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UK at Spring 2018 
Report of a Listening Post held in London on 18 April 2018 

 

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. 
From several presented these have been drawn together under the following 3 
interrelated themes: 

1. Theme 1: Looking backwards: to scripture/structure. Why do we need 
to look to older sources (in literature), rather than stay with the 
current ephemerality/volatility. 

A member of society opened the meeting by saying he had looked up Sir Charles 
Goodeve, the founder of OPUS. He was a Canadian who joined the Royal Navy in 
WW2, and later became involved in advanced weapons research. He founded 
‘operational research’. In the 1970s he became concerned about the rise of union 
power, and wrote a pamphlet about his view of how society works. The member 
commented that reading it felt almost ‘scripture like’. Members commented on 
the recent OPUS discussions about its mission; is it an Organisation for the 
Promotion of Understanding IN or OF Society?  

Another member commented how currently she found it very difficult to think 
about small groups, especially when there is so much volatility and reactive stuff 
going on, so hearing about Goodeve’s ideas as scripture or structure is very 
appealing. 

This sense of volatility is currently heightened.  Last week it felt as though we 
were a step away from nuclear war as a result of the Syrian and Salisbury 
chemical weapons attacks  - there is an ‘end of days feeling.’ We are awaiting 
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Armageddon.  

A member spoke of his son asking about 9/11, another member spoke of his 
association to 9/11. When it happened he was on a boat in the Outer Hebrides, 
and had no idea about it until he went to the pub in the evening. It felt good to 
be able to live in blissful ignorance. Now it is difficult to think when there is so 
much confusion flying around. 

A female member spoke of her identification with the writings of Yalom and 
group analysis (she called it scripture). She emailed Yalom to ask him questions 
and got a response which said ‘read my book on Amazon.’ It was deeply 
disappointing, she wanted a conversation but just got marketing.  

A member commented ‘we have to become consumers in case the machine 
stops’. We have a wish to find the answer in literature or in a new Messiah, but it 
turns out to be just self -seeking promotion and marketing. 

2. Theme 2: Authenticity, manipulation, doubt and need for affirmation -  
a fluid identity and no certainty 

The recent Facebook/Cambridge Analytica scandal was mentioned it is ‘like Big 
Brother’. Is Mark Zuckerberg manipulating the voters?  It feels that big data 
allows the corporations to know what everyone is going to do. On the personal 
level we have lost all sense of reflection and thinking, it feels as though we can 
only rely on data to do it for us - this leads to a sense of impending explosion. 

This was the first sunny day for months. A member spoke of his journey to the 
LP, usually it takes 5 minutes to get to the station, today it took 25 minutes. The 
woman at the ticket office explained that there is a problem on the M1. He was 
aware that he could have sat outside having a drink like everyone else, but it felt 
important to come to the LP - this is an opportunity to reflect, it feels like work. 
The member spoke of reading book a by Theodore Zeldin, called ‘conversations’. 
It is about being able to have a conversation without an outcome, just staying in 
the moment. It feels like we are told how to think at the moment. 

A member commented how they detest Facebook, they would rather be tied up 
in real networks, as part of a genuine mass conversation. She read out a George 
Elliot quote that she heard today - it emphasised the importance of paying 
attention to human beings. 

She spoke of her recent work experience in the NHS system, and the feeling of 
artificiality. The work was very difficult and left her feeling unwell. The current 
NHS system is very difficult, hence their current preoccupation with Artificial 
Intelligence 

3. A fragmented and split society. The split person as a microcosm of 
society - we are pretending not to be depressed 

A member spoke of becoming mistrusting of self - confidence and self – 
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possession. Over confidence has become toxic, but what should replace it? In the 
Information Age it is impossible to be confident about anything. There are 
charlatans everywhere selling snake oil, but they are all confident. The idea that 
there are solutions is false. There is an erosion of a sense of self and the 
presumption that there are answers is misleading. 

A member spoke of a new well – being service in a town. An elderly friend went 
to the Doctor because she was lonely/depressed and wanted someone to speak 
to. She spoke with a psychologist who offered mindfulness, and she was asked 
to fill in a questionnaire with him. But she gave up after 4 questions because he 
wouldn’t listen to her. She just wanted to talk and be heard. Why not call it a 
mental illness rather than a mental health service?  

Mindfulness is much cheaper than psychotherapy, it cuts out listening to 
another. It’s a fake. 

People have expectations and are told something like mindfulness will really 
help, when it doesn’t help they consequently turn their disappointment inwards. 
A menu of ‘wellbeing’ services is offered, but it is all built on the false premise of 
believing things are going to be OK. It glosses over the root cause of us living as a 
market based consumer society. Mindfulness is sold as a good thing for noticing 
and becoming aware, but a lot of people who attend a ‘wellbeing’ clinic come out 
feeling not well. 

A member spoke of a person they knew who had a role as a mental health 
officer, and ran a training that offered to help them ‘get rid of negativity’. 
Ironically, some of the people really liked it. They are the believers and it seems 
to work for them. There is a desire for certainty and uncertainty. 

A member overheard a conversation between two girls on a bus, who were 
speaking very loudly. He found himself diagnosing one of them as having a 
disorder on the mental health spectrum. How many people are muddling 
through? are we madder than twenty years ago? We bat away frailty or fight it. 

Mindfulness has become a brand but it is based on the Buddhist and Quaker 
traditions of silence. These have become packaged and commodified. Accepting 
anything feels like a moral statement.   

The elite strata’s of society project down uncertainty leading to confusion and a 
lack of a sense of agency. This is a dynamic consequence of the rich becoming 
richer and depression becoming the norm. We also live in a post literary world. 
At one time pamphleteering was a way to fight back against injustice. 
Psychoanalysis was the mindfulness of the 1920s. But now we easily become 
very critical of other people, and we have no tolerance. The social dialogue is 
regressive, it is about ‘rivers of blood’. It is your fault if you are poor or ill. 

Transgender issues are very new as societal public discourse. OPUS has picked 
this up; Sex, power and money in an age of uncertainty. 
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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 new fluid society creates a sense and fear of disintegration of the self. It 
seems that in everyday life the depressive position, or being ‘healthily depressed’ 
is being pushed away. There is a growing sense that we are in silos and yet we all 
contaminate each other. Authoritarian control has gone, it is now all horizontal. 
Regulatory behaviour has to come from within us now, if we are to keep a sense 
of the social. 

There was a lot of talk about the role of social media in the LP. A member 
commented that  Twitter in the hands of Trump is used for fight/flight. It can now 
can bring armies onto the streets, it can both manipulate and stimulate.  

This week the media has reminded us of Enoch Powell’s ‘rivers of blood’ speech 
and that it is 25 years since Stephen Lawrence was murdered. We also heard 
that the landing cards of the Windrush generation had been destroyed, and 
consequently many have lost their British identity. At the same time we have a 
crisis of black youth stabbing each other. What can be talked about?  

There is new division along class line. Nigel Farage represented civil disobedience, 
and Brexit represents a UK microcosm of ongoing global conflict such as in Syria. 
There is concern about growing poverty and lack of resources as the Gulf Stream 
changes. 

The myth of progress protects us from primal realities. 

Hypothesis 1: Fear of our own social disintegration/extinction. 

What we can do about it: Following George Elliot we can concentrate on the 
direct relationships, take an interest in those in front of us. We can be IN and 
FOR society. We have all sorts of new stakeholders now who can be positively 
mobilised via social media. 

Analysis 2: 

There is no privacy left. This is the digital age, what we contribute to society is not 
personal. 
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When we hear so much bad stuff, the process of change becomes more difficult. 
We allow ourselves to be mobilised to be negative and we become voyeuristic. 
(The Daily Mail is expert in this).  

We need to change the conversation to keep it alive, if we find fresh language we 
sometimes we get a glimpse of our potential.  

Hypothesis 2: We fear losing our identity and becoming data.  

What we can do about it: the role of the Listening Post. 

We acknowledged that change is positive - it is the framing of change that is 
difficult. The Listening Post can become a moan fest, but it is also a way of 
holding onto stability and change. What people say about themselves IS their 
identity. 

The LP offers alternative data about reflection, belonging and identity. Can we 
hold on to the LP as democratic data, can it be an ‘echo chamber’ for society? The 
LP enables us to share data publicly but retain private identity. We are not the 
customers/consumers we are the product.  

The Listening Post is the analogue of the social. 

Hypothesis 3 - Returning to theme 1: Big data is the (new) mind of God. 

 

Convenor: John Diamond. 


