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AN ORGANISATION FOR PROMOTING UNDERSTANDING OF SOCIETY 
 
 

Brexit + 30: a focused Listening Post  
Report of a Listening Post™ held on 27 July 2016 

 
 
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: Different identities: In or out?  
 
The discussion around Brexit started off with thoughts about identity: “I’ve never felt 
British. I don’t know how I feel.” Another member of the group added that the Irish 
were applying for passports.” The first member who talked linked this to how she 
could apply for a German passport as her father was German. She could also apply 
for an Austrian one, as her grandfather was Austrian. Another member of the group 
said: “I am the second or third generation of immigrants from Eastern Europe.” She 
told us that her father was a refugee. After the war her father was unwanted in 
England. A member of the group talked from her role as a mother when she raised 
her feelings of guilt that she had discussed with her two young adult daughters. She 
had apologised to them for the society that had failed to attend to something 
important. Another member, born in Belfast, was finding herself in the liminal space 
of moving between Ireland and the UK. A younger non-English member of the group 
expressed how hard it was for him to imagine the end of the EU. He was born after 
the EU was created. He had been living in it throughout his life. A female member 
raised the issue of gender: The UK society was the “father’s society” with the “big 
politics”, while in the smallness of families there was abdication of care.  
 
The haves and the have nots were also mentioned. When somebody suggested that 
it was those who were feeling left out that had voted to leave another member 
responded that it was also people who were doing well that had voted to leave. A 
non-English member of the group spoke at this point and expressed her apocalyptic 
worry: a feeling of being pushed out and rejected as a foreigner. “Go!”: A 
catastrophe. A member expressed concerns about the model of single families, single 
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mothers running the country. There is so much to prove before getting heard. A 
male member asked whether it was implied that boys (fathers) had messed it up and 
now women were trying to sort it all out. “The referendum had woken us up” a 
member observed. Her children who were initially apolitical had realised that they 
needed to be part of what was happening. People are moaning about immigrants 
taking our jobs but there are no immigrants in the areas that claim this. What would 
happen without EU nationals in the NHS? The EU project was seen as failing due to 
the massive challenge of working with difference. Strong feelings of impotence, rage 
and experiences of manipulation and racism were identified: where do you put your 
rage when you are not thought about? You might kill a priest. My daughter, who is a 
junior doctor, was on strike. People support; but from a distance. A member of the 
group suggested that perhaps it was the class system, which related to the problems 
that had lead to the “leave” vote. Another member raised the difficulty of this 
country to find an identity since the empire. She shared her feelings of patriotism. It 
was suggested that Brexit was presenting UK citizens with an opportunity, which 
was more than nationhood.  
 
Theme 2: EU solidarity in a historical context 
 
Early on in the discussion there was expression of hope that the Listening Post might 
offer an opportunity for members to think about historical issues and not just socio-
economic that were connected to the result of the referendum. A member of the 
group noticed the earrings worn by another member who was a foreigner. They 
reminded her of poppies. She wondered about how well or not the British society 
had mourned the first and the second World Wars. She talked about the sense of 
security and protection that NATO had been safeguarding. She wanted military 
peace and for countries to work together and trade. Later on, a member suggested 
that at that point we could think more easily about the phantasy versus the reality of 
the European Project. Europeans had to face the terrible reality of the post war 
European project, which was fraud and did not work well. It was a massive challenge 
to work with difference. Another member had a different view about whether it was 
appropriate to compare the Brexit with what had happened in the World Wars. It 
seemed as if we were putting together signs of danger. Still, a member wondered 
whether the previous generations had experienced something similar in the World 
Wars. 
 
The group became curious about the birth of the EU. A member expressed the idea 
that EU was created to keep Germany in its place. Another member added a 
different idea when she mentioned Mark Steiner´s article about some of the EU 
founders having roots in the resistance. “Traumatic beginnings.”  
 
“There are multiple reasons to be angry about the EU, but the international felt 
important”. We are mesmerised if we have an international conference. There is 
domestic toxicity. When one attacks the state, what are we left with? Nostalgia. This 
was followed by the comment about Mary, the Queen of Scots and the Old Alliance. 
The passion to be European had been palpable. This was followed by a comment 
about the phantasy of the EU and the disappointment at no one speaking up for the 
ideals. It was discussed that there were no politics going on. It seemed that it was all 
about an economic debate.  
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It was mentioned how solidarity becomes openly attacked and even criminalised. 
The discussion was stirred to the contrast between the two recent paradigms of 
economic organisation: Memories from when Ukraine broke away from the Soviet 
Union emerged for a member. Then another mentioned that capital has to continue 
and it will. The first member mentioned later the situation when the Soviet Union 
and Yugoslavia were forced to be together after the Second World War. Tito 
became president and after his death the Balkan wars started. There were recent 
examples of huge projects collapsing. Belief in EU or not seemed to be a religious 
war in a way.  
 
This country has been looking for an identity since the period of the empire another 
member suggested. Towards the end of the discussion it was asserted that the class 
system has to do with the rage and the “leave” vote.  
 
Theme 3: Fragmentation 
 
A member told the group that she felt distanced from the result of the referendum. 
She explained that the human nature is about connecting. She understood the 
decision for disengagement as the result of the intense unhappiness of leavers. The 
group linked the two World Wars with the Brexit on a few instances. The similarity 
seemed to be the experience of fragmentation: Britain not uniting. The fragmentation 
was experienced as disturbing and dangerous.  Farage’s statement that the Brexit 
signified the end of the EU was seen as one that could possibly imply the existence of 
sadism in the dynamic that had led to the leave the EU outcome.  
 
The group mentioned, on a couple of occasions, changes in families. Different 
divisions in families seemed to have emerged. There was an idea that this 
fragmentation needed to happen before a new kind of re-attachment took place; the 
Labour Party and the Tories might fall apart and something else could fill its place. 
The fractures of the division however, seemed huge in a frightening way. People who 
voted “out” may have been the ones feeling left out: I need the money, but I hate it.  
Our nation seemed very divided. A myth had collapsed. The feeling was still that we 
are not as accepting a society as we thought.  
 
Another member added to the complexity of the problem of division. It was not just 
poor people who were feeling left out that had voted “leave”. He gave the example 
of his father and brother who were well off and still had wanted England to leave the 
EU. A member stressed that solidarity became openly attacked and even 
criminalised. There seemed to be an idea around political sophistication existing 
elsewhere and being inaccessible. Shame was expressed about the fact that we were 
a dependent country. A member observed that her children who were initially 
apolitical had realised that they needed to be part of what was happening.  
 
There were recent examples of huge projects collapsing, such as Ukraine’s breaking 
away from the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia’s forced alliance with Soviet Union that 
ended after terrible conflicts. Belief in EU or not seemed to be a religious war in a 
way. Feelings of impotence and rage were mentioned. Where do you put your rage 
when you are not thought about? You might kill a priest. We are occupied in our 
own bubbles. People supported a member´s daughter who was a junior doctor, but 
from a distance. 



 
 

4 

The Brexit was seen as an economic debate. The class system was linked to the 
outcome of the referendum. The Tories had managed potential fragmentation by not 
resorting to their members and by inviting citizens into making a binary decision 
about very complex matters.  
 
Theme IV. An unattended business: denial of the internal problems, of the 
responsibility to vote sensibly and of the outcome itself  
 
“I don’t know how I feel. I’m still in a big shock.” Said a member. “I feel ashamed” 
was the phrase that followed; “the Brexit result itself was overwhelming, but that 
some of the events that followed were disturbing”.  No one in this room has voted 
to leave. This is a problem. Are we just looking at each other’s wounds? Is it possible 
to speak to someone who voted Brexit for good reasons? When the referendum 
result came out, a member of the group could not believe it. She was in Spain and 
was finding it hard to get upset or angry. She told the group that she felt distanced. A 
member said in the group that she felt quite lost. The number of unemployed MEPs 
was high. On the one hand this could be helpful in terms of negotiations and 
planning, but on the other it had caused shock, bewilderment and disbelief. I feel 
angry shared another member. Angry in terms of loss or what? Another member 
wondered. I feel ill informed, angry with the government. How people dare focus on 
Europe and not on the government we’ve got? I so dislike this government. A 
mother raised had apologised to her daughters for the society that had failed to 
attend to something important. The leavers were feeling deep anger about those 
who did well. It was a nasty feeling. She did not want to judge the leavers but be 
curious about and open to their experience. She was concerned that she might have 
got something wrong; that something was not clearly attended to. 
 
Was the result really unimaginable? Another member wondered. How do we explain 
that we did not know what was possible to see? It was obvious. The responsibility is 
shared. We turned away. We shouldn’t be shocked. We should be ashamed for 
watching passively the spot of dishonesty and lies and then rushing to blame others. 
This is a defence against our own contribution to the outcome of the referendum. 
At this point another member of the group admitted her own hesitation about 
staying in Europe. She wondered about why she had not talked to herself more in 
order to understand the opposition a bit better. Was it about reason or about logic? 
Or was it something else? It was frightening that there seemed to be no plan for the 
Brexit.  
 
Another member added that she felt shocked not about the outcome of the 
referendum, but by the certainty about whether it was good or not. A part of her 
hated it, while a part of hers loved it. These were difficult processes. A member of 
the group noticed that people were put in the binary state to vote in or out. He felt 
clearer at that point. We had voted to leave, but not for a particular version of 
leaving. There was much more nuance than an in or out decision. It was difficult to 
be enough freethinking before voting so as to be able to stand back and look 
objectively. A member of the discussion raised the issue of Cameron’s mistake to 
have asked citizens to make this decision. She saw it as a failure of role and of 
authority. It was the father’s society with the big politics, while in the smallness of 
families there was abdication of care. In the past, one could predict loyalty and 
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antipathy. It seemed as if we were now at square 1 without information. Political 
parties were falling apart and so were their aims.  
 
A member of the group who was a foreigner expressed her feeling of being pushed 
out and rejected as a foreigner. This experience was followed by the experience of 
another member who felt like a naughty boy, challenging authority and risking to be 
in detention. Members of the group found this comment helpful and one of them 
observed that all the passion and irrationality had gone in the “out” campaign and 
not in the “remain”. It felt so hard to explain. One attacks one’s own state and says 
they don’t need it. It is not a big step to say I don’t need another state. That is scary. 
It did not seem possible, however, we were actually able to leave. There seemed to 
be an idea around political sophistication existing elsewhere and being inaccessible. 
Shame that we were a dependent country. “The referendum had woken us up”, a 
member observed giving the example of her children who were initially apolitical but 
had realised that they needed to be part of what was happening. Belief in EU or not 
seemed to be a religious war in a way. I was frightened that I was called on to be a 
citizen. We don’t have to step in that space and make a decision that matters. We 
are occupied in our own bubbles.  
 
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 and Hypothesis 1: Taking back control 
 
The period of the empire represented one where the England had control. The 
empire was an economic project aiming at economic domination. There was an idea 
that England was still trying to re-establish its previous position. The country had 
been struggling to find its identity since the empire. There was discussion about how 
a popular slogan in the pre-referendum period was “take back control”. This was 
also supported by the observation that England is struggling to abandon the role that 
it had in the empire period of policing situations that happened elsewhere. For 
instance UK now continues to get involved in wars like the one in Iraq. The 
experience of a EU saying to the UK what to do have felt humiliating for UK citizens 
who can feel nostalgic about the power they used to have as a nation during the 
empire. 
 
The outcome of the referendum could be seen as a response of denying needing 
another, which is self destructive as members of the group discussed in part 1 (see 
theme four). The feeling of the naughtiness of a child who challenges authority is 
possibly linked to this idea of denying dependency. The adolescent metaphor could 
therefore describe an aspect of the leave the EU outcome of the referendum. An 
adolescent who is walking away and shuts himself or herself in their room, protesting 
against authority and limits could account for the decision of the UK to withdraw 
from EU and to be on its own, without acknowledging needing anyone else. This 



 
 

6 

adolescent struggle could be seen as UK citizens´ attempt for independency and 
individuation. A soft revolution, as a member of the group had described it in part 
one.   
 
Hypothesis 1: Because of unresolved feelings of nostalgia about the powerful 
position the UK once occupied in the period of the empire, members of 
society experience unbearable feelings of humiliation at been instructed by the 
EU about what needs to be done. As a result they respond to this narcissistic 
wound by walking away from EU and isolating themselves in protestation of an 
authority they do not wish to accept. This leaves them feel anxious, about 
having gone too far and succeeding to do what they wished but they also 
feared for their self-preservation.  
 
Analysis and hypothesis 2: Retreat from a complex world to a simple one 
 
There seemed to be a notable disappointment in authority figures at all levels: the 
way the EU was not speaking up for ideals, the way the government had failed to 
deal with the fragmentation in their own party but also with managing the relation of 
the UK with the EU, the way care was abdicated in families by those who were 
supposed to provide it. The global world is far more a complex landscape for people 
to feel contained in it as it raises uncertainties and risks that societies are not yet 
ready to manage. The authority is lost simply by the fact that nobody seems to know 
what needs to happen, think rationally and take responsibility for complex decisions. 
Members of society are in touch with a more chaotic, inter-dependent world where 
tolerating uncertainty, acknowledging difference and working with it, is the task in 
hand. Although this is an important development, it also stirs deep survival anxieties. 
The panic about getting in touch with those anxieties, raise defences of not wanting 
to know and therefore not wanting to perceive by keeping oneself in a bubble, in 
isolation, in inaction and passivity. The conflicting interests and risks lead to 
fragmentation that challenges any sense of unity: we are on the same boat -not even 
with our close ones. The internal conflicts that are impossible to resolve in families 
and in the UK lead UK citizens to project those divisions to outsiders; mainly 
immigrants and the EU: It is the immigrants and not those who have more than they 
need that take opportunities away from UK citizens. As a result they unite against a 
common enemy and remove themselves from contact with this enemy. They get in a 
bubble that protects them not only from dealing with difference, but also from 
perceiving it. There is a psychic retreat to a simple world of binary choices and black 
and white thinking that reminds of more egocentric stages of emotional development 
where a person preserves the illusion of a simpler more manageable world. 
 
Hypothesis 2: Because of the increasing complexity that the awareness of a 
larger interdependent world introduces, members of the society become 
overwhelmed with survival anxiety and loss. Difference and uncertainty feel 
threatening to such a degree that leaves people feel surrounded by huge gaps 
and fractures that divide them from others. This leads them to project intra-
societal differences that they painfully perceive onto outsiders, such as 
immigrants and the EU, in order to create an illusion of unity and predictability 
within their more immediate environment. They then reject the world of 
differences and uncertainty, which is now experienced as outside of their own 
and refuse contact but also awareness of it. This however is a temporary 
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solution as the intra-societal differences remain, which results in feelings of 
further isolation, despair and need for reparation. 
 
Analysis and hypothesis 3: Managing uncertainty through gambling 
 
The referendum result was experienced as unpredictable, as a shock. However it 
was a result that was possible to see as discussed in theme four. This observation 
was interesting and the particular unconscious process that attacked the ability of 
members of the society from perceiving it seemed to involve the silent operation of 
the death instinct. A similar phenomenon seemed to be involved in the UK´s 
decisions to actively support wars. The need to destroy an enemy and to attack 
connectivity was experienced as disarming and putting the healthier part of citizens 
in a state of paralysis, in the position of the passive witness of a cruelty that was 
impossible to stand up to. Farage´s statement that the Brexit was the end of the EU 
was seen as a sadistic one. It is possible that the action towards leaving the EU was 
not simply an attempt to withdraw and to protect but one to destroy something. 
High-up people in the City were seen as pro-Brexit because the EU was placing 
unwanted regulations around their activity. Although Brexit was expected to bring 
losses to their sector in the short-term, still these people were discussed in part 3 as 
willing to take the risk in order to profit from operating globally outside EU controls 
in the long-term. This is an example of how complex risks involved in political 
thinking are likely to have been invested with excitement that took the form of 
gambling, which is a familiar defence in the world´s financial centres that manage high 
levels of uncertainty and the risks for economic depression. Through the invitation 
for a referendum and the binary thinking involved it is possible that this dynamic 
became acted out by the whole nation, with the forces for life and connectivity 
becoming defeated, shocked and helpless by the forces for death, greed, 
destructiveness and disconnection. The lack of freethinking and invitation for ill-
informed decisions before voting that was expressed in part 1 was reminiscent of 
betting. The Russian roulette metaphor that was introduced in part 3 as a way of 
understanding this unconscious process was accurate in this respect. The pistol was 
given from the government to the citizens and the scandal was pressed. It remains to 
see whether the chamber was empty or not. 
 
Hypothesis 3: Because of the unpredictable risks that were involved in 
decision-making about complex international affairs, members of society felt 
unable to judge objectively what would be a sensible decision when they were 
asked to take responsibility through the referendum. They felt caught up in 
binary, simplistic thinking and ended up betting rather than voting. The 
unattended business was possibly an experience of feeling manipulated to act 
out the gambling state of mind that dominates financial centres and to become 
thoughtless actors, blinded with religious-like excitement, failing to weigh 
sensibly both versions of the dilemma. This resulted in members of society 
being in anticipation with bated breath in order to see whether a terrible 
disaster for younger generations and for the future of the UK society has 
happened or whether events will prove that this decision could bring positive 
change. 
 
Convener: Evangelia Laimou 


