissent. By “ordinary,” we mean embedded, not exceptional. Their power emerges
from the regularity of their presence and the depth of their local ties.

To understand the geographic texture of everyday protest, we draw on the idea of
place-based agency. Cities and towns in Europe differ in labor markets, housing
regimes, religious histories, and municipal structures. The repertoires available to a
tenant in Berlin differ from those accessible to a seasonal worker in Andalusia or a
nurse in Dublin. Yet local settings are not isolated. People travel, send remittances,
and follow news from other regions. A tactic that emerges in one place can be
translated and adapted elsewhere, often via migrant networks, labor unions, or
transnational digital communities.

We also use the concept of repertoires of contention to trace how tactics migrate and
transform. This lens helps explain why a city council meeting in Marseille may
resemble one in Milan, or why a bus depot in Athens and one in Brussels both feature
unofficial stoppages. It highlights learning processes: people observe, imitate, and
innovate. These repertoires are not static; they include the mundane and the
spectacular, the ritualized and the improvised. By tracking them across time, we see
how a shared political grammar develops without central coordination.
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In thinking about the relationship between individuals and collectives, we borrow from
theories of networked action. A single small act may be insignificant, but repeated
across a network, it creates patterns. This is often captured by the language of
thresholds and contagion: when enough people adopt a behavior, others follow. The
presence of trusted peers lowers perceived risk. Informal networks also filter
information, offering cues about what is acceptable or effective. In many European
settings, these networks are dense and multiplex—people are linked by multiple roles,
which strengthens the capacity to mobilize quickly.

The book places particular emphasis on infrastructures that enable small-scale action.
These include physical sites like community centers and church basements, but also
administrative systems that can be repurposed, such as municipal complaint portals or
school parent associations. Increasingly, digital infrastructures play a role: messaging
groups, neighborhood forums, and mutual aid spreadsheets. Understanding these
infrastructures—their access requirements, visibility settings, and moderation
practices—is crucial for seeing how everyday protest is organized and sustained.

Another concept is strategic ambiguity, which helps explain the design of many
everyday tactics. Ambiguity can protect participants from retaliation, allow plausible
deniability, and maintain participation across ideological divides. A “cultural festival”
might double as a political gathering; a “workplace safety audit” might be used to
expose understaffing. This ambiguity is not deception; it is a pragmatic adaptation to
institutions that monitor and punish dissent. It can also be a source of humor: people
enjoy crafting actions that are legible to friends but opaque to authorities.

We also consider how everyday protest interacts with professional activism. Not all
ordinary actors remain nonprofessional, and not all professional activists operate at a
national level. Many movement organizers come from grassroots contexts and
maintain strong ties to them. The boundary is porous. When we examine strikes,
neighborhood campaigns, and informal networks, we often find hybrid forms: people
who work in formal organizations by day and participate in informal networks by night.
This hybridity enriches repertoires and creates pathways for ideas to move between
scales.

The moral economies of everyday protest deserve attention. People act not only for
material gain but also in pursuit of fairness, dignity, and recognition. A rent strike may
be as much about being heard as about lowering costs; a slowdown may be a
response to disrespect as much as to wages. These moral dimensions are embedded
in local norms and histories. They inform what tactics are considered legitimate and
help sustain collective morale. They also explain why people continue to act in the
face of long odds or slow results.

We must be careful with terms like “resilience” and “coping,” which can obscure
power relations. Coping mechanisms may be adaptations to injustice rather than
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solutions to it. Resilience can be used to shift responsibility onto communities instead
of addressing structural causes. Our analytical framework distinguishes between acts
that reproduce existing arrangements and those that challenge them. Many everyday
practices do both: they keep people afloat while quietly building the capacity to
contest the status quo. Tracking this dual function is essential.

A key methodological premise is that the small is measurable and comparable. Mixed-
methods research can combine case studies with aggregate indicators, such as
participation rates in local meetings or trends in micro-actions like petition signatures.
Computational tools can help map the spread of tactics across regions or detect
patterns in large archives of local news. These approaches do not replace close
reading but complement it, enabling us to see how localized actions create broader
currents. They also caution against overgeneralizing from a single example.

We should also acknowledge the limits of silence as an analytic category. Silence does
not always signify resistance; it can reflect exhaustion, exclusion, or fear. Not all
ordinary actors have equal capacity to act, and not all communities are equally visible
in records. Intersectional dynamics—gender, race, class, age, disability—who can
afford to take risks and whose actions are noticed. A careful account attends to these
differences, recognizing that ordinary actors are situated in unequal terrains. The goal
is to render visible the variety of forms that everyday protest can take.

The concept of repertoires helps us understand how tactics are learned and adapted
across contexts. When a rent control measure is proposed in one city, neighbors may
share templates of letters, sample speeches, and media strategies with groups in
other cities. This circulation is often informal, carried by personal ties or mediated by
local institutions like libraries and community organizations. In Europe, these
exchanges have a long history and are now accelerated by digital tools. The result is a
patchwork of practices that feel locally rooted yet share a common logic.

We also use the term everyday politics to denote the ongoing negotiation of rules and
resources in daily life. This includes the micro-decisions that structure access to
services, the scheduling of work shifts, and the management of shared spaces. Such
politics are not always contentious, but they set the stage for collective action. When
people perceive a breach in the accepted order—unfair rents, unsafe conditions,
disrespectful treatment—they may move from routine negotiation to protest.
Understanding this threshold clarifies why some grievances lead to action while others
remain latent.

The concept of embeddedness is central to explaining why ordinary actors can be
effective. Being embedded means having deep ties to a place or community, which
provides information, trust, and material support. These ties can be cultural (shared
rituals), economic (shared work), or logistical (shared childcare). They allow people to
mobilize quickly without formal structures. They also create accountability: actions
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taken within dense networks are more likely to be sustained because reputational
stakes are higher. Embedding everyday protest within these networks is a key
strategy.

We must avoid romanticizing the local. Proximity can produce exclusion as well as
solidarity. Not all neighbors agree, and some grassroots initiatives reinforce
boundaries that marginalize outsiders. Landscapes of everyday protest can be sites of
conflict over who belongs and whose interests count. Recognizing this complexity is
important: the ordinary is not inherently virtuous. Its political significance lies in its
capacity to both reproduce and transform relations of power. Our task is to trace these
dual effects carefully.

Time is a crucial dimension of everyday protest. Actions are often scheduled to
minimize disruption to participants’ routines or to coincide with moments of leverage,
such as the days before rent is due or the eve of a council vote. Temporal strategies
include coordinating “blackout periods” for bill payments, organizing lunchtime
gatherings, or staging actions that unfold over long durations with low intensity. The
choice of tempo reflects both practical constraints and tactical calculations about
visibility and endurance.

The book’s conceptual frame is also attentive to scale. Everyday protest is not
necessarily local in its impact, and it is not necessarily small in its effects. A
coordinated refusal to pay a tax can ripple into national policy; a series of micro-
stoppages can alter supply chains. Conversely, national reforms can be hollow without
local implementation. We therefore treat scale as dynamic and relational: actions
move up and down levels depending on the connections people forge and the
resources they mobilize.

A recurring theme is the creative use of mundane tools. People turn school parent
associations into hubs for organizing, repurpose municipal complaint systems as early
warning networks, and use workplace safety logs as evidence in grievances. In digital
contexts, a Google Form becomes an instrument of mutual aid, and a neighborhood
WhatsApp group turns into a rapid response system during crises. These
appropriations are innovative, but they rely on pre-existing familiarity with the tools,
which lowers barriers to participation.

We use the concept of visibility management to describe how people balance public
recognition and protection. Some actions aim to be seen as widely as possible to
recruit allies and shame opponents. Others are designed to be legible only to insiders,
maintaining ambiguity before external audiences. Visibility management is a skill
developed through practice, often under pressure. It involves choices about naming,
timing, and the staging of events. It also depends on the media ecosystems of the
locality, from noticeboards to algorithmic feeds.
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The term ordinary actor also implies a distinction from the professional protester or
activist. This is not a value judgment; it is an analytical distinction that helps locate
where action originates. Ordinary actors often enter collective action through non-
political roles—as parents, parishioners, tenants, or coworkers. Their motivations may
be practical, moral, or both, and they may exit as readily as they enter. The fluidity is
a feature, not a bug: it allows movements to adapt and recombine, drawing on
different pools of people at different times.

Another concept relevant to our analysis is threshold of risk. People weigh the
potential costs of action against their resources and support. A worker with precarious
immigration status faces a different threshold than a tenured professor; a tenant in
social housing faces different thresholds than a homeowner. Everyday protest often
includes tactics designed to lower these thresholds: small steps that accumulate,
forms that protect anonymity, and actions that leverage social norms to discourage
retaliation. These designs reflect practical knowledge about the local environment.

We also consider the role of moral anchors—shared beliefs about what is right and
wrong that legitimize action. In many European communities, ideas of fairness,
dignity, and solidarity serve as anchors. These values are not static; they are debated
and reinterpreted through lived experience. When anchors are strong, they can
sustain action through setbacks and slow progress. They also help unify diverse
actors, bridging differences in interest or identity. We explore how anchors are
invoked in everyday settings, not just in speeches or manifestos.

Finally, we emphasize that the ordinary is not peripheral. It is the ground on which
institutions stand and the field in which policies are enacted. By centering ordinary
actors, we avoid a narrow view of politics that ignores the daily labor of maintaining
communities and contesting inequalities. The conceptual toolkit we have outlined here
is designed to make visible the mechanisms through which everyday actions shape
collective outcomes. The following chapters will test these concepts against historical
and contemporary cases across Europe.

One of the contributions of this book is to show that small-scale actions often form
“subterranean politics.” These are not hidden in a conspiratorial sense but are woven
into the fabric of routine life. They may not be visible in national media or formal
political indicators, yet they influence how institutions respond to public needs. For
example, a series of small complaints about bus routes can lead to a redesign of
schedules. A pattern of missed payments can signal a housing crisis. Subterranean
politics thrives on attention to detail and patience.

We also use the concept of micro-mobilization to describe the triggers that move

individuals from inaction to action. These triggers are often local and immediate: a
conversation with a coworker, a flyer posted at a bus stop, a text message about a
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specific problem. The micro-mobilization process is heavily mediated by trust and
familiarity. It is rarely a single dramatic event; rather, it is a sequence of nudges and
encounters that accumulate into a willingness to participate. Recognizing this helps
design interventions that support, rather than bypass, ordinary actors.

The book’s approach is pragmatic. It aims to provide tools for seeing, documenting,
and interpreting everyday protest without claiming a single theory can explain all
cases. It draws on existing scholarship but avoids jargon where plain language
suffices. It treats method as integral to concept: what we can see depends on how we
look. By combining lenses—network, repertoire, moral economy, infrastructure—we
produce a layered picture that does justice to the complexity of ordinary politics
across Europe.

In sum, this chapter introduces the concepts and terms that frame the rest of the
book. It places the ordinary actor at the center, defines everyday protest and
grassroots movements, and outlines the tools we will use to analyze them. It situates
these ideas in place and time, emphasizing repertoires, infrastructures, and networks.
It acknowledges the risks and ambiguities involved and avoids romanticizing the local.
It sets the stage for methods that can capture the small without losing sight of the
structural.
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