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LISTENING POST 
 

Autumn 2019 

 

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.   

A member opened the discussion by sharing a preoccupation with a 

‘diamond spider broach’ that had recently been depicted in the news.  

The broach represented the Supreme Court decision to rule against the 

UK government in relation to the prorogation of parliament.  The 

member commented, it feels better to be British. 

 

Another member then sought clarity over the task of the meeting 

before discussing the prevalence of ‘technology’.  He drew attention 

to my note taking and lamented the loss of ‘real human connectivity’, 

which he linked to environmental destruction and large organisations.   

 

A third member asked, “What’s your beef?  We all have a 

preoccupation with this cyber world but we have no choice anymore.”  

He said “I’m connected.  YouTube has been informative.  I might be 

misled but I’m prepared to accept that.  I agree that what you might 

be talking about is the breakdown of one-to-one human contact and 

relationships.”   

 

He then spoke on the subject of the Supreme Court ruling and how a 

very intelligent, right-wing friend, sent an email breaking in fine detail 

how the supreme court shouldn’t be doing what it is doing, because 

it’s anti-democratic.  “There may be an alternative worth listening to, 

but I think it’s concerning that we have a PM who is pitting people 

against parliament, frightening.”   
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He then related a personal story.  “My daughter and her partner are 

living together and they have children together.  I was asked to pick up 

milk and cigarettes.  Tensions caused by refusal to buy cigarettes – right 

or wrong?  I want him to survive long enough to look after my 

grandchildren.  If you stand up for what you care about, there’s a 

personal cost.”   

 

Another member then contributed his thoughts on parliament vs 

compromise.  In order to compromise, something must be given up.  

He said, “It seems to me we’ve had two examples of quite extreme 

points of view that don’t really allow for compromise.”   

 

Another member said that made her think about the assertion of the 

small individual making a stand in the face of enormous difficulties.  

“This young woman who’s in America saying ‘I have no message for 

you.’  It seems like an attempt at reclaiming potency in time of massive 

social impotence.”   

 

She continued, I’ve been enjoying cinema biographies about 

individuals taking a stand (instead of mass social movements).  There 

seems to be an assertion of the individual in Trump, Boris, Brazil and 

other countries.  I feel like there’s something very distorted about the 

role of individual.  Very weird.  Very worrying.   

 

Another member, who had spoken previously, reflected on how such 

films seem to take away the ‘romanticism’.  “It’s as if we’re not allowed 

any idols; instead we must look at everyone’s flaws…  

 

“Except politicians?  They seem to be protected.  It’s disturbing.  There’s 

something about those people being immune that is disturbing.  Trump 

gets away with something every week that could have let to 

impeachment.  What’s that about?”   

 

Another member, the member who had spoken first, made a 

reference to Winston Churchill, whose close relationship with a film 

director (probably Alfred Hitchcock) seemed to suggest that he might, 

himself, imagine himself as playing the hero in his own film.   

 

Another member shared that he had spent the weekend at a wedding 

in Bradford.  He said there was no talk of Brexit, indeed, there was no 

individualism at all.   

 

“It was a large wedding, attended mainly by ‘poor people’, flourishing 

in their communities, dealing with big problems.  The father of the bride 

is very unwell, very nearly dead – he was like the ‘walking dead’.  It 

meant a lot for him to be there.  It was a Muslim wedding.  I came 

away feeling that’s what life is about at the moment.”   
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He continued, “the father of the bride doesn’t know how he will pay for 

the wedding.  How could they afford it?  And yet they did.  It felt 

somehow really important.  Community and family, really important 

values.”   

 

Another member, who had spoken earlier, picked up on the theme of 

the cost of things.  The cost to you of your son in law [regarding 

cigarette smoking], the cost of not putting on a show [regarding the 

wedding].  Community – the cost of it.  The cost of the wedding is 

terrifying, the cost of shaming your child by not putting on a show is 

even more terrifying. 

 

Another member asked, is this us turning inwards against society? 

 

Another member, speaking for the first time, reflected that everyday 

life must go on.  He picked up on the theme of a ‘British wedding’.  “I 

like the idea of the canopy over the bride.  Traditions are important, we 

seem to be losing traditions, along with a sense of who we are.  I 

wonder if it’s connected to this growing desire to be an international 

citizen?  Are we loosing sense of national citizenship?  Loosing an ability 

to feel rooted?”   

 

Another member, speaking for the first time, shared that his main 

preoccupation was the housing crisis.  He said that people were losing 

their lives on the streets after becoming homeless, and that people 

could not afford to buy their own house any more.  He said it was a 

very major crisis for the survival of some of our cities.  “We’re putting 

ourselves in a massive crisis which we don’t seem to have a way to 

handle.”   

 

Another member shared how some older people can no longer afford 

to stay in their homes anymore; homes that had previously been 

considered homes for life.  She said it was shocking.  “You can’t afford 

to get on the housing ladder, you can’t afford to stay on it, you can’t 

even afford to stay in your own home.”   

 

Another member added that he doesn’t usually look at the property 

section of the Evening Standard but that he did recently and house 

prices seemed to be crazy.  He recalled the property boom a few 

years ago and observed that house prices remain inflated.  Why was 

no ‘correction’ applied, he asked?   

 

An immediate answer was provided by the previous member: “It’s 

called capitalism.”  She then lamented “all the things that government 

did…  Shocking government schemes, buy to rent, buy to let.”  She 

raised the point that credit had exchanged hands, desire exchanged 

hands, but seemingly properties had not.   
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Another member offered that ‘right to buy’ might have been at the 

beginning of all of this, which provoked an exclamation: “Another 

human right!” 

 

Another member, who had just spoken on the theme of desire 

changing hands, recalled that austerity began after the 2008 market 

crash, which was caused by the selling of debts.  Mortgages debts 

became commodities, she said.  “There’s something about the ‘abuse 

of homes’ - of homes as a concept’.  The commodification of homes.”   

 

Another member added his view that 50 years ago, people didn’t buy 

homes to make profits.  “It’s very common now.”   

 

Another member asked the question, “What does that do to family 

life?  There is something about the place of ‘homes’ in modern society, 

another significant distortion.”   

 

Another member, “so we have the theme of ‘commodification’”.   

 

Another member, this is a British / American theme.  Financialisation / 

commodification.   

 

Another member, speaking for the first time, talked about how the 

home had become a financial asset, without any value in itself.  “It’s 

not because it gives you happiness.  You must squeeze it to get the 

juice out of it.”   

 

She said, she had heard a program on the radio – it was an older 

couple, who had been married since their early 20s and were still in the 

same house.  “It was a house for life, full of memories, rooted in that 

place...  The layers of memories, it was so rich.”   

 

Another member, “We’re invested in branches – more than roots.  We 

can’t keep on growing branches if our roots are perishing.”   

 

Another member, shared some personal memories: “I grew up in my 

maternal grandparent’s house in London.  My grandfather was the 

eldest of 7.  His father, a master carpenter.  His mother was an 

alcoholic.  She played the piano.  Two of her brothers could play by 

ear.  I’ve inherited one of those pianos – it’s very precious to me.”   

 

My great-grandfather walked out - he couldn’t take it anymore – and 

my grandfather never forgave him.  He was left to take care of his 6 

siblings and alcoholic mother.  He achieved a lot in his lifetime, and 

bought a house on the Holloway road, just think what he achieved.  It’s 

remarkable.   
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He consistently voted conservative, he bought the Daily Express, my 

grandmother voted labour to balance it out.  I grew up in an 

atmosphere of debate.  A family friend was a staunch communist.  He 

used to tease my grandfather.  There was something about the security 

of the house, something very solid.  I still feel as though I have roots on 

Holloway road.  It means something to me.   

 

They had two apple trees.  We used to pick up the apples and throw 

them over the wall into the Holloway Road.  What am I doing?  

Reminiscing.”   

 

Another member asked if the trees were still there?, to which the 

previous member replied, “According to Google Earth, yes!”  This 

prompted another member to exclaim, “Oh, technology is wonderful!”  

Although another member was not convinced, citing how evidence 

could be manipulated.   

 

Another member, relating to the previous member’s family story, 

recollected her affection to her ‘political family’.  She said, political 

families are not what they used to be.  “I feel like a political orphan.”  

People of the party I belong to are very different now.  Brexit has 

reconfigured the paradigm around politics.  What was the bond has 

now become trading assets.  There’s strange things happening.   

 

Another member commented, “It’s tribes”, to which the previous 

member replied, “Yes, but they’re not tribes through blood anymore, or 

concepts.  They’re tribes through single issues.”   

 

The meeting was interrupted by a fire alarm at 19:45.  The group 

reconvened at 20:00 and went straight into Part 2.   
 

PART 2: IDENTIFICATION OF MAJOR THEMES 

In Part 2, the aim collectively was to identify the major themes emerging from Part 
1.  The large group split up into three smaller groups, which identified the following 
themes:  

Group 1: Impotence, speaking up, difficult personal narratives leading 

to interest in celebrities, empathy (or lack of concerning MPs)  

Group 2: Technology changing how we think, intentions in systems 

becoming distorted, increasing specialisation leading to greater 

feelings of disconnection  

Group 3: Reclaim our agency, wedding, roots and branches, sense of 

loss (losing value for things in themselves) 
 

PART 3: ANALYSIS AND HYPOTHESIS FORMATION 

In Part 3, the participants were working with the information resulting from Parts 1 & 
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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 and Hypotheses:  

1) Technology at Home 

 

In the modern world, we rely on technology.  We all use mobile 

phones, computers and other such items.  We are all connected to the 

internet, but what of our real world, human connections?   

 

Some of us feel increasingly disconnected with each other.  We feel 

hurt or neglected when someone appears to pay more attention to 

their phone or PC than to us.  We believe their empathy is lacking and 

feel frustrated that their response may be partially determined by the 

machine.   

 

As a result, some of us bemoan the prevalence of technology in daily 

life and grow nostalgic towards earlier, simpler times.  We search for 

meaningful ways to connect with each other in the ‘real world’.  We 

celebrate and idealise loving relationships and shared social 

experience as symbolised, for example, by the ‘traditional wedding’.   

 

2) Technology at Work 

 

In the workplace, the digital revolution continues to transform the way 

we work.  We now have the ability to measure and record vast 

quantities of data, but is that necessarily a good thing?   

 

Whilst there are numerous advantages to the accumulation of data, 

some of us resent being placed under such close scrutiny.  We wonder 

who wants that data; and for what purpose?  Can they be trusted?   

 

We feel further resentment when we believe our skills, knowledge and 

experience is being reduced to a binary equation.  Good or bad, right 

or wrong – all that remains is just data with no room for interpretation, 

nuance or trust.   

 

It sometimes feels as though the organisations that employ us are more 

interested in measuring things than actually delivering an effective 

service.  We become increasingly frustrated when we believe the data 

bureaucracy is preventing us from doing our jobs.   

 

We feel more vulnerable when we realise our skills are being replaced 

by other, less expensive methods that can be more easily measured.  
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We despair when we see good services shutting down because they 

were too expensive or did not generate the right data.   

 

As a consequence of all of this, some of us seek to withhold our 

personal data from the system, although that seems impossible.  We 

may even withdraw ourselves from the system and seek alternative 

employment or retirement.  Alternatively, we are faced with two 

choices: to play along – something which brings its own difficulties as 

we lose touch with our authentic selves – or we can choose to speak 

out.   

 

3) The Cost of Speaking Out  

 

In the UK and in many countries around the world, populism has 

increased.  Individuals with no apparent qualification or legitimacy (see 

Donald Trump and Boris Johnson) now hold positions of quite 

extraordinary power.  Recent events have called into question such 

politicians’ ability to act with integrity (see Johnson’s proroguing of 

parliament and response to the Supreme Court ruling that his actions 

were unlawful).   

 

At the same time, individuals with no obvious political power, such as 

the sixteen year old Greta Thunberg, seem to be going to quite 

extraordinary lengths to be heard (see Thunberg’s trans-Atlantic 

voyage as evidence).  The role of the individual in our societies 

appears to have become quite distorted.  It seems more and more 

people are willing to stand up for their beliefs but at what personal 

cost?   

 

Some of us feel quite aggrieved when our well-intended expressions of 

concern seem to be met with hostility.  We believe that such responses 

are driven by suspicion or, at very least, incomprehension that our point 

of view might reasonably hold something of value.  We feel 

misunderstood and helpless to do anything about it.  We feel 

conflicted when our strongly held personal convictions do not seem 

popular.  We worry increasingly about how we may be perceived by 

others.   

 

As a consequence, some of us withdraw from meaningful contact with 

each other.  Perhaps we start to live vicariously through the lives of 

others (by reading news reports or watching films about the personal 

struggles of other people).  We seem to take comfort in the knowledge 

that other, flawed individuals have prospered despite considerable 

difficulties.  We champion the principled exploits of others from a safe 

distance whilst keeping ourselves in relative comfort at home.   

 

4) The Futility of Home  
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The myth of the ‘home’ is that it is a safe place to live where we may 

put down roots.  The reality is that more and more homes are 

becoming increasingly vulnerable to the rampant brand of neo-liberal, 

free-market capitalism initiated by Margaret Thatcher and continuing 

to the present day.  The house is no longer a home – it is an asset, an 

investment vehicle, a commodity.  Many people cannot afford to own 

their own homes; what becomes of them, perhaps more to the point, 

what becomes of the most disenfranchised in our society: the 

homeless?   

 

Some of us feel hopeless when we stop to consider the housing crisis.  

We wonder how it got so bad?  We disengage our emotions and our 

capacity for empathy when we reach for simple explanations.  Is it 

because of capitalism?  Yes, probably, although in reality we know 

that perhaps the truth is much more complex… and much worse.  We 

recognise that so much has been lost – perhaps more than we ever 

realised possible – and that fills us with grief.  We look ahead with terror, 

knowing that the next generation is likely to suffer even more.  None of 

us wish to give up our homes ‘for the greater good’.  Are we not all, 

therefore, complicit in this scandal?   

 

As a result, some of us lament the housing crisis from afar.  We make 

plans for our own children whilst distancing ourselves from the wider 

social context.  If we do engage with the social problem of 

homelessness, we do so on an individual basis by giving money to a 

street beggar, for instance, or helping out at a food bank.   

 

5) The Challenge of the Listening Post 

 

It has been observed that members of the Listening Post have found it 

increasingly difficult to formulate hypotheses during the session.  A 

possible explanation is that we find it difficult to develop hypotheses 

because the world around us has become so complex.  If true, it is likely 

that we would need considerably more than the two and a half hours 

we allow ourselves to work it all out!  So we shouldn’t be too hard on 

ourselves.   

 

Further, as many of us feel under such pressure of time in our lives 

outside of the Listening Post, it should be no surprise if we bring 

something of that pressure with us into the Listening Post.  We may 

notice ourselves becoming more irritable and impatient with each 

other than we would ideally like; that’s OK, feelings are important.  The 

true challenge in that moment is to retain a sense of empathy for the 

other in the room (and even the other outside of the room).   

 

As was mentioned during our meeting, to compromise often means to 

sacrifice.  Many of us though may feel as though we have sacrificed 

enough already in our everyday lives as members of society.  In light of 
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that context, it is understandable that on some issues, we would be 

more likely to sacrifice our empathy towards each other than to 

sacrifice our own strongly held points of view!   

 

The Listening Post provides us with a precious opportunity to share our 

preoccupations and experiences.  As was also mentioned during the 

meeting, we have so far been able to create a relatively safe space in 

which to do so.  If we are to make real progress, we should not be 

afraid to offer up our own opinions and beliefs for ‘sacrifice’ in the spirit 

of compromise.  We may or may not convince the other, but hopefully 

we will all learn something new about ourselves and the societies we 

share.   
 


