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UK at Autumn 2017 
Report of a Listening Post held in London on 4 October 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:  Madness, Confusion, Complexity and Helplessness. 

A member shared feelings of shock and confusion arising from recent major 
events; the mass shooting in Las Vegas, and the violence in Catalonia. The Sheriff 
on TV had seemed at a loss to make sense of the massacre, and had been close 
to tears, whilst having to try and maintain his role and organise a helping 
response. 

A sense of attack on democracy, people not being able to say what they think. A 
fear of causing offence on one hand, and a fear of violence and retaliation on the 
other. 

Systems are becoming perverse. Education is about statistics rather than 
learning. Inequalities are rife. There is a loss of critical thinking, we are in a 
helpless state. Fight, Flight or Freeze? We cannot plan, we fear it will be ‘us next’. 
Hope feels dangerous. 

A sense of ‘chaos’ lying under the surface and of things being ‘upside down’. 
Grenfell disaster takes place in the richest borough in London, and Vegas 
shooting is a ‘nightmare in the midst of money and wealth’. Horror and distress 
in our own country and in others such as Burma is now in our living rooms, 
connections are overwhelming and there is a sense of something coming that 
cannot be named. 
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The experience is psychotic and confusing. People feel traumatised and cannot 
think. 

Theme 2: Leaderlessness, loss of a sense of society and the group, loss of 
individual human identity. 

The notion of ‘society’ was no longer contained in one place, the Listening Posts 
had been a place to think about UK society but now it was hard to do so. 

A member shared the idea of the human as ‘currency’. Politicians are squeezed 
by the threat of terrorism and deflection from the benign and think only in the 
short term. There was an idea of the human that can no longer be seen, 
members struggling to stay connected with reality and ‘see’ what is happening “I 
have to keep looking but it’s hard to cope with” “I have to see what’s going on, I 
have to stay connected” vs “I have to not look”. A feeling of helplessness as a 
result. “If I can’t speak what I see, what’s the point...I am afraid of what I see.” 

A member described seeing a passer-by stop to take a photograph of a homeless 
person. Although they were shocked by what they were seeing, they did not stop, 
continuing to walk by. Things are seen but cannot be processed. 

The issue of identity was raised and the difficulty in finding a voice, and having 
that voice heard. The media presents only a certain ‘voice’ and ignores others. 
Members feel they are invited a take a position on issues without really knowing 
or understanding. Quick decisions are made about what is ‘good’ and what is 
‘bad’. The complexity of the global society and resulting confusion feels like a 
bombardment. There is an idea of only being able to speak about an experience 
if you are speaking from that particular position “You can only speak about drugs 
if you’ve taken them”. Questions arise about where we belong, who we are, what 
is our identity? Which society? 

A member shared an excerpt from a book ‘The True Believer’ by Eric Hoffer 1951, 
which contained an exploration of dictator leaders eg Isis. The book suggests 
that all men hate each other and that love and charity are false. It explores the 
development of ‘Love’ from ‘Hate’ and suggests that Dictators are unsuccessful 
artists. The group explored what type of leadership our current society is 
producing. Society produces Isis, society produces the gunman in Las Vegas.  

Theme 3: Toxicity 

A member shares the recollection of his grandparents house and the ‘Blitz 
survival’ sentiment he remembers from childhood. Years after the war was over, 
sitting in the same house, someone had noticed a smell and asked what is it? A 
gas pipe in the house had been plugged by a cork to prevent the leakage of toxic 
gas into the home during the war. The cork had started to come loose, years 
later, and the gas was starting to escape. This was a powerful and evocative 
image. 

The question was asked ‘What is the cork we are trying to put in now’? If we use 
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the formulas of the past, will it work? 

What does the cork represent? A buoyant, resilient material that will survive 
trauma? An old fashioned remedy that it now crumbling?  

Will the toxicity be contained? What now is able to contain it? 

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 ‘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: Madness, Confusion, Complexity and Helplessness. 

Members of society are feeling bombarded, confused and overwhelmed by 
distressing images of war, suffering, and oppression via news channels and 
through the wider media. It is inescapable.  

We are shocked and unable to know how to respond. Even at our own feet, on 
the streets of London, we see homeless people, people in distress and anguish, 
but do we really see them anymore? It is becoming increasingly difficult to feel 
connected to each other and to society. The helplessness is palpable yet we are 
frozen. 

Scenes of a mass shooting in Las Vegas provoke strong feelings of anxiety and 
fear: could this happen to us? There is a growing sense of confusion and 
helplessness. We do not know how to respond in the face of confusing and 
contradictory narratives which dominate the discourse, yet do little to reassure 
us, explain, or help us to understand and make sense of the world around us. 

It becomes ever harder to defend against the anxieties provoked by the hateful 
images we see, which confront us with the reality of the world. We are also 
confronted with our own hatefulness, which we cannot bear. We feel guilt and 
shame at our perceived powerlessness and helplessness. 

We are tempted by ideological ‘certainties’ as a way of alleviating the sense of 
confusion, yet these are found to be empty and do not contain our anxiety. By 
attempting to keep a split between ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ we maintain an illusion of 
containment. 

The issue of identity is ever present, yet how do we know what to identify with 
when the boundaries are fluid, ever changing, and we no longer know who to 
trust. Parts of society do not have a voice and cannot compete to be heard over 
the noise being made. 
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Hypothesis 1: Because of global instability and the pace and quantity of 
change, citizens are braced in a 'Blitz' state, being bombarded with an 
unending stream of distressing and hateful words and images from the 
news and other sources, leaving them feeling traumatised, unable to 
differentiate good from bad, right from wrong, sense from nonsense, sanity 
from madness or truth from fiction and so unsure of how to relate 
themselves to their neighbours, network or community. 

Analysis 2: Leaderlessness, loss of a sense of society and the group, loss of 
individual human identity. 

Globalisation has led to dissolution of ‘traditional’ boundaries which hitherto 
provided a sense of psychological containment. Boundaries are fluid and society 
is hard to define in a meaningful way. The tension between ‘group’ and 
‘individual’ is held awkwardly with a sense of identity being lost. Society as a large 
group becomes fragmented. 

Individuals feel the need to ‘identify’ with/as ‘something’ to feel connected but 
with ever changing boundaries and a lack of social identity the result is a sense 
of disconnection. Rather than wider ‘social’ identities, there is increasing 
narrowing of individual ‘narcissistic’ preoccupations and identities. Members of 
society feel the need to identify with ever smaller groupings/identities.  

There is an awareness of a sense of disconnection from reality, and humans 
being reduced to units of currency, depersonalised. Although we see suffering 
on our own streets we feel unable to connect, unable to process and understand, 
unable to respond. 

The loss of traditional ‘leadership’, the fragmentation of society, leads to the 
creation of psychotic ‘Fight’ leaders…Isis, the gunman in Las Vegas…who express 
something of violence and fear on behalf of us all. It feels as if there is a lack of 
‘sane’ leadership, contributing to a state of perceived ‘leaderlessness’, provoking 
anxieties which cannot be contained. Without the capacity for reverie, the infant 
(society/individual) feels overwhelmed by unmanageable fears and rage leading 
to the splitting off of unwanted parts, projected into groups/individuals who are 
then attacked. Without the experience of containment and our anxieties being 
made ‘digestible’ we fear retaliation. 

Hypothesis 2: Because of a fear of being overwhelmed or defeated by 
difference and disagreement, citizens have disengaged from their 
neighbours, networks and communities, and retreated to narcissistic 
preoccupations as if others do not exist. This has left them feeling isolated, 
alone and without any sense of having a leader who might represent or 
defend their interests or values in society. 

Analysis 3: Toxicity 

The growing sense of chaos and madness lying just beneath the surface of 
society feels barely contained. Traditional containing institutions and defences 
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no longer hold in the face of globalisation and the perceived sense of society 
fragmenting. 

The image of the cork in the gas pipe illustrates the sense of pressure building 
and the cork giving way. The cork erodes and crumbles over time, toxic gas 
escapes but this is invisible until people begin to notice the smell.  

The cork-as-container is no longer effective against the poison of a society that 
we no longer understand. There is something insidious in society happening that 
we currently do not understand and that we feel helpless against. Were our 
traditional defences merely ‘gob-stoppers’ or pacifiers, providing temporary relief 
for our difficulties, like the cork plugging a hole but which can’t survive forever? 

Or does the ‘cork’ represent resilience and a hope that new solutions can be 
found in the context of a changing society? As we are becoming aware of reality 
and are confronted with our own shortcomings, can we find a ‘new’ cork to keep 
the toxicity at bay?  

Hypothesis 3: Because of a prolonged sense of being unable to speak our 
minds freely, citizens are experiencing a mounting sense of dread – an 
ongoing 'colic' that may not be pacified much longer – that may cause us to 
'spit out the dummy' and uncork the intense and potentially toxic feelings 
which are inside us in a desperate attempt to assert and uphold what we 
cherish about our own identity and allegiances. 

Conveners: Rebecca Scalzo and Sandy Henderson 


