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UK at Summer2018 
Report of a Listening Post held in London on 27 June 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. 

Theme 1: What is real and what is not? How do you tell the difference? Fake 
news is enhanced through social media where people follow those they like, 
whose opinions they share, but where it is hard to establish evidence. Who 
can you trust? Celebrities more than experts?  

One member had been to his children’s school speech day and was surprised 
that all the pupils reading their remarks were promoting the school and how 
wonderful it was for them. It appeared that the school had exercised some 
editorial control over the content.  

Another member had been on a train to Euston and the recorded on-train 
message had given the wrong information about the next station. How did we 
know it was the wrong information? On a train you can at least look out of the 
window and see where you are. Not so easy online. 

Another member is a sounding board for an elderly woman, the daughter of a 
headmaster of an independent school, writing a novel about such a school. She 
has the opportunity to base her novel on her experience, but also to fictionalise 
what she might want to have happened but didn’t. He suggested she give a role 
to a boy who would be more capable than the adults when a fire breaks out at 
the school. 
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There was a recent report of the rise in the number of student suicides which 
was subsequently shown to be false. There was no evidence for this – although it 
was reported widely in the press. 

My despair about what is happening in the world is partly offset by a residual 
hope that my children and grandchildren may be able to cope better than us 
with some of the problems. I cannot make sense of things and look to the next 
generation. 

Confusion may be better than certainty. I have a great fear of certainty which can 
give rise to fascism. 

Many don’t have any certainty. 

Certainty is a defence against the anxiety that you could be wrong. 

Our perception of ourselves can be based on our social media contacts rather 
than from personal contact. People and real human contact can be unpleasant. 
Facebook can be a means of promoting ourselves with a good image. One 
person who I know get extremely agitated if she is unable to connect to her 
Facebook account – she is constantly on it. 

There is a point of view that there is only false news. 

I’m irritated by the BBC always having to have an opponent for any point of view 
being expressed. Why not allow someone to just express their legitimate opinion? 

So we drift endlessly to the right? 

Do you want them to fight it out? 

No just give someone space to express themselves. 

I’m thinking about taking a side, rather than giving your authentic voice. 

You can’t express an opinion unless you are in the right culture – female or gay 
or whatever. 

It’s not a revolution unless it comes from the group which is oppressed. 

But I’m not just one thing. I can’t only be a person of colour. I’m other things too 
– a father, a worker. 

But if you don’t have their lived experience, how can you reflect their position 
from outside it? I left my phone in Italy last week. It’s being sent on but I’ve had to 
manage without it. It’s like going back to when I was a student, relying on the A-Z 
to get around. Then, when you didn’t have mobile phones, you had to arrange to 
meet somewhere at a given time and, if you missed it, there was no way of 
knowing where they’d gone later. I have a generation of students who have no 
idea what that is like. I’m rather enjoying not having my phone! 
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I see people in the park who are constantly engrossed on their phones not taking 
any notice of what’s around them. 

I’m struggling to know how to set limits for the amount of time my children can 
spend on their X-Box on holiday. They see both their parents on computers all 
the time, so how can I negotiate a sensible arrangement? 

My daughter is in a relationship with a pop star from a 90’s band. I suggested he 
come along to the Listening Post and share his experience. I tried to explain, but 
I lost him within seconds. We’re here thinking about this, but I don’t think the 
general public are into this kind of thinking. He is into conspiracies – Grenfell 
Tower was a government plan to get rid of migrants. The Twin Towers was a plot 
by the American government so they could go to war in Iraq – his evidence is 
that the passport of one of the terrorists was found on the ground after the 
attack. 

Theme 2: Democracy is under threat. Who is exercising leadership? 
Government seems paralysed over how to implement Brexit. Citizens need 
good information if they are to hold government to account. The Brexit 
referendum seems like an immature exercise of democracy where complex 
issues are compacted into a simple binary choice – In? or Out? How do we 
cope with mistakes?  

Many people thought the government had deliberately minimised the number of 
casualties at Grenfell. This is an extreme form of how we bend the distinction 
between reality and what we want to believe happened. 

I have a sister who voted Brexit! 

Trusted organisations are no longer trusted. Who do you think you can trust? 

Fake some territory – you’re in business ramping up the media machine to make 
money. We have to ask: ‘Why am I being told this?’ 

But it could take hours to check out the validity. 

You hold it in suspense. 

But how many things can we hold in suspense at the same time? 

In a democracy it is the duty of citizens to be informed.  Does your daughter’s 
boyfriend think he’s special? 

My daughter corrects him. But he missed out on education. His band became 
famous and that overtook everything else. He’s a rebel and he’s been a success. 
He does not feel out of place with me. He looks on the web to find the truth. He 
thinks vapour trails are some form of poisonous gas meant to kill people. 

Was he trying to wind you up? No! I would have welcomed that. 



 4 

Social class accounts for some of this. But there are educated people who voted 
Brexit. 

The Love Island episode in which they discussed Brexit was fascinating. Two 
cheers for democracy – being asked to vote for something we don’t understand. 

There is a real inter-generational change. Media has made pop stars and 
celebrities very powerful. Social media allows people to gain celebrity. Stop 
making stupid people famous! 

Why watch reality entertainment programmes - Love Island, Jeremy Kyle even 
Question Time? Because you see the ignorance and the rage. 

Bread and circuses! This is a defence against thinking. The lengths people go to, 
to avoid thinking about issues. People want to be on the winning side. Has 
democracy degenerated into electing people to think for you? 

Abnegation of responsibility! That really winds me up. 

Brexit majority was a narrow one. 

Our democracy used to be based on the division between right and left. But that 
has shifted now. 

Governments are elected on as little as 27% of the electorate voting. Younger 
generation voted Remain. It was us older ones who seem to have voted Leave. 

On the subject of ‘not thinking’ - everyone knows what an app is. Perhaps if we 
told them that our brains are made up of a series of apps, people would be more 
inclined to use them and think. 

I heard Michael Portillo saying that as everyone has a vote it’s not surprising that 
many may vote for what the intelligentsia don’t think or approve. What do you 
do then? 

Hungary is being attacked by the EU over it’s immigration policy. 

The EU is applying the law. There is a legal obligation to take in refugees. 

I have students who have completed their PhD’s and have now set up business 
online having invented apps which can help diagnose illnesses. They cannot 
afford to buy a home. They are not paying tax. But they are becoming successful 
entrepreneurs. The world of work which I remember when I left college is not 
what they experience. They have a different way of establishing companies and 
business. 

The new world of work is more to do with establishing networks. A bit like Group 
Relations conferences – only perhaps without the boundaries and definition of 
authority.  
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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:  

When we are constantly plugged into social media in addition to the older media 
of print, radio and TV, it is perhaps unsurprising that this has taken time away 
from face to face meetings. If so, we may have to recognise that the virtual 
friendships we establish can be an escape from the more difficult encounters 
with real people in real time. In the real world it is possible over time to realise 
that those you initially like may have their faults and those you dislike may have 
some positives. In the real world it is therefore possible to reconcile differences 
and develop social skills in negotiating those differences. It is also possible to 
judge when someone is being authentic or not. Such judgments help us to 
establish who to trust, who is reliable, and who is liable to be fragile or 
undependable. 

It is much more difficult to gain mature relationships online if you have no real 
world relationships with those friends. It is comparatively easy to cut people off – 
by excluding them from your Twitter feed or as friends on Facebook – without 
the opportunity of negotiating an ongoing basis for a relationship. Social media 
also make it very easy to exaggerate your virtual persona and hence is a means 
of increasing inauthenticity. In  extreme cases people can create entirely false 
personas and use social media to groom a young person for sex. In other cases 
young people can bully other young people over their appearance. But all of us 
can be tempted to select only the most flattering picture of ourselves to put 
online. 

So the question of what is real, what is trustworthy, what is fake and what is 
genuine becomes increasingly difficult to establish. It is possible that this lack of 
certainty translates over into the real world where similar confusion may invade 
our thinking or prevent our thinking. In these circumstances we may be tempted 
to search for certainty as an escape from uncertainty and the anxiety that we 
may have got something wrong.  

If there is a widespread lack of trust, of knowing who to trust, this can lead to 
paranoia. We may suspect conspiracies which are put out into the public realm 
as explanations of issues which hit the headlines – the Grenfell fire, for example, 
is seen by some as not an accident arising from negligent renovation but as a 
deliberate act of cleansing of unwelcome migrants. 
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Hypothesis 1: Because we rely so heavily on social media, there is 
increasing confusion about what is fake and what is genuine information; 
members of society are less inclined to engage with difficult face to face 
relationships and become obsessed with virtual online communication 
with the result that it becomes harder to develop the social and 
negotiating skills needed to have a real sense of belonging, with the rising 
anxiety that brings 

Analysis 2:  

Democracy requires an educated and mature electorate. There is a threat that 
without that maturity democracy is open to attack. Has entertainment taken the 
place of education? Education is becoming very utilitarian – degrees to fit you for 
a career. Learning for learning’s sake is not now so important, apparently. New 
forms of work which don’t fit previous patterns of the work economy are 
emerging enhanced by artificial intelligence (AI) such as Uber, Airbnb and 
Facebook. Many of them are avoiding paying tax which undermines the ability of 
democratic government to function effectively in providing public services. The 
old division between left and right in politics seems to have broken down with 
both parties exhibiting internal divisions as great as those between the parties. 
These issues seem to point to a crisis for democracy with no-one showing the 
wise leadership to navigate a way forward. 

The rise of authoritarian leadership in many countries is indicative of a search for 
certainty and security in a world where it is difficult to avoid uncertainty and 
insecurity. This shows a pattern of flight from reality to avoid our discomfort. 
Leaders seem more inclined to pass new and unnecessary laws to deal with 
trivial issues such as “up-skirting” rather than tackle the complex issues facing us. 
They do the simple things they can to avoid facing the fact that they are running 
away from solving what they see as being very difficult, however important and 
urgent.  There is fear of fascism and the rise of dictators like Hitler who was 
democratically elected. 

Hypothesis 2: The rapid change and complexity of modern society is a 
barrier to easy solutions; people feel out of control but are not inclined to 
think through difficult issues for themselves and rather accept the 
opinions of celebrities and others which coincide with their prejudices, 
with the result that society is more receptive of demagogues and populists 
using the democratic process to manipulate populations by playing on 
people’s fears, scapegoating ‘the other’ and offering simplistic solutions to 
complicated problems. 

Convener: Paul Regan, OPUS Associate 


