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UK at Autumn 2018 
Report of a Listening Post held in London on 3rd October 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. 

Group 1 talking, Group 2 listening  

Theresa May dancing onto the stage – I can't believe it.  

Feels crazy – Trump ranting about it being hard for men, taking the micky about of the 
woman giving evidence for not remembering. Feel how shameful it is that are leaders are 
still there. 

Crazy that Theresa May says austerity is over. Feels very messy – am preoccupied with 
struggle to see way forward. Find it difficult – some people see no reason to worry about 
one thing because they regard something else as more important. Struggle to find unity 
in preoccupations – we are in priority deadlock. 

I'm not thinking very clearly – like my brain is covered in mush. Nothing makes sense.  

There is a retreat to the personal. So scary that everyone going back to safety of inner 
circles, to shut the world out.  

Politicians are incredibly wealthy and have no idea what it's like not to have things, to be 
able to rescue themselves, to have debts or relatives who can't be helped. The elite have 
no concept of what it's like of other. 

Grandmother left Lithuania after the war went to Chicago, now his 96 and has no money 
to pay for a care home. We don't know how to take care of her, she is very stubborn and 
is not giving up – what t o do if she lasts long. 

I feel overwhelmed about what could happen in the future – such as climate change. 
Client has just given birth and is worrying about her son getting caught up in gang 
culture already. Everything feels compressed – how do we prevent our fears for the 
future. 
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TM has announced she is taking off the cap for local authority house building. How can it 
be good news that the can take on more debt – the house building is good but the costs 
of debt is going to be passed on to ordinary people. 

Also they don't have the people with the skills to build the houses. It's a world of fantasy 
announcements with no bearing on reality. 

Overwhelming sense of being watched by the outside group. I am like a paranoid 
schizophrenic feeling watched, yet it emerges that our computers and devices are 
tracking us. How to we get away from surveillance – we are on a train we can’t get off but 
don't want to be on – feel like I am going mad.  

Heard on radio that the next battle is for the mind – not for physical needs such as food 
and clothing. Now it's how to influence our decision-making. This feels frightening. The 
future is very scary and uncertain. 

OI saw an advert for my brother's house on the market that made it look very good using 
special cameras – I know the reality and there is a big difference. We seem to live in 
world of constructed reality – in real life they are not like this yet we are made to feel 
envious. 

I read an article about the beach used in the film The Beach – attracting thousands of 
tourists to see it, forcing them to shut the beach because they were destroying its 
ecosystem. This is an example of ta fake version destroying the real version. 

there is a sense of sinister playfulness in society. For instance the TV programme the 
Circle – the next generation of personality cult TV. People in a block of flats who can't see 
each other but communicate via social media with opportunity to control their own 
image. This encourages deception as a means of getting ahead. These are false personas 
– they are not telling each other the truth. There is a Guardian article asking what is going 
on. I wonder what effect this will have on the children watching. 

Like Trump, who demonstrates idea that policies are irrelevant, leadership is about 
deception and lying and not taking responsibility and making big pronouncements on 
social media. 

No longer just fake truth but true fakery. There is true fakery when TM says that austerity 
is over. Like the R4 game where they have to sneak true statements past people that 
sound fake. 

What is the core of human decision-making – where is the humanity in connection if you 
can't trust what you receive. This is a very depressing conversation. 

In our private worlds, perhaps this will make us more determined to be authentic. It 
makes me question what is true for me and how I treat people. The death of the social is 
awful but we can't let it be true for us. 

Like the Good Samaritan: when we take action and tap people on the shoulder, we might 
be surprised to find our own inner Good Samaritan. 

Now people are blamed for their own situation.  

If we are told austerity is over, what is going to take its place. 
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I walked past the tube station last week and heard beautiful music coming from beautiful 
women and realised they were Palestinians staging a protest. I noticed a man tied with 
his hands tied behind his back and his eyes masked, This made me burst into tears – ti 
was so startling. It wasn't fakery, it was an enactment. He was an actor and they were 
trying to make a political point but it showed me something true that upset me. I don't 
know how to maintain that sense f aliveness to what is really going on. 

There seems to be an active force behind our numbness – people pushing to numb 
themselves to keep that stuff out. Went to a party and tried to speak about politics, I was 
told that everyone was there to have fun, not to talk about politics or religion. There is a 
censorship in the social sphere that prevents serious discussion. 

Fahrenheit 451 film is a favourite – it reminds me of the bit when the Fireman came 
home wanting to read a book and got told off for spoiling everyone's fun. 

I went back to Lithuania because the Pope was visiting. Despite Argentina's own history, I 
was surprised that he was shocked to see the KGB prisons. It was recently the 75th 
anniversary of closing the ghettos and reminded me how close we are to history. 

Group 2 talking, Group 1 listening 

Loss of trust is what we are experiencing. I am doing a building project and continually 
looking over other peoples' shoulders to make sure they are doing their job properly. 
There is a loss of trust in leaders all the way down, which maybe explains the retreat to 
the personal. 

Reminds me of Grenfell Tower, where the tragedy was connected to austerity through 
cost-cutting and corner-cutting so that even basic safety was compromised. So trusting 
the authorities to even meet basic standards is becoming harder. 

Like in Italy with the bridge collapse. 

I am caretaker at a Quaker building. There is deep concern about lack of truth an 
integrity in public life, helped to write and research a paper and to lead a discussion 
about this topic so that a minute could be taken that could be sent up through the 
organisation. 

This not new, like Francis Bacon's essay in 17th century. He writes that Pontius Pilate asks 
the question 'what is true?' and then walks away without waiting for the answer. This is 
what our politicians do.  

Our personal beliefs are informed by a number of contexts – to understand why anyone 
does anything, you have to context-reference. When saying this it got a bit too much for a 
number of people – at the limit of what they can stand. 

Celebrating 300 years of our building with various events. A next door car park has been 
bought for development – they claim our boundary wall – 300 years old – doesn't belong 
to the Quakers because they want to demolish it to help their building. We were 
concerned that this would destroy the integrity of the wall. I smelt a rat – the authority of 
the person saying this was the claim that they ahd a law degree. I having to take photos 
to monitor whether they are going to stick to the party wall agreement. Now claiming the 
wall is unsafe because it has no foundations even though it is built on solid chalk. there is 
an attempt to distort the facts to suit one party's interests with no acknowledgement of 
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other points of view.  

The personal is a microcosm of the macrocosm. It can feel more cosy but perhaps that is 
also a delusion., a fake feeling.  We are worrying about intrusion and being spied on but 
we carry around our own gadgets doing the spying on us without needing a big state to 
do it. I have 12-year old grandchild on social media indecently obsessed with her phone. 
don't know what world she is preparing herself for. using fake aliases and I am very 
concerned. Things happen to my computer when she uses it, I have had to protect it 
from her because of what has happened. 

My concern is not about the future but about the past and what I am trying to recover 
from. 

Anxious people think about the future and depressive people think about the past. 

I have been married 52 years – struggling with that aspect of my life. it's difficult being 
married that long, and difficult being a parent and grandparent. Getting tired of the 
struggle – resent being asked to take on a childcare role to be a substitute parent on 
behalf of my own children that I would never have asked my own parents to do. 

Felt like I wanted to come here and sit in a circle in London – cost me £52 to get her but 
think there must be some value in this for me to do that. 

I used to think how different it was in China how the family was integrated and 
grandparents involved in child minding. This seemed to be great and very different to 
England. So funny you are so over having to do it all.   

The only thing I cry about is relationship between granddaughter and her mother. Beside 
herself about her relationship with own mother. 

I miss not having had children so I think it must be nice to have all those bonds. there are 
always two sides to every coin. 

I have grandparental responsibilities every Tuesday and Thursday. I am off the hook for 
two weeks as they are going away so only have to worry about the hen and the budgies.  

When my grandson spontaneously says I love you grandpa it love it. You can indulge the 
a bit more but you have to be consistent 

With my grandson last week we went out. My youngest grandson came over and sat next 
to me and said are you going to die grandpa and I said I am, but probably not today. We 
are a source of pain too to them. I though I must try to stay alive somehow. 

My sister has children and I saw my father rejuvenated when given the opportunity to get 
involved in the children's lives and also the pain of the reaching independence and not 
ending the parental input. 

In some families problems don't get solved they just get kicked down the line  

Even in Ancient Greece, they complained about the loss of authority for parents in the 
family. This is an ever-present concern. 

My children do demanding jobs and come home exhausted and I see this because I am 
there handing over the kids. They don't have time to sit with the kids and do very much – 
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the TV is on, food is being cooked, the children want to see that movie so it's easier to 
plug her in and let her do what she wants. 

People are on call to their jobs in evenings and weekends too. 

We notice the pain for children  that you don't when you are the parent. they have to 
move around, sit here, get in the car, whatever, they are told to do. You see the pain of 
this for the children 

Took the children to a river and they had their welly boots on. One grandchild got water 
in his boots and I said why not get the other one wet too. Sent him to get something in 
the middle of the river. He had a wonderful time. I got a compliment from his father 
saying he will remember this for the rest of his life. I think we are forgetting how to be 
playful 

This Christianity's fault - `Jesus never laughed but he cried three times. 

We are too passive. sitting on our computers but not experiencing things, not exploring 
or being on their own. 

My grandson took out his pocket money and out it on the bench. Left it behind when 
they packed up. Then remembered as we went back in the car. There were three 
teenagers there and they said this is it and they handed me very penny. I was very 
impressed by that and offered some coins to the woman but she refused. I insisted that 
she should get some for her honesty and my grandson was very happy with this.  

PART 2: IDENTIFICATION OF MAJOR THEMES 

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

Theme 1: Watching and being watched 

I am involved in a building project in which we are continually looking over other people's 
shoulders to make sure they are doing their job properly. 

Our Quaker house has a 300-year-old boundary wall that developers want to knock 
down and rebuild, first claiming that it doesn't belong to us and then that it is unsafe. We 
are having to take daily photos to ensure they don't breach the party wall agreement 
they signed. Their approach is to distort the facts to serve their own interests with no 
acknowledgement of other points of view.  

I feel like a paranoid schizophrenic because I have an overwhelming sense of being 
watched (by the outside group). At the same time I know we are being monitored by our 
computers and devices. How do we get off this train – I feel like I am going mad.  

We worry about intrusion and being spied on but the madness is that we carry around 
our own gadgets to do the spying.  

We are becoming too passive, sitting at our computers but not experiencing things for 
real, not exploring the world outside or being on our own. 

I resent being asked to be a substitute parent – having to take on a childcare role for my 
grandchildren that I would never have asked my own parents to do. 
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I used to think how different it was in China where families are more integrated and 
grandparents are expected to watch the grandchildren. It is funny to hear you say that 
you don't like having to do it.   

I read a Guardian article about the next generation of personality cult TV, called  'The 
Circle'. It made me wonder what effect it is having on the children watching it. It is a 
popularity contest between people living in a block of flats can't see each other and only 
communicate via social media with opportunity to control their own persona. This 
encourages deception as a means of getting ahead.  

I have to watch my grandchildren every Tuesday and Thursday. It is worth it for when my 
grandson spontaneously says 'I love you, grandpa'. My children do demanding jobs and 
come home exhausted. They don't have time to sit with the kids or do very much – the TV 
is on, food is being cooked, and the children want to watch their movies so it's easier to 
plug them in and let them do what they want.  

People are on call to their jobs in evenings and weekends so they have no time for 
family. 

As grandparents, we are able to observe the pain for children too that perhaps we didn't 
notice when we were the parents.  They have to move around, sit here, get in the car, 
whatever they are told to do.  

Theme 2: Truth or performance 

I saw pictures of my brother's house in a magazine that made it look more beautiful than 
it really is, using special cameras. We seem to live in world of constructed reality – 
presenting our lives as better than they are to make others envious and dissatisfied. 

I read an article about the beach used in the film The Beach having to be closed to the 
public because it attracted thousands of tourists who were destroying its ecosystem. This 
is an example of the true version being destroyed by the fake version. 

When I walked past the tube station last week, I was drawn by beautiful music towards 
some beautiful women who were Palestinians staging a protest. When I noticed a man 
tied with his hands tied behind his back and his eyes masked, it was so startling, it made 
me burst into tears. This wasn't fakery, it was an enactment. They were actors trying to 
make a political point but it showed me something true that upset me. I don't know how 
to maintain that sense of aliveness to what is really going on. 

When Theresa May danced onto the stage at the Tory party conference,  I couldn't 
believe my eyes.  

This is like Trump, who demonstrates idea that policies are irrelevant, leadership involves 
making big pronouncements on social media, based on deception and lying and not 
taking responsibility. 

Everything feels crazy – like Trump ranting about it being hard for men, mocking the 
woman testifying against Brett Kavanaugh. It is not just the behaviour of leaders that is 
shameful, it is shameful that those leaders are still there. 

It is crazy that Theresa May should say that austerity is over. The world feels very messy, 
with no way forward. We cannot agree on what matters – some people see no reason to 
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worry about one thing because they regard something else as more important.  

If we are told austerity is over, what is going to take its place. 

Saying that austerity is over is not just fake truth but true fakery. Like the Radio 4 game 
'The Unbelievable Truth' where they have to sneak true statements past other panellists 
that sound fake. 

Similarly, she has announced she is taking off the cap for local authority house building. 
How can it be good news that they can take on more debt – the house building is good 
but the cost of debt is going to be passed on to ordinary people. 

Also we don't have enough people with the skills to build the extra houses. We live in a 
world of fantasy announcements with no bearing on reality. 

Our politicians behave as Francis Bacon wrote of Pontius Pilate – asking 'What is truth?' 
but not staying for an answer. The subjective 'truth' spoken by everyone requires 
context-reference: you have to engage with the myriad different influences that shape 
their subject position. 

If you can't trust what you are receiving, it attacks the core of human decision-making – 
there is no humanity without connection. This is a very depressing conversation. 

In our private worlds, perhaps this will make us more determined to be authentic. It 
makes me question what is true for me and how I treat people. The death of the social is 
awful but we can't let it be true for us. 

Like the Good Samaritan: when we take action and tap people on the shoulder, we might 
be surprised to find our own inner Good Samaritan. 

It is still possible to trust people. When my grandson left his pocket money on a park 
bench, the young people sitting there later handed it over immediately and didn't want a 
reward for their honesty.  

Theme 3: Feeling and lack of feeling 

Politicians are incredibly wealthy and have no feeling for what it's like not to have things, 
to be unable to rescue themselves, to have debts or relatives who can't be helped. The 
elite have no concept of what it's like for others. Instead, people are blamed for their 
own situation.  

There is a retreat to the personal. The world is so scary that everyone is going back to the 
safety of inner circles, to shut the world out.  

This is because there is a loss of trust in leaders all the way down. The Grenfell Tower 
tragedy and the Italian bridge collapse happened because the authorities couldn't be 
trusted to even meet basic safety standards.  

I am retreating to the personal by coming here. It cost me £52 to get her but I must think 
there is value in this to do that. But the personal is a microcosm of the macrocosm. It can 
feel more cosy but perhaps it is also a delusion: a fake feeling of safety.   

The personal we retreat to is not perfect either. I am struggling with this aspect of my life. 
It is difficult being married for 52 years, and being a parent and grandparent. I am getting 
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tired of the struggle.  

Having grandchildren is not all joy: we are a source of pain to them. I was out with my 
grandson last week and he asked me: 'Are you going to die, Grandpa?' and I said 'I am, 
but probably not today'. It made me think that I must try to stay alive somehow. 

My sister has children and I saw my father rejuvenated when given the opportunity to get 
involved in the children's lives. But it also caused him pain when they reached 
independent and no longer wanted parental input. 

When I went back to Lithuania for the Pope's recent visit, I was shocked that he seemed 
shocked to see the KGB prisons – even though he is from Argentina, which has its own 
dark own history. It was recently the 75th anniversary of closing the ghettos and 
reminded me how close we are to history and how we put it out of our minds. 

I'm not thinking very clearly – like my brain is covered in mush. Nothing makes sense at 
the moment.  

There seems to be an active force behind our numbness – this is something we are doing 
to ourselves to keep the bad stuff at bay. I went to a party and tried to speak about 
politics, which I enjoy doing, I was told that it was not anyone else's idea of fun. There is a 
censorship operating in the social sphere that prevents serious discussion of what is 
happening in the world. 

This reminds me of a scene in the Truffaut film Fahrenheit 451, when the Fireman came 
home wanting to read a book and got told off for spoiling everyone's fun. 

Theme 4: Future problems stored in the present 

My grandmother left Lithuania after the war to live in Chicago. She is now 96 and has no 
money to pay for a care home. We don't know how we are going to take care of her if she 
lasts a long time; she is very stubborn and is not giving up. 

I heard on radio that the next battle is not for physical needs such as food and clothing 
but for the mind, learning how to influence our decision-making. This feels frightening. 
The future is very scary and uncertain. 

I took my grandchildren to a river. One grandchild got water in his boots so I said 'why 
not get the other one wet too?'. I then sent him to get an old shoe from the middle of the 
river. He had a wonderful time. I got a compliment from his father saying that he would 
remember the day for the rest of his life. I think there is a lesson here that we are 
forgetting how to be playful. 

This is the fault of Christianity – in the Bible Jesus never laughs but he cries four times. 

I miss not having had children so I think it must be nice to have all those bonds. There 
are always two sides to every coin. 

I feel overwhelmed about what the future might hold – issues such as climate change. I 
have a client who has just given birth and is already worrying about her son getting 
caught up in gang culture. Time feels compressed – what can we do now we to prevent 
our fears coming true. 

My concern is not about the future but about the past and what I am trying to recover 
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from. Anxious people think about the future and depressive people think about the past. 
The only thing I cry about is the relationship between my 12-year-old granddaughter and 
her mother.  

I am very concerned about my granddaughter who is indecently obsessed with her 
phone. I don't know what kind of world she is preparing herself for.  

In many families, problems don't get solved, they just get kicked down the line.  

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: Watching and being watched / truth or performance 

We live in an age of suspicion, where no one is trusted to be what they claim to be. We 
are shocked by our leaders' duplicity and lack of shame in this pretence. The more they 
use the language of certainty, the more we are filled with doubt.  

Politics is now merely an address to the party faithful – to the church of believers. We see 
no point listening if we cannot question. We see no point speaking if we cannot be heard. 
We hold on to our own notion of truth, judging it an act of madness to let someone else 
determine for us what is true and what is false. 

In case our true opinions conflict with other people's version of the truth, all social 
engagement becomes a pretence, a performance. We feel watched and liable to be 
judged, making us self-conscious and inauthentic. We enact an innocuous version of 
ourselves, avoiding true expression. 

Hypothesis 1: Citizens experience intolerable internal divisions about the real 
problems in society and the real solutions those problems might require, so they 
project those divisions onto their leaders, to avoid identification with positions 
that might attract criticism or blame. Disowning their own voice strips them of 
agency, making them feel impotent, numb and isolated. 

Analysis 2: Feeling and lack of feeling / Future problems stored in the present 

We feel angry at having to hide ourselves, and powerless to intervene in situations 
because we have become observers, not participants. We wonder what kind of world this 
is preparing our children and grandchildren for. We find it almost reassuring to be 
moved by tragedies striking others, as if relieved that our numbness is reversible.  

Thus we live our daily lives under anaesthetic, numbing ourselves with drink, sedating 
ourselves by avoiding conversation and hiding from each other's gaze behind our 
screens.  

Our suspicion makes us alert to danger in the present and in the future. We look closer 
to home for intimacy and understanding. We find this both rewarding and frustrating. 
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There is a cost to caring for those we love, counted by the lack of complaint that 
accompanies our exertions. We grow tired of it but we struggle on. In giving love, we can 
receive it back. Without this, no one will care for us when we are infirm, and no one will 
be upset at the thought that we might die. 

Hypothesis 2: Citizens seek refuge from impotence, numbness and isolation with 
their families, idealising them as a source of purpose, feeling and connection. In 
seeking what they lack, they observe their families to be a microcosm of the 
society from which they have fled: presenting them with the same difficulty in 
distinguishing harmless from harmful behaviour and the same difficulties in 
questioning the priorities of those in authority. Instead of withdrawing, they are 
forced to reconcile the impossibility of caring without suffering and of being cared 
about without also causing pain and so can learn to tolerate these internal 
divisions rather than escape them. 

Convenor: Sandy Henderson, OPUS Director 


