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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. 

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: 

1. disorientation, passivity, globalization, lack of boundaries, 
“Stendhal Syndrome” 

The first part of the session begins with a long introduction of the 
participants around the table: everyone tells his own story through very 
personal biographical elements, not just "who I am, what I do" but also 
what phase of my life I am going through, what are the main events of 
my story, what I expect from the future. An atmosphere of energy and 
confidence among participants is generated, which will affect the 
evening in a positive way; at the same time, the starting point moves to 
"individual and change", the first filter of the discussion is individual 
experience. All participants seem to be going through a phase of 
change in their lives, for different reasons, and the first emerging 
element is the sense of disorientation produced by change. Strong 
feelings of ambivalence in personal experiences arise: the question 
"who am I" is interpreted with respect to work, and the result are 
sensations of well-being and/or loss as regards one's actions inside the 
organization, considerations on self-realization and on the perception 
of the future. 

"I felt a sense of dissatisfaction on the part of those who have a job. 
Although Italy is a country to run away from, from which many people 
are running away from, I am optimistic, it feels like things are changing, 
maybe there is a push towards renewal, on a political and economic 



level. We have hit rock bottom, all sorts of things have happened over 
the last few years, political scandals, now the time has come, otherwise 
nothing will ever change. " 

"I agree, change is inevitable but it scares me that I am unable to read 
the change. I can't understand, I can try to keep up on things, I have 
the perception of being at its mercy and unable to understand where 
we want to go. However, we must not stop, disorientation (linked to the 
crisis) depends perhaps on a lack of planning. Work is a concern, but 
also in culture, I see everything moving fast but without a view on the 
future. I'm afraid that my perspective might be distorted by my 
experiences, maybe I see my own emotions in others. Everything 
moves, everything gets into a crisis"  

"The loss of values and this paralysis syndrome, affecting lifestyles... 
technology accelerates the rate of change, it is so rapid that it's not 
human, men are unable to keep up with it, well-being becomes a 
must, we no longer look outwards, we no longer think". 

"Disorientation is an ambiguous concept, as long as we're well-
balanced change does not flow through us, nor other possibilities. 
Disorientation can activate energies, enable us to find resources that 
we are unaware of because we are in front of something new ... 
double perspective, a risk but also an opportunity, of course it is 
necessary to spend energy, it is a demanding but vital phase." 

"The comfort zone doesn't exist anymore, this is where fear begins... fear 
of the future, to move to an area where I've never been before and 
therefore not having an experience to support me". 

Compared to the recent past, positive elements are highlighted, an 
urge towards renewal, but the elements of confusion are still plenty. In 
the forty-years-old generation, in particular, an awaiting attitude 
emerges (sabbatical periods), with an eye open to the future. The 
starting point is, nonetheless, a "depressive" awareness of the state of 
things: globalization creates a sense of confusion and insecurity, 
cultural differences are difficult to interpret, the world's gravity centre is 
moving towards the developing countries, Latin America and China 
run faster than Europe, that no longer is the centre of the world. Unlike 
us, the developing countries experience changes in an energetic and 
positive way. Other themes arise, the speed of change, the 
importance of knowing how to "choose the right wave"; the charged-
up stimulus caused by change is experienced as positive. The invitation 
is to re-think ourselves, to "eat humble pie" as a result of the 
decentralization of the Western culture. 

"For me it's a time of change rather than a crisis, and there will be no 
way back. For example, the phenomenon of decentralization, there 
are many centres. In an interview, the President of Uruguay observed 



that Europe can no longer expect to be the centre of the world, there's 
Latin America, there's Asia. Europe is extremely conservative, it's hard to 
do new things, therefore the crisis is stronger, there will be no way back, 
things will inevitably move on. I see it in a positive way but it will be 
harder for everyone, identities will always be in progress for everyone. 
Calling ourselves into question for me is not something bad, it produces 
stress but it should be positively experienced, although in working life it 
is difficult. Re-thinking ourselves is not easy... Another theme, the speed, 
the acceleration, everything happens fast. A few years ago the board 
of my company was French, in 6 years it has changed, there are 
Chinese, Asians. I lived in Brazil where the middle class is growing, the 
Brazilians travel. Over there changes are quicker, it is scary. To be able 
to change at the pace with which society is changing is not easy, I'm 
afraid because I believe it is important to "take the wave", choose 
what you want for your life and be able to change." 

"Disorientation calls ourselves into question, it is good for us, after having 
thought ourselves as the centre of the world as Europeans, as rich. 
Today all of this is creaky, maybe it's already gone, we are forced to 
find new possibilities. We were brought up thinking that our contribution 
could lead to progress, a linear growth, we are just not used to think 
that it's possible to go back, to lose our way or to change it. The 
Oriental culture is more equipped (in Japanese crisis means crisis but 
also opportunity). The positivist concept, the concept of time as 
Chronos ... " 

From the stories told the value of identifying with what one does arises, 
related to personal experiences in which it was possible to evolve 
positively along "non-linear paths", within a "plural" dimension made of 
contingencies, in which everyone seems to have managed to carve 
"beauty spaces". Self-fulfilment facilitates sense-making; nonetheless 
complexity is frightening, as it makes it difficult to read the change, to 
find a sense, to project oneself into the future and out of the crisis. 
Complexity can be paralyzing: a powerful metaphor appears, the 
"Stendhal’s Syndrome", that will accompany us throughout the 
evening. The "fear of beauty" leads to a sense of vertigo: how do you 
choose among countless possibilities, which emotions can drive you 
towards the project? Fear paralyzes, like the Stendhal Syndrome, and 
one is often carried away by the temptation to seek an escape, to go 
back towards "reassuring" certainties, stereotypes of the past.  

"Daydreaming on this thing I have been thinking over, I reinvented and 
rediscovered the Stendhal Syndrome, complexity is such as to be 
paralyzing..." 

"It's like the sublime for Kant, wonders produce either passivity or 
hyperactivity, it's just too much. Actually, there is a physiological aspect 
linked to human capacities, there's a disorientation produced by 
globalization, therefore you often try in your own little way, otherwise .... 



either you faint or you react, the potential is such that the excess of 
complexity could paralyzes you, or otherwise you can use it for a new 
start." 

"it is also a matter of training, of education to beauty, because it is too 
much to try and assimilate it all at once ..." 

2. cross-cutting discomfort, generational conflict, "yuppies" and 
"Sdraiati"(Laying Down) 

The theme of generational conflict appears from the beginning and it's 
related to the topic of work. Young people reveal a fundamental 
ambivalence, between those who experience frustration and lack of 
energy in their search for their own way in a highly competitive 
environment, and those who are in a state of pure and unchannelled 
energy, lacking a focus, looking for opportunities that are perceived as 
missing, scarce. Young people's careers are marked by strong 
competition and a considerable performance anxiety, by the need to 
stand out from the crowd. Work is the ultimate value, and the 
expression "sabbatical job" used by a participant is striking, a 
contradiction in terms, nonetheless recalling the new meanings 
attached to work. 

Generational conflict becomes apparent because of the polarization 
between two of the participants (the youngest in the group and one of 
the fifty-year-old): young people should be blamed for work shortage, 
because they are "laying down" on the wellbeing created by previous 
generations (NB: the reference is to the book "Gli Sdraiati", namely "the 
recumbent", recently published by the author Michele Serra on the 
parent-child relationship; Michele Serra is a renowned writer and 
journalist, representative of the bourgeois culture of the Italian Left). The 
reply is reactive, also founded on stereotypes: you are the ones that 
are "laying down", the yuppies of the past, for you things were really 
easy, your opportunities were guaranteed. Who are the "Sdraiati" then? 
Today's youngsters or the older generation that settled on privilege and 
stagnation for years, letting the young believe that it would last 
forever? Perhaps the generation that should be saved is that of the 
grandparents, who had the sense of sacrifice and the entrepreneurial 
skills of the Italian emigrants, which today seem to be missing.  

"Inertia, I have been reading Serra's latest book, "Gli Sdraiati", it's 
dazzling, these young people are laying down... There's the myth of 
money, Maria De Filippi, television, Berlusconi, the idea that everything 
can be done... I like Serra because he gives examples of values, of 
moral conduct, now everything is easy instead, everything is due. Our 
generation has created this, how is it possible, we came out of the post 
war period where we had principles, discipline, spirit of sacrifice, 
everything has becomes loose, values have declined..." 



"Society is faster than us, anxiety and disorientation overwhelm us in this 
world after so much inaction. In Italy everything was always the same. 
You are yuppies, it is not negative, you had so many chances, I envy 
you. If you wanted a mortgage you could get it, after University you 
had opportunities. I have a generational conflict with my parents, they 
think it's easy, why don't you look for a job? My father finished school 
and found a job, a job in a Bank in which you could "lay down". The 
"sdraiati" are not us!" 

"The truth is that wellbeing has screwed you (he speaks about young 
people) you have a taste for comfort. Nothing grew on trees for us, 
today there is a lack of rebellion because everything is too easy, it's 
easy not to turn against parents, against the status quo ... ....I don't 
mean to accuse but it's a realization, a comment, you can see that 
recovery methods cannot be agreed with. The fact is that young 
people have fragile careers, this is no criticism, it's just that you are 
children of your own time, we see gaps. From the outside we can see 
that you have culture, training, technology but there is a lack in 
character, in willpower, in initiative". 

My father emigrated when he was 41, my mother 33, and I was 7 year 
old, at that time you had to emigrate to find a job, I don’t think people 
do the same today. The wellbeing of the last 30 years has been 
produced from work and entrepreneurial risk. I’m an entrepreneur 
because when I was living in Canada I saw many people starting from 
the scratch, Italians where unpopular there, they didn’t speak the 
language, but they were willing to take risks, they had the courage to 
leave, to undertake, I envy you, today is easy to move, this is a great 
advantage. Sacrificing, the decision to leave, is difficult, you have to 
be conscious of your identity. Many Italians have the ability to succeed 
in their DNA, they don’t have that  in other countries. Are we the only 
ones who don’t realize that? 

The 40 year old generation gets a central role in the discussion taking 
up the function of “zippers”, with real data (unemployment, 
competition….) to overcome generational stereotypes. The discourse 
moves towards the idea of a “cross cutting discomfort” that involves 
non only the young, but also those who have a work with a feeling that 
there are not parts of themselves involved in it, observing the change 
with a feeling of powerlessness. The possibility of setting up new 
communication spaces resides on the understanding the transversality 
of discomfort. 

“We are talking of generational conflict, which exists but is not the 
point here, is physiological, I’m thinking of all the fights I had with my 
father; young people have to find their own individuality through 
differentiation from their parents”. 

“I owe to your generation that competition today is higher, is global 



then harsher, if you don’t get a job someone else would. Thinking on 
migrations I can see how competition is strong, global” . 

“The generational clash is physiological, for me what is new is that 
discomfort is cross cutting generations and borders between the 
countries. Development in the western world was a linear, reassuring 
phenomenon, but China today is full of contradictions, the balance of 
power between countries is broken…. There is no more 
interdependence between labour and capital, those who owns the 
means of production don’t need human work. There’s no work 
because there’s no need of it, is a dramatic change, we can produce 
wealth without human work. The distribution of wealth takes different 
forms, is not through work, we have a polarization between extreme 
forms of poverty and rich oligarchies. I don’t feel I’m a yuppie… 
political engagement has changed through the years because of 
comfort and consumption, through work. When I graduated in 
Sociology, years ago, there was unemployment fear too. What we 
share today though is that the breaking of all the referential points is 
not a generational problem, but involves all of us. We should avoid the 
risk of a fight among poor. We should instead connect people in social 
project, even psycho-social, situations like tonight are so rare, we 
should do that more often…” 

“I feel like a window was open…. The discomfort RN was talking about, 
things happen regardless us, I was focused on the uneasiness into my 
work, but if someone else was at my place it would be the same. 
Maybe young people don’t know where to put parts of themselves, 
that is what we share.” 

3. Battle, energy, transforming anger into a project, externalization of 
conflict  

Face to cross cutting discomfort, personal identity crisis and 
generational clash, members try to externalise the conflict. They are 
searching for external causes to make the conflict physiological, far 
from personal responsibility – the break of global equilibrium, the 
financial system –. However, they also experience the risk of falling 
down into an ambiguous situation, ending up in an impasse, forced in 
a passive situation. 

“But what can we do as citizen? What I fear on the political level is the 
tendency, in a time of crisis, to move back to the past, see the neo-
fascist movements, like that all what we fought and sacrificed for has 
no more value, I fear that… we have to be careful, maybe we can not 
control economy, but we still have political choice. Young people 
struggle for work, but not for a political ideal. They lack ideals…” 

“I see that there is a tendency to not voting, to passiveness, people say 
that they don’t recognise themselves in politics”. 



“Someone said before that maybe we deserved that crisis, crisis is 
positive, to experience a situation of loss…” 

“Fear is high when there is a lot to lose, we Europeans have a lot to 
lose, fear is a cultural effect…” 

Fear paralyzes, but anger is a drive to rebellion. Could responsibility be 
regained trough anger and rebellion, as a way to move from 
uncertainty towards project? Anger is an energetic vital force, while 
fear is paralyzing. Could Beppe Grillo (the leader of the new radical 5 
Stars Movement), who incites people to rebel, be an answer? Members 
talk about a “sick context”: Italy is seen as an unfertile ground to 
express the Italians strengths, while abroad Italian qualities are highly 
appreciated. Members share a common idea that in Italy there is a 
waste of talent, through the paradox that “in Italy Italians cannot be 
themselves”. 

“Italians’ anger depends on the fact that politic does not help, taxes 
are at 60%, how can the country work? The winning model was 
represented in Italy by the “cheating guy” who doesn’t work, doesn’t 
queue; while abroad Italians are capable and creative…” 

“Defining fear is easier than defining project” 

“Monicelli (the famous Italian film producer) killed himself when he was 
98yo… he was more eager for revolution than the youngest…” 

“Battle, we don’t lack the energy, battle is the key-word for project, we 
have to transform anger into a project, we talked about 
revolution…anger is an engine…” 

“Fear is paralysing, anger is not….” 

4.  entrepreneurship, responsibility, ethic: from individual to group 
projects 

In the last phase of the session the main subject is personal 
responsibility: what can I do, by myself? Members highlight some key 
words – energy, engagement, ethic, responsibility, reliability – that they 
are willing to undertake in their life project. The task is bringing back 
inside (in Italy as a country but also, in a metaphorical sense, into 
themselves) what has been “placed outside”, the qualities of the 
Italian entrepreneurs which are highly visible abroad. However, if those 
qualities really exist, then what prevent us to regain their possession, 
instead of running after others’ managerial models which are not part 
of the Italian heritage? What do we need to start a “virtuous circle”? 

“Undertaking personal responsibility is important…. I’m not a corporate 
manager, the Italian economy is made of medium and small 
companies. Our managerial training culture is made for multinational 



companies, but does not help the small entrepreneurs to grow. Italian 
medium and small companies rely on a managerial model that not 
belongs to us, which does not help companies to create wealth”.  

“We gave up our personal sense of responsibility, ethic is a form of 
personal responsibility…” 

 “There were in the past some internationally recognised characteristics 
of the Italian entrepreneurs, see in example Olivetti, Ferrero… the 
American managerial model deprived us of our own culture. Welfare is 
a culture that was born in Italy, as a relationship with the territory, the 
people…. They are now selling us what we invented. I’m actually 
working on the idea of the “Italian Factor”, which means the pride of 
being what we are, and also to be able to sell it out. The Americans 
know how to sell their culture, we should learn to do it as well… 
Empathy is part of the Italian culture…” 

“Because of my work I meet many different people and I can see that 
the problem is the feeling they have to be some kind of losers, they 
have no pride of our identity. What I think is important now is working 
on the personal awareness of our project, we should plan moments of 
encounter between entrepreneurs, escaping both from self-flagellation 
and omnipotence” 

At the end of the session emerges the possibility to share a common 
view, not only individual but collective. The “Italian Factor, as was 
defined by one of the members, is shared by a territory, grounds on the 
best practices of the companies and on the stories of the Italian 
entrepreneurs. Is a cultural and relational characteristic for building a 
network, strengthening common bonds, dropping sterile individual 
behaviours defined by one of the members as "quixotic". 

“Small groups can bring communication back to reality, that’s the only 
way for not being overcome, for establishing a direct confrontation 
with people, which is not easy… at Shenker, marketing is relational… 
this is the way we found to keep the game in our hands”.  

 “Social networks can help the democratization project, they make 
easier for people to get in touch, we were afraid of them at the 
beginning, now we should learn to “humanise” them…”  

“One last comment… I’m surprised that the word “group” has not been 
said until now; if the battle is individual, the risk is to act as “Don 
Quixote”… I believe that 30 years ago the group issue would have 
been immediately raised, but all those years of individualism have 
made us isolated human beings, even when we are among others. If 
being together doesn’t become a common project, is worthless. Even 
failures can produce some good, if they are processed in groups. I 
work hard and sometime I don’t have time enough for socialising, but 



tonight I feel revitalised, I can feel the energy that comes from this 
group….” 

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.  

1. FROM KRONOS TO KAIROS, THE TIMES OF OCCASION: TO RETHINK 
AND RECONFIGURE THEMSELVES 

Analysis 

Since from the start of the LP’s session in Rome, profound differences 
emerges compared to what we experienced in the Milan’s session in 
2012. Though strong elements of disorientation and confusion, due to 
the complexity of the social situation, remain, all the members say that 
they are experimenting a huge transformation in their personal lives, a 
quest for a new identity that is seen by many as an opportunity for 
renewal. 

Taking time, living sabbatical periods to rethink the relation with work - 
which is even called “sabbatical work” - finding a new sense in 
personal and professional lives, are seen as priorities. Through 
biographies, all those experiences become explorations of ones own 
potential, which is from one hand an “adrenaline positive stimulus”, but 
on the other hand still has many elements of uncertainty and risk. 

The most important drive is living the crisis as an opportunity to rethink 
the relation with the outside world, to refocus ones values. However, 
one should also be able to get involved directly, to face differences 
and confrontation, accepting the possibility of conflict. The result is a 
generational conflict, which is also a possibility for a new encounter 
between different generations, beyond stereotypes – like the “yuppies” 
and the “laying down” – to find a dialogue through confrontation and 
to solve real problems. A relevant role is taken up at this stage by the 
generation of the 40-year-old: they were, in 2012, the “Peter Pan 
generation” of the eternal children, incapable to achieve an 
“emotional autonomy”; today, they have taken up the role of “zipper 
generation”, able to establish links between the youngest and the 
oldest, surpassing generational stereotypes.  



Hypothesis 

Members experiment a continuous oscillation between project and 
liability: there are so many possibilities outside, too much different 
options, then what can I do? is the question that stands in the 
background. The “Stendhal Syndrome” metaphor, the fear of beauty, 
is a powerful emotion that express this ambivalence at the best.   

“Is easier to define fear than project”, says one of the members. What 
therefore we fear? Is it a global fear for the loss of Chronos, the Western 
model of linear development? Or is it an individual fear for the search 
of ones own identity, ones own Kairos, ones own time, that should be 
better valued? In the dialectic process of different times the 
generational conflict is experienced by members not as a simple array 
between young and old; the generational differences can be seen 
instead like an emotional platform to reinvent the connections to the 
social context. The fear of beauty is also fear of project, a symptom of 
the difficulty to find a new identity. Facing this impasse, one can fade, 
or vanish; or one can try to find himself through the encounter/clash 
with others. Because, as Luigi Pagliarani said, “to find an agreement, to 
find solutions, is painful, because there must be sacrifices, through the 
understanding of the views of others…. However, the pain in dealing 
with the conflict is creative, is generative, is a feast that can engender 
what otherwise would never have been”. (Violence and Beauty, 1993, 
Guerini e Associati editore). 

2. TIME FOR BATTLE: SELF-EMPLOYMENT, RESPONSIBILITY, ETHIC  

Analysis 

Facing the crisis, some members point up that the story of the Italian 
entrepreneurship, which is also a story of immigration, has all the 
elements that allow a project to grow: self-employment, responsibility, 
ethics, are parts of the Italian DNA since ever. What is missing then? 
Italy is a “sick context” that does not allow to value all those qualities 
that are highly appreciated abroad. In that phase of the discussion 
members swing between fear and anger, trying to externalize a 
conflict that at an individual level could be paralyzing. There is a 
gradual switch from fear, to anger, to battle, where the battle is a 
decisive turning point, marking the transition from individual to group 
responsibility. 

Hypothesis 

“Battle” represents the possibility to leave the ambivalence between 
omnipotence = fear of beauty, and impotence = I’m fainting, behind. 
Is it envisaging a common field of possibilities what we lack? We are 
unable to move forward because, on one side, we see ourselves as 
beautiful and powerful, but, on the other side, we feel that we are 



living in a world that we don’t understand. We need to understand 
which is the real battle we should fight. In connection to beauty, 
project, imagining the future, there is the theme of power, and 
empowerment: entrepreneurship, responsibility to carry on a project, 
imply the power to do it. Do we really believe in this possibility? Or will 
we faint? 

The main key words for project – entrepreneurship, responsibility, ethic –
hold an ancestral problem of the Italian model: Italy is a “sick context”, 
which is reactive enough in a hostile environment, but can not, 
however, get rid of an “Italian way” made of stereotyped vices and 
virtues. How can it be that the Italian entrepreneurs excel in empathy 
but surrender when it comes to manage big organizations, that have 
to compete in a globalised world? Relational abilities are not enough 
to generate the necessary cooperation that is needed in the 
organisational field, with all its dilemmas. The critical element that 
could make the difference, underlined at the end of the discussion by 
one of the members, is “socialization”: the capacity to work in team 
and to build a network is a strategic element for the future Italian 
development, an element that was historically missing in Italy in the last 
20 years. 

CONVENOR: Elisabetta Pasini (Ariele) 


