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Pre-Conference Listening Post 
Report of a Listening Post held at the Tavistock Clinic, 

London on 9th November 2017 

 

PART 1: THE SHARING OF PREOCCUPATIONS AND EXPERIENCES 

The pre-conference LP group consisted of members from the U.K., Israel, U.S.A., 
Canada, Denmark and Greece. As such it was an international group. The range of 
English language spoken and understanding of each other, added to the complexity of 
the discussion.  As ‘reflective citizens ‘of our respective societies, we shared our current 
preoccupations, experiences and observations of those societies. 

PART 2: IDENTIFICATION OF MAJOR THEMES 

In Part 2, the aim collectively was to identify the major themes emerging from Part 1. 

Theme 1: ‘Dissed’- Dislocated, dismembered as a planet and as political 
systems, distracted from seeing the real phenomena. 

A member commented that today is 9/11 in the UK, or 11/9 in the USA. We are 
surrounded by ‘the politics of distraction’. It feels as though it is ‘the calm before 
the storm’ as we witness the surfacing of things that we are being distracted 
from e.g. in relation  to climate change we have had category 5 hurricanes in the 
USA for the first time. We are complicit with this distraction.  

Another member spoke of how anger has been unleashed in the USA, enacted 
through the recent shooting of worshippers in a Baptist church. The gunman 
shot many in the head at point blank range - they were executed, and this 
followed the Las Vegas country music festival shooting. Both were attacks on 
congregations of people. A young man was also recently shot dead in 
Copenhagen. 

Currently the societal dynamics of the UK and USA feel very similar. There is 
mirroring between the two with Brexit and Trump representing a move to the 
right and more concrete ‘protectionist’ thinking about politics. Members 
commented that Trump’s supporters are largely white non college educated 
young men. 

The greed of the 1% wealthiest through tax evasion has also been surfaced by 
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the leaking of the ‘paradise papers’. The rich are opting out of the social 
community through tax avoidance, and consequently the poor are becoming 
more marginalised and excluded. Members spoke of how this leads to feelings of 
disassociation in the ‘here and now’ of the LP group.  

A member spoke of no longer recognising any values, and she is left feeling 
‘startled and alienated’. Members wondered if in the U.S. and U.K. can the 
current dynamics of division be ‘held’ tolerated and thought about? The UK 
currently has a government that is showing little leadership, and it is divided by 
sex scandals. Brexit feels like a cliff- edge which we are rushing towards, and this 
issue cannot be adequately addressed.  

An Israeli member commented there is concern in Israel that if the division 
increases, the society might disintegrate. 

Who will to lead us through turbulent times? It feels like there are no ‘grown- ups’ 
anymore. 

This sense of social splitting and disintegration is an international phenomenon. 
In the UK the Conservative party is split, but the split is ‘exported out’ e.g. a 
referendum was called and then the election, but there was no mandate for the 
conservatives to continue to govern. In the U.S.A. the internal split has also been 
exported e.g. Trump’s approval rating is lower, but his followers are energised 
and the far right emboldened.  

Are we reaching the limits of our understanding? It feels like society cannot hold 
onto any complexity, and it is too complex for the LP group to hold in mind. We 
are not sophisticated enough.  

Theme 2: Power and Change, and unwillingness to share power. 

A member from Toronto spoke of these current dynamics as ‘like watching the 
end of an empire.’ We can no longer believe that the Declaration of 
Independence or our Parliament can save us. He spoke of working with smaller 
groups in Toronto in order to create local social understanding and community 
cohesion.  

Another member asked ‘where is climate change acknowledged in all this’? We 
are in denial of it, and have moved from a policy of climate change mitigation to 
complicit adaptation. It feels like the whole environment is now angry. Members 
spoke of seeing Canadian society as gentler that that of the USA. But Trudeau 
has also escaped tax via the paradise papers. He was seen as different to Trump, 
he could have been ‘crowned’, he came from wealth, but it turns out he was 
simply hiding his corruption softly. A few have a lot, and the rest are have nots  

The narratives we are offered no longer make sense. They are created elsewhere. 
All news has a spin on it, whether it is the Financial Times or Fox News. 

It feels like the world is becoming flat again and science is not relevant.  
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People believed the ‘old narrative’ that we could ‘make American great again’ and 
it is the people who can speak this phoney narrative that get elected. Members 
spoke of their feelings of despair, are we in collective stages of grief including 
denial? How can we ‘stop the train’? The people who are on board now have to 
disassociate. It feels like we are hurtling towards the end of things, into a ‘bleak 
midwinter’. There is a jarring sense of meanness embedded in the misuse and 
abuse of power in current world politics.  

In the UK, before the Brexit vote, European immigrants felt safe that they would 
become naturalised after 5 years, but the goal posts are now changing. A 
member recently found out that children born in the U.K. to non U.K. 
nationalised people, no longer means that they are a British citizen and can 
obtain a passport.  

Brexit changes the view of Britain and therefore our personal view of Britain. Our 
identity is under attack. In the USA Trump is unsuccessful, he hasn’t changed any 
laws, but by not honouring policy he is destroying all that has been built. A 
member commented that in the ‘here and now’ she wondered why she was 
struggling to stay awake. As an international LP we asked ‘what do identities and 
borders now mean’?  

Theme 3: Tribalism as a reductive idea of identity ? 

We are engaged in a new cycle of global and societal change. There are massive 
migrations across Europe, the biggest since WW2. 100 years ago we had WW1 
and the Russian revolution. Catalonia is seeking independence and possibly 
breaking away from Spain. In Canada the youth of the indigenous people are the 
fastest growing population, and they are asking about their history and about 
their place. 

Whose group is it, can we rely on small groups? 

Are we experiencing the coming home of the guilt of our forefathers and 
colonialization? Is it easier to think about this after a few generations? ‘Guilt 
transferred’; a member spoke of walking into a college coffee room and a Greek 
and Iranian were fighting, not just arguing but actually hitting each other. It 
transpired they were fighting about Alexander the Great invading Persia. Two 
thousand years of unresolved trans -generational trauma was being enacted.  

Are we in a situation where there is now a nationalistic respect for countries, but 
not respect for tribal affiliation? How do we define tribes; there is a new ‘tribe’ in 
Barcelona. Is it the end of ‘blood and soil’ and aggregates of people on lands, or 
is it now a case of ‘whoever defines the boundary around land has the rights’?  
Trump has tribal identity with non -educated white males. He is the leader of an 
alpha male type hierarchy, and it is based on ‘winning’. Is there a link between 
this ‘tribe’ and anger? Anger is a masking emotion and covers up for the hurt that 
is always underneath. Is this hurt ultimately about exclusion and feelings of not 
belonging? 
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A member commented that every generation has to fight for its freedom at 
some point. Do we now have to fight? and where is the momentum to come 
together and organise ourselves. We have lost this momentum, and we don’t 
know how to fight for our freedom anymore. 

The following is a list of the different groups or ‘tribes’ we identified within the 
discussion: 

• the distracted, dissociated / the abusers and misusers 
• worshippers/congregations (attacked) / the angry/haters 
• white non-college educated young men (protectionist) / the privileged elite 
• wealthiest 1% (opting out) / the have-nots (excluded) 
• the dislocated / the indigenous 
• alpha males / the leaderless 
• the guilty generation / the sleepy generation 

Metaphors that emerged in the discussion that imply/presage the end of 
something or ‘the death of a way of life’: 

• calm before the storm 
• rushing towards a cliff edge 
• watching the end of an empire 
• world becoming flat again 
• stopping a runaway train 

PART 3: ANALYSIS AND HYPOTHESIS FORMATION 

A modification was made; as well as hypotheses we might also identify emerging 
patterns, or  suggest what  OPUS might do about what we observe, in order to change 
it  

Analysis of the societal level: 

The group discussion focused on the construction of society in three hierarchical 
levels: 

The top ‘first’ level is the level of national government.  

The middle ‘second’ level is the space of the old institutional structures which are 
failing. The evidence for this was in our discussion in part 1. The middle level is 
currently rocked by scandals: the paradise papers, corruption, abuse of power. 
Even the legal structures that defined citizenship can now feel unethical. 
Institutions like the Church, the Army, and the NHS are struggling with their 
identities, and are fragmented by the new market forces. They are no longer 
viable or solve the problems we have because we colluded with racism, sexism, 
and injustice. The old way of resolving dilemmas through dependency on power 
and hierarchy no longer works. 



 5 

The lower ‘third’ level is the level of local community where members felt it was 
still possible to create change. 

Analysis of the evolving role of OPUS that emerged as parallel process: 

The OPUS conference is a ‘tribal’ gathering.  As a tribe we think we can make a 
difference. OPUS is currently defined as ‘an organisation for the understanding 
of society’. In 1975 it was created ‘to promote understanding in society’. 

Are we still too heavily influenced by earlier analytic ideas? Do we need to re-
imagine the issues and find new theories to understand what is going on? A 
member commented that a defence against anxiety is a defence against 
innovation. 

Hypothesis/What can we do about it ?  

We can create greater sense of our own authority/agency by bypassing the 
largely corrupted ‘vertical’ middle ground institutions, and creating space for 
something new. In this new situation we can rediscover our agency and 
leadership through engaging with/creating, local community based ‘horizontal’ 
and democratic institutions. 

 

Convener: John Diamond 


