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INTRODUCTION

On or about 14th January 2004, under the guidance and coordination of
OPUS, Listening Posts, aimed at providing a snapshot of the societal
dynamics of each country at the dawn of 2004, were held in 13 different
countries around the world (Australia, Canada, France, Germany,
Britain, Holland, Ireland, Israel, Italy, South Africa, Spain, Sweden ±
three reports, and USA). These were all reported in a similar format (see
`Britain and the world at the dawn of 2003', Organisational & Social
Dynamics, 3(1): 165±169), researched and analysed by the authors, to
produce this Global Report.

The authors self-defined their task as follows ± to research and
analyse the National Reports with a view to:

(a) identifying common themes arising within the 13 Reports;
(b) to explore relationships between themes and to reduce these down

to major or dominant themes;
(c) to collate supporting information from the Reports for analysis of

these themes; and
(d) to formulate hypotheses arising therefrom.

For the sake of brevity, this Report will only document the major
interrelated themes identified, followed by an analysis and hypotheses
regarding each.

THEME 1. GLOBALISATION

Analysis

There is considerable information in the National Reports to support
the notion that globalisation is having a major impact on all
participating countries. The following is a selection of the way this is
experienced in the various countries.
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Australia
Issues came up around terrorism, the incarceration of refugees
including children, shame, Australia's protection of its borders, loss
of an old way of life, our now being `in the world' because of
globalisation, . . .

. . . disconnectedness felt between people globally in terms of the
Christian ± Islamic split.

Did the loss of an illusion and the smashed ideals (about what
Australia represented before the Tampa, the Bali bombing and the
shame about our government's treatment of the refugees) mean our
identity has changed, in our own and others eyes.

Britain
Substantial change has taken place in many of our institutions,
Largely as a result of globalisation. This has resulted in `new'
versions of these institutions which now seem unable to provide the
containing function which was previously so important. At this time,
it was felt that there was an escalation of fear in society. The impact
of globalisation and changes at the national level, especially a
tendency to centralise authority with an allied measurement of
performance, was felt to remove individual responsibility and
control.

Canada
Science and technology are marching at a faster pace than our
understanding of how to apply them.

France
We are confronted by a double movement of massification and
individualism. Not only globalisation is linked to the first, but also
the new norm of being oneself.

Germany
A lot of contributions mentioned the immense speed of the current
way of life.

Holland
People increasingly experience the world as being complex. Things
that happen nationally and internationally, can no longer be
understood and seem to take place outside people's range of
influence.
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Ireland
Ireland has just taken up the Presidency of the EU and participants
spoke of the difficulty of taking up a role as citizen, when much of
the public activity of the government is experienced as alien,
superficial and orchestrated. . . . It is difficult to hold the connection
between the individual citizen and the enormous size of the
European dimension.

Being colonised ± government using the language of community and
partnership. How do we link to the wider world?

Israel
Inundation with local and global information destabilises and blurs
familiar boundaries . . .. `Disintegration' included growing socio-
economic differences arising from the global economy; . . ..

Some members wondered whether Israel is being used as a laboratory
for the world to test relations between religions and nations; . . .

Some members spoke of Europe from the position of children, eager
to please their critical parent and fearful of rejection. Others spoke as
parents, wishing to remind Europe of the origins of Western culture
and complaining about Europe's inability to understand us Israelis.

The tension in Europe and in the Western world in general regarding
Israel and its relations with the Arab world and particularly
Palestinians is very troublesome and adds a great deal of tension
both to life within Israel and to Israel's external relations.

The reason for Europe's insistence on a definitive solution on the
Israel±Palestinian front may stem from its own growing fear of the
dangers in the blurring of internal boundaries and the problematic
relations between nations and religions.

Italy
It seems more difficult to identify what makes us similar and what
makes us different, who is `like me' and who isn't. This process is
very evident at local level, however at national and global level we
can differentiate from leaders (e.g., Mr. Berlusconi and Mr. Bush)
whose actions we do not approve, but this is a reactive process.
Identifying the enemy outside means that we react rather than act at
a global level, but we are unable to engage in meaningful relations in
our close environment.

It is now more evident than in the past that we live in an interdependent
world. What happens far away from us influences our lives.
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South Africa
The impact of AIDS may have infiltrated the unconscious and sex is
felt to be too dangerous and may end in death so penetration is
avoided.

Spain
There is a process of global change in the `State' structures. Facing the
globalisation process, small countries and states come back again
threatening the big states . . .

There is a search for new particular identities as an answer to the
globalisation uniformity.

Sweden
A former more stable pattern in the Swedish society has changed into
an unpredictable and complex pattern as a result of the EC, the
general globalisation, IT etc.

The culture in our society, which has had peace for many years and
for a long time has been a fairly `safe place' is changing.

Globalisation of the economy, technological and political change has
transformed the country in depth.

. . . the political leadership has advanced longer than Swedes in
general in their efforts to connect Sweden to Europe and the world,
i.e., in tearing down boundaries, which have provided us with a
feeling of protection against evil (which could always be located
abroad) . . .

One rationalisation is that there is no use in protesting, no targets
available and no response.

Realising that Sweden, by its relation to the world, has been thrown
out of its paradise of security and neutrality has to be avoided.

Violence, corruption and perversion within the boundaries of the
Swedish society surfaced when Sweden broke its isolation.

USA
Globalisation and technology have made the world a much smaller
place. We have instant access to the rest of the world . . .

We have more information than we've ever had but don't know
what to do with this information.
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Hypothesis

There would appear to be no escape from the affects of globalisation in
any of the participating countries. Globalisation is experienced as
persuasive, intrusive and all-encompassing. Such is the extent and
depth of change arising from globalisation, that many experience their
society as having been `invaded'. An outcome is that members of
societies are left without the ability to comprehend what is happening
in their environment. Left feeling helpless, angry and utterly confused,
the anxiety is such that they respond by using defence mechanisms,
such as denial, displacement and rationalisation. Frequently, they are
left in a paranoid±schizoid state, where primitive splitting and
projections onto governments or other institutions (labelled ± the
Welfare State) are mixed with strong desires for dependency from these
same governments and institutions.

THEME 2. LOSS OF INSTITUTIONAL AUTHORITY

Analysis

Nine of the 13 groups that took part in the event identified a theme of
disillusionment or loss of trust in traditional institutions ± the church,
politicians, police, health authorities, education system, and others.
These institutions had previously provided a sense of identity and
containment. The reported experience now was that they not only did
not provide containment, but they added to the feelings of fragmenta-
tion, uncertainty and fear.

Britain
A Chaotic or Unintegrated Society: doubtless connected to the
current lack of trust many institutions were experienced as
contributing to a chaotic and unintegrated environment rather than
providing the containment that was required and which various
institutions had traditionally provided. It was felt that society was in
a state of fragmentation and disorientation, it seemed a chaotic
society. It was a Tower of Babel sort of chaos where it was near
impossible to communicate with others.

Holland
The large baby boom generation attacked institutions and outdated
authority in the late 60s and early 70s but presented no valid
alternative. Starting in the 80s and culminating after the fall of the
Wall the isolation was no longer possible to uphold. Globalisation of
the economy, technological and political change has transformed the
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country in depth. Old patterns, structures and values are gone, sense-
making has become extremely difficult and the world and the
country are perceived as unpredictable and void of meaning
especially to the older generations who also experience difficulties
in understanding the `individualistic' young.

Ireland
Intense public criticism of all institutions ± the church, politicians,
police, health authorities ± no authority is good enough. Many
tribunals are an attempt to cleanse ourselves. But some holding back
± we don't want to destroy ourselves? Now not wanting to hear any
more ± the capacity to tolerate evidence of corruption and
ineffectiveness is absolutely at it's limit. Some sense that if we don't
stop now, there will be a rupture which will be irreparable. Need to
develop the capacity to hold both good and bad.

Israel
When there is an absence of a strong ideology, such as religion, or a
socio-political doctrine, that holds the wider centre together, and in
the time of a glut in global information which overwhelms and
undoes known and familiar boundaries, the voices that are heard
most vociferously are those of the political, religious, social and
economic extremes. The result is a conversation in which nobody is
heard, in which the centre is silenced and `cannot hold'. There is
much anxiety concerning the uncertainty inherent in the present
state, whether it is a situation that will lead to change and renewal or
one that will bring about destruction.

Italy
The fragmentation and weakening of traditional sources of identity
and authority leave us stranded between a lost sense of security and
an unknown future. This is a very difficult position to hold and we
fear losing our identity as members of a community. The fear is
dehumanisation as result of weakened and meaningless relations. No
social institution is immune from such process; the violence in the
family is an example.

Sweden
There is a deceiving quality in Swedish institutions; things are no
longer what you believe them to be. When those in power, such as
political leaders or managers in big industrial companies, use their
power in a way that gives rise to disappointment, people feel
cheated. They feel robbed of their ideals and disillusioned because
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they have not been interested enough or knowledgeable enough to
understand that something was wrong, sometimes terribly much so.
An underlying source for this can be that the disillusion we
experience when we are confronted with the reality underlying can
be so strong that the reality is denied, transformed into something
less severe or projected onto others. We want to believe in good
causes etc because it makes us feel good ourselves, even though we
are often faced with the contrary. We therefore prefer to be so split
off, and project the bad things onto other groups, politicians, leaders
etc.

USA
The news is rife with reports of dysfunctional institutions that have
systematically abused their power ± the Catholic Church, Enron,
Worldcom, the Mutual Funds Industry.

Hypothesis

Social institutions, often identified with the welfare state, faced with a
rapidly changing environment, have found it difficult to transform
themselves in an appropriate way. The response is either to employ old
and (previously) trusted methods, which are now inappropriate, or to
impose strategies which amount to centralised control. A result is that
institutions which were once treated as containers of good and bad
aspects of the self, are now felt to be failing. They are experienced as
being unreliable, and dependency is exposed. Individuals feel lost,
overwhelmed, fragmented and disillusioned because they have fewer
external sources of dependency. This loss is experienced as the loss of a
source of identity and social cohesion. Members of society react to their
anxiety, whereby reality is denied and transformed into something less
severe or projected onto others. Rather than face up to the difficult task
presented, they prefer to split off, and project the bad things onto other
institutions ± the church, politicians, police, health authorities, and
others.

THEME 3. DEATH OF A WAY OF LIFE

Analysis

Several countries specifically identified this theme with only minor
variations, summed up by a statement in the United States report: `It
ain't what it used to be'. Others alluded to it in more general ways.
There was a widespread view that, what can only be referred to as
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`revolutionary' social change, has left people (perhaps older people in
particular) struggling ± and frequently failing ± to make sense of a
much changed world.

Australia
The third major theme was called ``the loss of illusion''. There was a
feeling (especially amongst some of the older men) that the 1950s had
been a golden age for Australia and that this was now lost. What
Australia once stood for was no longer there. This was recognised as
an illusion because people recognised that we had had the infamous
``White Australia Policy'' that there was the stolen generation (of
indigenous people) and that many (e.g., minorities, women) had not
shared in the golden age. But there was a feeling of loss for white men.

Canada
This period of intense conflict is coupled with a powerful sense of
inequality in the world and feelings of guilt about our relative
prosperity and level of security. This in turn brings a sense of
foreboding about what might lie ahead ± risks to our position and
our way of life in the future. Moreover, it is not clear what we can do
about this.

Holland
It puts pressure on the self-image of the tolerant, self-conscious
Dutchman, he who knows what is best for the world. Attempts are
made to make the government, immigrants, other individuals or
groups in society responsible for these annoying feelings that are the
result of the loss of moral superiority.

Israel
From radical changes to disintegration or liberation. A deep distress
concerning the shattering of national myths and the collapse of
structures and ideologies intensifies the uncertainty about the future.
Inundation with local and global information destabilises and blurs
familiar boundaries.

Italy
Our cultural frameworks are no longer adequate to help us make
sense of the current situation and influence change.

South Africa
We seem to be seeing extremes in behaviour of all or nothing. This
can perhaps be seen as the swing of the pendulum from free sex of a
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few years ago to now no sex in some instances or strange practices
associated with sex. Another example of this was the desire in 60�
year old people to continue to have sex and the emergence of
Viagra.

Spain
There is a search for new particular identities as an answer to the
globalisation uniformity. It might exist fear about losing a social
identity in the midst of the building process of the European
Community.

Sweden
The paradox of having personal responsibility for being over-
whelmed by forces beyond your control is probably a consequence
of the denial of the changes that are taking place in the Swedish
society. Realising that Sweden, by its relation to the world, has been
thrown out of its paradise of security and neutrality has to be
avoided. Thus the identity of taking a part in a good, decent society
has been lost in a rupture of violence and corruption.

The revolt against authority then (60s and 70s) was also an attack on
the institutions and structures of the Welfare State, which are now
crumbling and dying. It is difficult to see what good has replaced the
disappearing structures and values. No grand systems or ideas have
appeared to substitute the old ones.

The support given by a common vision based on solidarity is gone.
And so far nothing else seems to have emerged that could be seen as
something of a common goal to strive for. The old model that
promised security and protection has collapsed in a way that is not
very clear and this leaves a lot of people insecure about value
systems and the responsibility of individuals and politicians
representing larger systems.

USA
There is a sense of loss of past values, of a sense of connection with
community, an unraveling of the social threads that have held us
together.

The massive changes in the political and economic environment fill
us with uncertainty. We grasp on to hope with the idea that we can
try to affect small changes in our immediate environment (our work
and families) and the possibility that we might link to other efforts
globally.

LIONEL F. STAPLEY and ANDREW COLLIE124



Hypothesis

The reported experience regarding the nature of social change is such
that one can only conclude that it is in the nature of a `revolution'. The
depth and quality of change that causes members of society to refer to
feelings of de-Christianisation, dehumanisation and a loss of known
values, `an unravelling of the social threads that have held us together',
can only be regarded as `the death of a way of life'. Under pressure
from this rapid social change, undoubtedly influenced by global
technological advances and a resulting information explosion, indivi-
duals have felt increasingly exposed, confused and dislocated. The
resulting unbearable complexity of change is much too difficult to bear
and members of society adopt a defence against the anxiety by way of
denial and a form of flight into phantasies of a lost idealised past that
almost certainly never existed.

THEME 4. CITIZENSHIP ± THE CREATION OF AN
INDIVIDUALISTIC RESPONSE

Analysis

The sort of words or phrases which were repeatedly used in the
National Reports to describe the experience of citizenship in the various
locations were as follows: `insecurity', `impotence', `helplessness',
`hopelessness', `fragmentation'. `an inability to think', `information
overload', `disintegration', `withdrawal', `rage', `paralysis', `individu-
alism', `a need to validate self'. This resulted in a sort of withdrawal
into the self. The examples in the Reports are too numerous to detail
here but the following is a selection:

Australia
It was difficult to come up with articulate hypotheses . . . Interestingly
they emerged from individuals . . . Was this more evidence about our
individualistic culture . . .

The second major theme was around the experience that life and
society are becoming more polarised. This was seen in terms of
racism, generation differences, rich and poor, educational opportu-
nities . . . Are the real dangers the polarities within ourselves? . . . Who
are the racists?

Britain
Substantial change has taken place in many of our institutions,
largely as a result of globalisation.
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Such are the current dynamics that fear of annihilation, fear for
individual futures, false hope, constant change and overwork leads
to a lack of mutual appreciation.

Members of society are increasingly driven towards taking an
independent approach.

Canada
There are dramatically different perspectives on events. This makes it
difficult to come to any agreement about what they mean or what to
do about them.

For the older group the pleasure of hearing new ideas was connected
to the pain of not being able to affect the kinds of change they had
hoped for personally and politically. There was, if not despair, a
recognition that some new ways of thinking were beyond its capacity
and would come to fruition for later generations.

France
The feeling of helplessness. Especially vivid through the disaffection
for political parties, corrupted, inaccurate, it leads to some sort of
inertia and passive aggressive reactions.

The pressure on the self has never been so strong, leading to the
`fatigue' of being oneself (see Ehrenerg), stress, depression, and
moral harassment upon those who don't fit with the new requisite
behavioural models and expectations.

People therefore also try to find their way individually in all sorts of
personal development workshops, . . .

Germany
So much is changing so rapidly that we cannot handle and cope with
the necessary information. The latter often tends to be superficial. In
turn the superficial serves as a mask to conceal insecurity both to our
own eyes and to the environment . . . A climate of impotence is
spreading . . . The climate of imposed acceleration may cause a
restriction or loss of inner space in the individual that is essential for
refuge or regeneration . . . This heated discussion finally brought the
insight that childhood also stands for the `childhood' of this society
that is coming to an end. Until now we have been able to depend on
a `childhood' position. Has the time come to challenge or shall we
take refuge in the kids' playroom? Is it feasible for us to overcome
this denial, to accept change as necessary and normal and to develop
the capacity to assume critical responsibility for the situation that has
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left us disgruntled and overwhelmed and submit ourselves to new
experience?

Holland
We live on top of each other and all grouped together; everything in
life is speeding up and the only way you can have some peace and
quiet is by withdrawing far away from social life; which in itself is
not even all that easy. Access to information is enormous; at the same
time this leads to a great mental burden. The quality of contacts with
fellow men is seriously pressurised. A feeling of insecurity is
growing. Individualism (and the consequences connected with it) is
a final theme. The principle that each individual is equal to the other
one, that each individual should be able to do what he or she wants
to do, provided he or she does not restrict someone else's space by
doing so, seems to cut off it's nose to spite its face. Disintegration,
absence of standards and violence in society come up, which as a
paradox have to be fought by means of restrictions of the individual
freedom. Conventional society has come to an end.

Ireland
There is evidence of people learning to be quiet and still, in reaction
to the frantic pace of postmodern Ireland.

Does remoteness and disconnection offer freedom or displacement?

Complexity ± roles have never been so complex as they are now.

Individualism ± duality ± callous `me-ness' versus space for the self.
Role of individual space and the part that that has to play in
managing role ± space becoming more precious, almost sacred.

Need to reclaim the sacred space, to be able to discover the self before
I can have relationships with institutions.

Belonging is no longer associated with place. Individuals have to
locate themselves on the continuum which can be described as
displacement ± belonging or as freedom ± constraint.

Israel
When there is an absence of a strong ideology, such as religion, or a
socio-political doctrine, that holds the wider centre together, and in
the time of a glut in global information which overwhelms and
undoes known and familiar boundaries, the voices that are heard
most vociferously are those of the political, religious, social and
economic extremes. The result is a conversation in which nobody is
heard, in which the centre is silenced and `cannot hold'.
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Italy
The fragmentation and weakening of traditional sources of identity
and authority leave us stranded between a lost sense of security and
an unknown future. This is a very difficult position to hold and we
fear of losing our identity as members of a community. The fear is
dehumanisation as a result of weakened and meaningless relations.

South Africa
. . . an emerging new generation of black women who did not allow
themselves to be dominated by the men but got on with their lives on
their own.

Growing up and becoming adult are resisted as is sex because this
indicated taking responsibility and adulthood.

Spain
There is an increasing sense of insecurity linked to a perceived
uncertain world. There is a sort of difficulty in recognising clear
identities. This generates two different but linked processes;
implosion (an example is the individualism as an extreme defence
against the impossibility to hold a fragmented world) and explosion
(an example is the increasing reports of extreme family violence).

It seems more difficult to identify what makes us similar and what
makes us different, who is `like me' and who is not. The
fragmentation and weakening of traditional sources of identity and
authority leave us stranded between a lost sense of security and an
unknown future. This is a very difficult position to hold and we fear
of losing our identity as members of a community. The fear is
dehumanisation as a result of weakened and meaningless relations.

Persons as robots. The feeling of being excluded. Loss of familiar and
social links. There is no space to think, to dig and look for trustful
information, not only the politically correct information. There is no
place to remain independent thinking critically. There is no space to
look for complexity, shades of meanings and different perspectives
because that makes us feel uneasy with the uncertainty, fear,
confrontation or even the rage that can be awakened.

Sweden
Nowadays the emphasis seems to be more on the individual as a
person, and individual solutions are offered and sought.

Feelings of fragmentation, hopelessness and emptiness were
expressed.
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The difficulties in putting what happens around us into a meaningful
pattern that we can understand and relate was something many had
strong feelings about.

A longing for sharing thoughts together with others and for
meaningful social interaction which, when it happens, makes one
feel `whole' and alive was evident.

. . . a general experience of fragmentation, projection and splitting,
and a strong wish for meaningfulness . . .

. . . we are expected to be able to control more things that we possibly
can. When this fails we feel powerless and have to depend on others,
managers and other authorities of various kinds.

One aspect was the need for individual freedom and responsibility in
relation to not knowing where to draw a boundary . . . linked to a
lack of shared visions in our society.

There is a vague feeling of something missing that seems to be
related to the lack of identity. The desire to `be somebody' leads to
the loss of contact with the real self and causes confusion and fear. To
be `somebody' can be understood as a wish for personal authority,
which could be seen as the foundation for social relating. The pain of
not being able to reach another person is avoided and social curiosity
is kept at bay.

USA
There is a sense of anger, depression, disconnection and power-
lessness, likened to stages of grief.

We feel paralysed by our powerlessness.

Faced with globalisation and growing sense of awareness and
connectedness with the rest of the world made possible by
technology, individual citizens feel overwhelmed by the challenges
presented by this knowledge. They react with outrage on the one
hand and helplessness and depression on the other.

Hypothesis

Faced with the loss of so many familiar `good' and `bad' societal
objects, members of the various societies are left having to take back
their `good' and `bad' projections. An outcome is that they experience
their environment as fragmented and they, in turn, are left feeling
insecure and helpless as individuals. On previous occasions, they
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would have known who from or where they might find validation of
their thinking. Faced with previously unknown experiences they have
no previous experience to compare this perceptual data with. They
therefore need to engage in `new' thinking. The difficulty arises when
they turn to those same other members of society to validate their `new'
thoughts and are rejected. Others are also in the same boat, as it were,
and all are trying to make sense of this new environment, consequently,
they are also having different `new' thoughts. It is therefore akin to the
Tower of Babel ± many voices, none making sense to the other. The
ensuing feelings of helplessness lead us to adopt a defence against
action and engagement. A result is that members of society withdraw,
turn inwards and seek solace in their own private world. Thus is
created the individualistic attitude and approach which dominates
societies around the world.

OTHER THEMES

Generational issues

Several of the National Reports referred to generational issues. We did
not see this as a stand-alone issue. Rather, it was seen as a reflection or
consequence of the other themes identified above. Thus, references to
generational matters were seen as a defence against anxiety whereby,
the helplessness of the older generation is dealt with by vesting all hope
in the younger generation; or, the younger generation are used by the
older generation as a scapegoat and the blame for all that is wrong in
society is displaced onto the young generation.

Third World

Again, several of the National Reports refer to the Third World. We are
aware that all Reports are from the Western world or Western
influenced countries and that none are from the so-called Third World.
These references would indicate that the Third World was very much in
the mind of those participating. However, we would suggest that this
also be seen as a defence against anxiety by way of an identification
with Third World citizens by those who are also helpless and unable to
influence.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

There can be little doubt that, globally, we live in interesting and
stressful times. We therefore wanted to conclude on a constructive and
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more positive note. We do so by quoting the following Hypothesis
from the German Report:

To approach all this we shall have to learn to endure irreconcilable
tension between our current ideals and reality. Both idealisation or
demonisation of politicians and other responsible figures are mere
projections that have to be withdrawn in order to develop personal
responsible activity. This functions only where we develop aware-
ness of the consequences of what we ourselves perform. This is
insolubly connected to opening up emotional involvement. To
develop and conserve this quality of being alive we require
emotional space where experience is possible without pressure. This
appeared to be the prerequisite to facing change and thus assume a
counterpart position to despair and helplessness: a counterpart that
must be perpetually fought for and renewed.

PUBLICATION OF NATIONAL REPORTS

It is appreciated that readers may be interested in having access to the
full National Reports. These have been published on the OPUS Web
Site at www.opus.org.uk where they can be found under Bulletins.
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