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UK at Summer 2017 
Report of a Listening Post held in London on 29 June 2017 

 

PART 1: THE SHARING OF PREOCCUPATIONS AND EXPERIENCES 

In this part, the Listening Post participants were invited to identify, contribute, and 
explore their experiences in their various social roles, be they: in work, unemployed or 
retired; as members of religious, political, neighbourhood, voluntary or leisure 
organisations; or as members of families and communities. This part was largely 
concerned with what might be called, ‘the stuff of people’s everyday lives’: the ‘socio’ 
or ‘external’ world of participants. 

PART 2: IDENTIFICATION OF MAJOR THEMES 

In Part 2, the aim collectively was to identify the major themes emerging from Part 1. 

Theme 1:  

Cladding, cover up, inequality, responsibility, accountability, and shame: The 
shock response to the Grenfell tower disaster raised questions about the quality 
of the cladding on the building, but the cladding has come to symbolise how 
inequalities in society are covered up. Shame has to do with the public disgrace 
which would come with responsibility. 

One member who works in social housing at a senior level said ‘There but for the 
grace of God go I’. The problem we face is endemic in so many ways – building 
regulations, building materials, austerity. She was previously a social worker – 
how we hate poor people in this country! This disaster may be an opportunity to 
tear the lid off this. It comes on top of so many disturbing events. Where is 
intelligent, trustworthy leadership coming from? 

Another member remarked that it must be very difficult for people to say ‘I am 
responsible’. 

Another stated that the known world is upside down – Brexit, Trump, terrorist 
attacks, Grenfell Tower fire, Corbyn surprise election. She works in psycho-social 
studies in university which has changed people’s awareness and shifted the 
syllabus. Class, race, disability in the richest borough in the world. Things are 
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now unravelling – the government is unstable and we live in extraordinary times, 
something of a rollercoaster! 

Another member spoke of having in the last two months a massive political 
education including the refugee crisis. She is wondering how to get involved as a 
newly retired person to make sense of things and support the good stuff. 

The group went on to discuss how it seems the world is dominated by cladding – 
false exteriors, false promises, and so much more which is very disturbing. There 
was a reference to a poem by Ben Okri that theme which suggested that at such 
times it is the artists who can make sense of some of this. 

One member questioned the tendency to attribute blame, remarking that there 
is a randomness in the world and in the search make sense of it or to find 
someone responsible may not be right. Why should it make sense? Unless you 
think people are acting deliberately in bad faith that's one thing. Otherwise 
searching for scapegoats is not the best way forward. 

Others thought this a benign view. We all share responsibility for the inequalities 
in the world. We take flights abroad on holiday in spite of climate change. People 
are not always working for the best. It’s an optimistic view to think the 
government would have always acted in good faith. Perhaps we attribute too 
much power to the government. One member thought that there will be a big six 
months of attention but in three years time, it will be forgotten no faith in the 
continuity of sorting things out in the long term.  

Another member had recently returned from a week’s holiday in Spain. When he 
got back and checked his bank account he found two dodgy items of £28. But 
when he looked at the receipts he discovered that he had twice paid for petrol in 
that exact amount. Then he did find two items which he didn’t recognise. He 
complained that although the bank reimbursed him for the fraudulent 
transactions, the person working from a script did not want to know about what 
he had discovered about the nature of the fraud. It seems the bank accepts 
fraud and little seems to be done systematically to prosecute offenders. Another 
kind of cover up – perhaps organisation don’t want to admit they have been 
defrauded. 

The conversation turned to the announcement that day that the police involved 
in the death of 96 people at the football ground in the Hillsborough disaster are 
to be prosecuted for manslaughter. This gave rise to a discussion about whether 
after 28 years this was the right thing to do. One person thought it such a long 
time ago and questioned whether we always have to have someone in the dock. 
Another pointed out that when it’s a question of an individual murder or past 
sexual offences, time wouldn’t come into it. She would want to see justice done. 
Another member questioned whether the lapse of time meant that we judged 
previous generations by today's standards and laws when the standards and 
laws previously were not so stringent. For example, we used to laugh at racist 
jokes on TV but no longer. Prosecuting people after a long time means that 
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witnesses may not have reliable evidence based on memory. Others thought it 
was long overdue and that people who had put the Liverpool fans in the dock 
needed to be held to account.  One member said that the fact that those 
responsible tried to cover up their mistakes was to be seen as natural and 
human. People do cover up what they’re ashamed of. Guilt and embarrassment 
are powerful emotions. The determination of the Liverpool community in 
maintaining their campaign was seen as admirable and compared to the similar 
campaign for justice for the killers of Stephen Lawrence. 

Theme 2: 

Complexity, anxiety, being overwhelmed, too much news, too much of 
everything: The present situation was seen to be too much to digest at times. 
The series of events such as the terrorist attacks in London and Manchester, the 
surprising General election result, and the Grenfell fire means that people 
cannot have time to think constructively before the next crisis arrives.  

One member related that he has a pile of newspapers with these stories 
including the rise in knife crime in London and it’s too much to process. He 
recognised his inability to cope with it and so he stopped reading and listening to 
the news. 

Another member told of her daughter who teaches in a school next to Grenfell 
Tower where the school is now closed. She was assigned to sorting boxes of 
donations. The sheer number of boxes and the people got in the way. She was 
also angry that it was mostly second-hand stuff. She was very angry about an 
employer who gave her housekeeper her credit cards to buy her donations from 
Primark – good enough for the poor - but not from Harrods where she probably 
shops. Also, her school itself had five children who have died in the fire. All the 
other children have been dispersed to other schools. She complained that there 
were too many boxes and too many people getting in the way and taking up the 
space where people needed to sleep. It was suggested that there’s a voyeuristic 
aspect to this. Another member recounted that a therapy service had appealed 
for volunteers to help. But Kensington and Chelsea who were offered 30 
therapists said they were inundated with therapists! 

One member had gone walking at the weekend and ended up with a rash on her 
legs. She went to see a pharmacist who said she should go immediately to see 
her GP. But she decided to come to the Listening Post instead and go in the 
morning. 

This gave rise to a discussion about anxiety. A lot of people go to the doctor for 
nothing because they’re anxious – a small ache or pain – which may go in a day 
or so. But there’s a general anxiety out there. Some people have the ability to 
contain their anxiety. But many people panic and need reassurance. This was 
linked with inequality - with education, people’s support systems, their access to 
IT. If you lack these supports, there is a natural anxiety for a saviour. Another 
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member told about his kids who have music exams coming up. Their anxiety is 
about them wanting to do well. Anxiety is not always pathological. 

Another member who lives near Grenfell tower spoke about the reaction from 
the community to engage politically and express their anger and sense of not 
being listened to. Others had confidence that the authorities will respond. But 
most people didn’t have the confidence that it would be dealt with. Was it really 
necessary this rush to be there? 

One person suggested that too many flowers or donations is a way of soothing 
ourselves. Is there an expectation that if something goes wrong it is immediately 
resolved? The rush to respond with donations meant there was a degree of 
chaos. But  Of something catastrophic happened! Nevertheless, there were 
teams in place working pretty well.  But this was not the way it was presented by 
the press! Five schools in the vicinity of the tower were closed and the students 
were transferred that day so that 60 children were able to take their A level 
exams. The expectation of students is different now – they complain if they do 
not get the grades they expected. Nothing is supposed to fail. No mistakes can 
be allowed. The press exaggerated the chaos. Riot was the word used in the 
press when it was just people going to the town hall to get answers. 

While some were critical of the overreaction of people turning up to help, others 
found it difficult to be critical of the immediate spontaneous response of 
ordinary people showing solidarity. The reflection was that we’ve been 
immensely split off from one another. The generous response is positive. One 
member was involved in the Big Get Together in memory of Jo Cox and went to 
the Iftar at the Finsbury Park Mosque. There were over 1,000 people there – very 
diverse – tablecloths put on the road and people sat down and had a meal 
together. Incredibly moving. The positive part of being British. We didn't look to 
the politicians for that as it was civil society coming together across the UK in 
their thousands. Once there was no such thing as society, according to Margaret 
Thatcher. Now perhaps Corbyn is capturing a new sense of togetherness. We 
don’t like the poor very much. But we’re not just competitors in the market place.  

When Camden Council emptied several tower blocks on grounds of safety, there 
were some who would not leave. This gave rise to a discussion about risk and the 
extent to which you consent to take the risk. People may decide to take a risk 
and then get hounded to death. All anxiety is acute and cannot wait. Difficult to 
tell if people are in denial or making a balanced judgment. 

One member described driving down the Westway past the burnt out Grenfell 
tower building, likening it to one of these horrific futuristic sci-fi film sets - this 
black thing sitting there with Westfield just down the road and then the very rich 
areas of Notting Hill next door.  One member referred to the Borough Market 
where h lives and he was prevented from getting home. The emergency services 
were on the scene and the police stopped that attack within eight minutes.  
People risked their lives to stop the terrorist. There’s all the good things – the 
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human spirit! So often these are the things that don’t get reported.  It’s a tragedy 
that we don’t get the good things reported which we should know more of. 

Complex issues require space and time for thought and reflection. But there is 
something about our need for an immediate response which doesn't allow for 
such thinking space.  

The complexity of the situations which threaten to overwhelm us are not suited 
to a simple yes or no referendum – Winnicott in his paper on Democracy 
bemoaned the referendum as an immature form of democracy. One person 
likened the complexity of our life to the sheer number of emails she receives 
which sometimes drives her to delete the latest 25 when she no longer has the 
patience to read them. 

One member reflected that so much of our political decision making is short 
term and the same is true of business. Short term solutions do not meet the long 
terms needs between generations. The problems of social care, our prison 
system, mental health provision and support for the NHS and those on benefits 
all require long term solutions. 

PART 3: ANALYSIS AND HYPOTHESIS FORMATION 

In Part 3, the participants were working with the information resulting from Parts 1 & 
2, with a view to collectively identifying the underlying dynamics both conscious and 
unconscious that may be predominant at the time; and developing hypotheses as to 
why they might be occurring at that moment. Here, participants were working more 
with what might be called their ‘psycho’ or ‘internal’ world: their collective ideas and 
ways of thinking that both determine how they perceive the external realities and 
shape their actions towards them. 

Analysis 1:  

The Grenfell fire which had destroyed many lives was uppermost in members’ 
minds and the questions around the safety of the cladding gave rise to concerns 
about what else is being covered up in our society. The fact that Grenfell tower is 
located in the wealthiest borough in London but was housing the poorest 
citizens symbolised the deep inequalities of income and wealth in the UK. Has 
there been a failure of politics and regulation? This question perhaps underlies 
the lack of trust in public leaders to do the right thing. There was an expectation 
that the elders in society will exercise thoughtfulness and wise judgement, but 
where is the wisdom? Theresa May’s speech when first appointed to lead the 
party indicated that she was concerned about those who are only just managing. 
But was this a veneer, a form of cladding, to hide the real political intent? After 
calling a snap General Election it seems she is now the one who is only just 
managing. The electorate has not given permission to any political party to lead. 
With Trump and Boris Johnson it feels as if the toddlers are in charge. 

Covering up the unbearable – the failure of our social care and mental health 
provision, the hidden privatisation of the NHS, the rejection of refugees, the state 
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of the prison system – all point to our collective wish to put out of sight what is 
uncomfortable – perhaps our own neediness which we wish to avoid. There 
seems to be a collective attempt to denigrate those on benefits by expecting 
them to live on inadequate incomes. The cap on wages for public sector workers 
is punishing those on whom we rely in times of crisis. 

Hypothesis 1: 

Because of the inequalities in our society, which are growing rather than being 
addressed seriously, there is a growth of envy among those who feel left behind, 
forgotten and unheard and growing shame on the part of those who feel, but 
cannot admit, responsibility for the state we find ourselves in. The result is that it 
is very difficult to find a creative consensus to the problems we face. 

Analysis 2:  

The speed at which new events follow each other gives rise to disorientation. 
Terror attacks in Manchester and London in swift succession, plus the Grenfell 
fire leaves people feeling punch drunk. There is little time to stand back and 
reflect before the next horrible blow hits you. This lack of thinking space means 
that some people stop reading or watching the news to avoid being 
overwhelmed. Others rush to respond to make donations of clothes or flowers 
or money without a thought out plan of action and so sometimes make matter 
worse, creating unintended chaos. 

There is a remarkable sense that people do want to help. Even in the middle of a 
terror attack, some people risked their own lives to try to stop the attackers, both 
members of the public and unarmed police officers. But people also feel helpless 
when they see a tower block ablaze and people crying for help. 

Some Councils have ordered the evacuation of tower blocks because they see 
the risk of another fire being too high. But some residents have refused to leave 
their homes and prefer to take the risk of staying put. Whose anxiety is realistic 
and who is in denial?  

The complexity of the events, the rush of bad news, the questions raised but for 
which there is little time for constructive thought, all add to a sense of the 
situation being out of control. It’s all too much not only for ordinary citizens but 
also for the authorities who are running to keep up. 

Hypothesis 2: 

Because of the speed and complexity of the events we are faced with, it is easier 
to respond to the local and the immediate problem which requires our urgent 
attention. But this reinforces the already short term nature of our political (and 
business) culture with the result that longer term social solutions become harder 
to achieve. 

Convener: Paul Regan, OPUS Associate 


