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UK at the dawn of 2017 
Report of a Listening Post  

held in London on 11 January 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. 

Among the emerging preoccupations and experiences members talked of the 
need to reduce distance between people and groups. Is the virtual connections a 
way of reducing such a distance? 

The outcome of the Brexit referendum and the election of Trump as president of 
the USA were described as instances where the outside come in with unforeseen 
force and leave us unable to comment. It seems that evil people were at the top 
and good ones at the bottom 

Members of society feel they are caught between the fast pace of change and 
the slow ability of making sense of it. There is less time for reflection and the 
temptation is to withdraw “under the blank and cocooning”. Commitment 
towards what is going on in the outside is making one more visible and thus 
taking more risks. 

An initial list of themes was identified: 

- Connection/connectivity 

- True/fake/virtual 

- Hopelessness/Hope/Blitz spirit 

- Fragmentation of the workplace 
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- The flat organisation is taking away the hierarchy, leaving unfulfilled 

dependency 

- Performance v. processes 

- Retiring in the family 

- Commitment 

From this list a further discussion led to the identification of three macro themes: 

1. The crisis of society as a meaningful space 
2. Hiding/voyeurism from/of relationships 
3. Despair for losing control over the environment 

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 crisis of society as meaningful space 

Members are experiencing the crisis of society as similar to the crisis the planet 
is experiencing: social warming alongside climate warming. What is society 
becoming and how members can feedback that they are angry? This experience 
is one of awareness, at individual level, but not capable of producing any 
satisfactory action.  
 
There is a need for responsibility across society and its areas. However such a 
responsibility requires commitment on the part of society members who are 
showing more a behaviour of relinquish control and wanted to be controlled. 
Some members recall a golden era when collectively the British people where 
capable of having control over hard circumstances, e.g. the Blitz spirit as 
example of mainlining hope in the face of hopeless circumstances.  
 
The ability to self-managing oneself seems to be lost and this is also expressed in 
the nature of connection. The widespread dissemination of Social media and the 
dynamic true/fake/virtual (that is not only referred to news) create a sense of 
continuous entertainment. How can members connect in real society rather than 
in the virtual one where a simple click allows to enter into some form of 
relationship.  
 
The real world is fragmented, the workplace is becoming a flat environment 
stripped of any meaningful structure. What will look like society in the 21 
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century? However members’ preoccupations and experience cannot become 
meaningful outside such a space. 

Hypothesis 1:  

Society and the work place are shaped by processes rather than structures, 
in this new dimension it is not clear where leadership is located and thus 
how dependency can be safely expressed. This leave the need for 
dependency unfulfilled. There is the expression of ambivalence towards 
processes of infantilisation.  

It seems that new forms of leadership and interdependency are resisted as 
if members of society are stuck in between dynamics of flight/fight and 
dependency as a series of social defence against the task of finding and 
experiencing new form of shared responsibility as a process for taking back 
control not on processes rather on understanding what is happening. 

Analysis 2: Hiding/voyeurism from/of relationships 

Society members have describing retreating in the family as a way of escaping 
the stressful experience of engaging in societal roles and environments. In this 
sort of cocooning members talk of hiding from the consequences of 
incomprehensible events and issues happening in society. It is also a getting 
away from the real self, meaning the self engaged with external reality. Members 
expressed the much easier situation of taking up family roles and responsibilities 
rather than committing to share societal responsibilities. Family becomes a place 
where to hide from more onerous leadership roles and responsibilities.  

Hypothesis 2:  

The family has become a sort of oasis where to take refuge from the need 
to know and make sense of what is happening and required by the current 
societal situation. The family is the chosen space for choosing not to know. 
A hiding space is at the same time a sort of refuge and a safe place from 
which “peeping” at the external environment. The ambivalence of hiding 
and voyeurism is a form of existing in the absence. Loneliness is linked to 
impotence and the family is the safe space where, because we are 
experiencing societal loneliness, we hide beyond a sense of impotence. It is 
the safe expression of an ambivalent passive/aggressive emotion. Family 
seems to provide a reasonable substitute to the perceived absence of 
father figures in society. Being a father requires to express authority 
through a combination of commitment and responsibilities. This kind of 
family allows becoming parents without growing up. 

Analysis 3: Despair for losing control over the environment 

The experience of losing control over the environment and over our abilities and 
competences to make sense of it producing a sort of magical thinking. Fake news 
is the evidence of the illusion of the ability to force the reality to behave as we 
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expect. As if the unpleasant reality can magically disappear with very little input 
by the members. The withdraw from society is presented as a way of regaining 
sincerity in the face of fakery. It is a new manifestation of the dynamic “what is 
me and what is not me”. The virtual reality gives a false sense of immortality and 
an easy road to managing a multiplicity of identities. 

Hypothesis 3: 

The family is a safe place for retreating and it is no longer a safe container 
for engaging with the external reality. This role seems to be taken by the 
social media. This is a high risk of alienating members of society from the 
reality. Societal hopeless is compared with virtual omnipotence. This leave 
unexpressed the realistic potency of taking up societal roles and 
responsibilities for collectively shaping reality and society. The prevalence 
of a magical thinking is an expression of members of society experienced 
closed systems rather than open one. 

Convener: Antonio Sama 


