AN ORGANISATION FOR PROMOTING UNDERSTANDING OF SOCIETY (OPUS)
Ireland and the World at the Dawn of 2014
Report of a New Year's Listening Post
Encouraging The Reflective Citizen
Part 1. THE SHARING OF PREOCCUPATIONS AND EXPERIENCES.
In this part of the Listening Post participants were invited to identify,
contribute, and explore their experience in their various social roles, be
those in work, unemployed, or retired; as members of religious, political,
neighbourhood or 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’, that relating to
the ‘socio’ or ‘external’ world of participants.
Members were invited by the convenor to contribute, share, identify
and explore their experiences and preoccupations in relation to their
various roles in society.
The first contribution was from a member who spoke about her feeling
of “dread”, “on the edge of being overwhelmed” but at the same time
being in touch with “a resilient and managing push back from within”.
This theme of managing the conflict of reaction and containment was
taken up by the following contribution by a member who spoke of his
awareness of the dramatic nature of his preoccupation: he had that
day become aware of a contemporaneous event - a murder in Dublin
during which, according to media reports, a body part had been
eaten. The member wondered if this psychotic and disturbing
behaviour was a metaphor for what seems to around: a primitive level
of “devouring or being devoured”. The murder had, according to
media reports, occurred during a chess game, “a sophisticated
game”; a way of interacting and communicating. Another member
spoke of her shock at the news and how the event perhaps captured
something “of where we are at”.
This was followed by a contribution in which a member described
working with three large national organisations up to the previous
year’s end. “They are all going through huge change: cut, cut, cut. Yet
there is optimism and a feeling that there is a turn in our economic
situation. How does this optimism make sense?” The notion of survivor
guilt was mentioned and this was followed by a member describing a
conversation with a colleague who reported with certainty and
conviction that the economic situation has thankfully now turned and
that there are without doubt more cars on the road. But, said the
member, “This is a phantasy, maybe what we want to happen but

what we are being told by government PR spin.”
“It does feel conflictual and complex” said another. “Before the
Christmas break I was very tired. Those of us who are working have less
time, less energy. We’re working harder to do more with less resources.
It is true that some people have not been touched by the recession but
the situation is certainly is not better now, it is worse. But people are
“sick” of being down and want it to be better and buy into the
government’s spin.”
Feeling flooded with work was a theme. And the feeling expressed was
the concern of how to reorganise “my own resources and not to flood
into all things.” This brought the group to the everyday and constant
preoccupations in life such as how to buy a house, how to avoid the
rush hour, how to divide up her roles so no-one suffers. How she enjoys
household work and yet doesn’t have enough time to do it. She would
like to have children. She linked this with the global concerns of the EU
and outside the EU and the increasing number of refugees and
migrants and decreasing welcome in the Western countries. “Western
countries only want migrants who can contribute economically and
new EU democracies are left to take the wave of migrants who can’t
economically contribute. Those countries seem not ready, seem not to
have the resources and are being overwhelmed”.
We are taken in by the propaganda machine. While we are told and
want to think that things are getting better, in fact there has been a
huge erosion of services. The metaphor of the frog was mentioned: if
put into boiling water he’ll jump out, if the water is brought slowly to the
boil he’ll remain there and die. He only notices when the change is
dramatic. The question emerges in the group, is that why we aren’t
protesting? A member tells the group that there have been massive
demonstrations in Romania and Bulgaria but these aren’t being
reported in the Irish and British media, only the Ukrainian protests make
it onto the news. Protests are taking a new form, which uses metaphors
– e.g. in Portugal the rubbish collectors went on strike and people
protested by putting their rubbish bins in front of the banks. “This is
where I see the hope, sophisticated, thoughtful and creative
symbolism.”
A member then brought the conversation back to her personal
experience and response. She had recently become a grandparent
and she has found herself thinking about what it means and the rich
potential it offers her and society. She continued that she had felt
encouraged after hearing a radio interview with a politician talking
about the divide between the haves and have-nots. “This gap bothers
me. How do I live that? What do I do about it? I’m not going to
become a politician.” She told the story of being in a supermarket and
a young man in front of her made space for her and she didn’t
respond to him. Afterwards she had wondered why she hadn’t. She

wants to become more empowered by issues of inequality. It’s not just
about money, she said, “It’s about connecting and communicating. It
was possible that this man might have known me through my work.”
A member resonated with this and described her pre-occupation with
having forgotten the faces of people she once knew and worked with.
The notion of not being recognised is painful: lost recognition, lost
connections. And what about the recognition of the other, how do we
recognise and relate to the stranger.
The lack of protest in Ireland emerged again. A member suggested
that protest is done differently, more subversively, in Ireland. She told
how watching from her office window at home she often sees an
elderly couple walking up to leave their rubbish in and beside the bin
on the main road. She wondered if, while it is a way of subverting and
protesting, but one that doesn’t coalesce. “We are all too
preoccupied perhaps with survival and that makes me feel very sad.”
And, says another, a bit hopeless and energy-less. We need to find a
different way of responding, like the response to the government’s plan
for a new electricity grid using over-ground pylons which has angered
many particularly those whose houses will be close to the grid. “That’s
an electric response that we can associate to because it feels life
threatening. Even the Minister has said he wouldn’t want the grid near
his house.” The government is telling us that the new grid is necessary
for the economic development of the country and it is too expensive
to put the grid underground but, a member said, the truth of that has
been challenged. “This protest is forcing politicians to take stock”.
An emerging theme that perhaps we only become active when
events become personal and impinge on our survival emerged in a
contribution about recent weather storms and the dramatic changes
they have made to Ireland’s coastline. Does Ireland take care of its
boundaries well enough? Do we only become actively engaged
around global issues such as climate change when they impact in a
dramatic fashion on our capacity to survive?
This was followed by a discussion about the ways in which our most
thoughtful and good and beautiful intentions are in fact destructive:
the padlocks signifying love placed on the Halfpenny Bridge are
damaging the bridge; the recent demonstration of tent city in London
killed the grass; Christmas trees in our houses are dead trees. But this
dynamic is more pronounced as a result of inadequate public services
provision - a member spoke about not knowing what to do with the
tree after the season and was left looking at the “corpse of the
Christmas tree” in the garden for six months.
Returning to the recent storms, a member told how the Irish coastguard
gave warnings throughout the media asking people to take the
weather seriously and not to get too close. Despite this, people,

particularly young people, went down to the promenades and put
themselves in danger in order to take photographs and videos. “This
desire to be so close to the danger and the crisis, to film it, it seemed
like madness to me.” This notion of possession of images to “post” and
communicate throughout the internet resonated throughout the group
and we tried to understand it.
A member then spoke about his preoccupation with a lack of faith.
“Climate change doesn’t quite ring true, not true enough to motivate
me. A member then asked the question that spoke to another theme
at the meeting: “What is it that I believe in that resources me to behave
in such a way.” This was responded to by a member describing how at
a recent conference the youngest woman present told an African
proverb: “If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go further, go
together.”
This connected for one member who had recently participated in an
Irish Group Relations Conference. She spoke about her experience of
being in a space where she felt she could express herself and feel it
acutely. She spoke of the joy of experiencing and staying in the
complexity: not just to feel dread but to have access to and
experience a range of feelings. She described going back to work and
having a few real encounters with colleagues. The Conference’s
division of time struck another conference member as significant and
she said: “It is misleading that there are insufficient resources. If people
take what they need and give what they can, it is enough”. “We are
told there are not enough resources and thus we give permission to
ourselves and our representatives to destroy the environment. I just
don’t buy it!”
A member responded by saying that what she said put him in touch
with the power dynamics across the planet. He described growing up
when USA and EU were the centre of the world. “Now India is sending
missions to the moon, China is going to Mars and Africa is the next
emerging power. It is something about trust and control. What will
happen to the planet?
Part 2. IDENTIFICATION OF MAJOR THEMES
In Part Two, the aim was collectively to identify the major themes
emerging from Part One. From several presented these have been
drawn together under the following interrelated themes:
Group One:
•

Disconnection and fragmentation

•

Inequality in the distribution of resources and the redistribution
required at personal, organisational and societal levels.

•

What spark or charge is needed to mobilise ourselves and be
HEARD.

•

Realities versus the spin/phantasy

•

The lens as the mediating (medicating) or defending against the
experience of reality.

Group Two:
•

Resources and greed. There are enough resources, both human
and material, the tension is in how they are shared out. How do
we share them?

•

Necessity brings forth invention – which can be destructive and
constructive

•

Pathological Busyness – too much to do and if not busy you’re noone.

•

Individualism isn’t working but community hasn’t worked. We are
left with a sort of tribalism. We are losing perspective.

•

“Siloism” is encouraged at every level: not only in and between
organisations, but we view the world from where we are and the
big picture is hard to see. Effort is being put into keeping
individualism going - individuals working up (or falling down) the
levels of society at the expense of a more co-operative,
community effort of connectedness, reaching out and working
across society.

Part 3. ANALYSIS AND HYPOTHESIS FORMATION
In this part of the Listening Post the members 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 the members
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.
Hypothesis One
An individualistic, silo orientated society with its increased centralisation
is propagating
•

fragmentation,

•

disconnection,

•

pathological busyness, and

•

attacks on linking and sharing of information and other resources.

This increasing narrative encourages us away from a belief in the
shared responsibility of the community/society into taking up an
individual responsibility for our own place in society and our own
survival. Because this is an impossible task, inevitably it undermines our
confidence in our own internal personal authority, capacity and
authenticity to be resourceful.
The national and international services provided and paid for and
supported in so many ways by our work (notably, but not only, through
taxes), and our trust in political belief through elections are ever
reducing. Consequently, the task of survival and managing becomes
more difficult if not impossible. As a result, fear and anxiety have
increased. In that place we can become more in touch with our
dependency needs – this can generate our energy in a competitive
drive to survive and move up in the vertical power dynamic.
Alternatively, if we can persuade ourselves to take time to think and
reflect together, we can perhaps feel more confident in an alternative
model of society. This would be a model that works from a belief in
horizontal sharing across society and engaging with the stranger for the
benefit of all. In so doing we have a chance of coming more in
contact with our personal drive to protest.
Hypothesis Two
As a way of managing the propagated - but impossible - task of being
individually responsible for our place in society, we can reduce the
impact of the pain of experience by looking through the lens and the
media. Experience is thus often altered into a commodity with a sale
value. We are viewing our realities through a lens for later sale rather
than experiencing them for ourselves in the now for internalisation and
capacity building. Consequently, we are risking:
•

losing faith in our ability to think and act;

•

increasing our investment in social unconscious fantasy rather
than reality;

•

struggling to mobilise ourselves to reconnect with our authority,
and

•

our capacity to redistribute our scarce resources equitably.

Convener: Jude Bowles.

