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Introduction
The Listening Post was attended by 20 UK citizens, with 8 male and 12 female participants of varied ages and ethnicities.   In the first part of the meeting, participants were invited to share their experiences of society as reflective citizens.  Then, in parts two and three, we shared our reflections on what we believed the group as a whole may have been telling us about society.  
A prominent theme quickly emerged that was to do with the UK Post Office scandal.  A brief explanation may be required for context: 
A TV drama had aired on New Year’s Day and now, it seemed, everyone wanted to talk about it.   The drama was based on real life events that had occurred between 1999 and 2015, in which some 900 associates of the Post Office were wrongfully prosecuted for theft, false accounting and fraud.   In fact, it was a computer error that had falsely determined that money had been going missing from local branches.   
The scandal appeared to resonate with participants of the Listening Post for a number of different reasons, like a prism that refracts a single beam of light into all the colours of the rainbow.   
In this instance, the Post Office scandal helped us to think about many different aspects of UK society, including our treatment of immigrant communities and our colonial past.  It also helped us to think about our future, including our fear of coercive systems and technology, but most importantly, of alienation from ourselves and each other.  Throughout the Listening Post, participants shared their distrust of leadership, whilst struggling with the question of how to take up their own authority in order to bring about change.   
This report is a thematic account of the meeting, with some brief interpretations presented in italics.  

The Post Office Scandal
“I haven't watched it but I understand it's very good, this drama about the Post Office scandal.”
“I haven't seen this drama, but I was very aware of the Post Office scandal.”
“I have watched the drama of the Post Office scandal and, having had a computer background, it drives me mad to see just how poor the services are online, the systems.”
“I was just listening to the radio [and] they talked about it being one of the “greatest miscarriages of justice” and I thought about all the people who've had an experience of a miscarriage of justice, who never, ever get their experience acknowledged.”
“I'm so struck by the discourse around the Post Office scandal because there's actually nothing new, there's no news.  It has been known.  It has been raised, it has been spoken about, it has been campaigned about.”
“I've heard it briefly about the Post Office scandal (or I have chosen not to look too much at it, what what's going on).  And yeah, it's painful, quite painful.”
“We haven't seen the program and that's probably saying a lot why we haven't watched it as a family.  [My father-in-law] remembers being up 'til four o'clock in the morning counting the money again and again.” 
“We trusted the Post Office and, after all, the Post Office is all about communication.  It's about us being in contact with and connected to each other.  We no longer trust the Post Office, we only just trust the National Health Service.  We don't trust, let's call it Westminster as one member said.  So, this whole Post Office drama epitomises the breakdown of trust.”

We are excited by a television drama (albeit one that is based on rea life events).  The revolution will not be televised.  

The Impact of the Post Office Scandal on Immigrant Communities
“I've not seen the program but my father-in-law was impacted because he came over in the 60s from India and was a postman, then worked his way up in the Post Office and actually had his own post office.  My husband, for the last two years, has been fighting with the Post Office to get him some compensation.  And my father-in-law has felt a lot of shame.  He's not brought it, my husband has.  He's felt so much shame because he's of Asian origin.”
“He never let anybody, not even his wife, know the stress he was under.  He's got a group of Post Office friends actually, to this day.  He's 80.  And none of them are going for compensation because it's almost like they're taken back to the trauma of those nights counting the money and being scared.  They used to get phone calls saying if you don't [pay], we're going to prosecute you.  And because they were immigrants, they thought that's it, we're going to be sent to jail or worse still, sent back to where we've come from, and what will happen to our families? 

The TV drama has shone a light on the Post Office scandal.  The white majority responds with shock and horror, while ethnic minorities respond with knowing resignation.  The UK is still divided on race, where historic victories seem easier to acknowledge than current social struggles.  

“The Greatest Miscarriage of Justice?”
“I was just listening to the radio [and] they talked about it being “one of the greatest miscarriages of justice” and I thought about all the people who've had an experience of a miscarriage of justice, who never, ever get their experience acknowledged.  What does it tell us about who's injustice does get acknowledged in society?”
“I'm thinking particularly about people of colour who have chronic experiences of miscarriages of justice in the UK and yet, it's so hard to think about, or so hard to acknowledge, or so hard to reckon with.  It feels kind of interesting, what we can and can't bear...”
“We're actually having to face a bit more of our reality nowadays.  TV programs expose things [and] voices are being heard.”
“It makes me think about the whole history of our government and, and our identity as the United Kingdom.  There is an awful lot that has been hidden about our culture and our identity.  Even things about our history curriculum at school, you know, there's certain things that are massively omitted from our history.”
“So having been a teacher, I can say that the curriculum is far too big.  It's almost impossible to teach.  And so when it comes to what we choose to look at, and what we don't look at, I think there's a there's a good analogy to society there in that we can't look at everything, we have to spec.”
“It's not just an inability to cover everything, it does feel like there is a biased selection of what we do cover and it is quite self-serving and it is trying to sort of portray this, this image of us, what Britain would like to see itself as and not necessarily acknowledging the whole truth.” 
“Lots of people may have had a very different identity, of what it was to be British growing up, to what they're having to realise now, and that's a whole new lesson we have to learn, and identity we have to own and take back (and not projecting it on to others).”
“I think there's an added question of “Why?”  Why would "the mother of democracy", the UK, not teach anybody how to be a good citizen?  And what actually goes on in the in the UK government and how it works?  And who does what, with whom?  And how can we affect that?  Is it only really about voting once every four to five years?  The level of ignorance, we are deliberately kept in?” 
“I find it incredibly sad to think that a civilised country got to this kind of state.”

Britain’s colonial history presents a challenge to modern day socio-political cultures and identities.  We cannot deny any longer the injustices of the past.  Neither can we rely on the system, it seems, to teach us about the system.  Can we educate ourselves on structural inequalities and injustices currently affecting our fellow citizens (of the UK and the world)?  Can we negotiate a new, inclusive national identity together?  

System Error or Human Error?  
“A lot of people thought it must be me, it can't be the computer.  And the Post Office played on that.  It was a raw use of power, using machinery to humiliate and vilify people who didn't know what to do and blamed themselves.  It wasn't just negligence or incompetence, it was malignant.” 
“They were told they cannot access your machines, and yet they were accessing them behind the scenes.  Even though they were saying, "Something's going on, the calculations aren't right." A human was saying, "Well, they can't be accessed from anywhere else, you must be getting in wrong.”” 
“It made me think about 2001: A Space Odyssey and the how the whole film is about having to rely on technology, to enable the whole of humankind to survive.  And they're saying, "Well, I'm sure this isn't right." And he's like, "No, you just need to listen to me.  I'm telling you, this is fine."”
“When they were asked questions about the technology, the bosses were saying “No”, because they didn't know.  They did not know the right questions to ask the technologists.  They lied, but it wasn't a malignant lie, it was actually covering their own ignorance.” 

We handed over power to the machines and the machines turned against us…  Or did they?  Behind every system error is a human error.  For 16 years, human beings turned a blind eye to the suffering of other human beings, whose cries fell on deaf ears.  Is this not the “banality of evil” (Hannah Arendt)?  During the Listening Post, there were few explicit references (if any) to the conflict in the Middle East, the war in Ukraine, or indeed the victims of extreme weather last year.  We may be aware of suffering in other parts of the world, but are we asking the right questions?  

“Poor online services reflect out into the everyday.”
“At work, I'm trying to explain something that seems glaringly obvious [but] other people just don't want to listen!  [I have a feeling of being] missing from important conversations, or not being listened to in those conversations, and then being directed in a way that feels convenient to the people in charge, government, whatever...” 
“I have a sense of being corralled into behaviours.  There's a certain way of doing it, even though it's not what I want.  In our local [supermarket], the lovely young people who work there, the mums who work there, no longer serve us at the counter and say, "How are you?" They're stocking the shelves while we struggle to pay on [self-checkout] machinery.” 
“The people who used to be “human beings” with us when they were serving us, they were doing something [for us], and we were doing something for them.  [It] doesn't happen anymore.  [We are experiencing] clever ways of alienating us from social roles and social behaviours with one another.  And that's the blood of it.  That's the blood of the drama.” 
“I'm experiencing many of our structures in society as being “vampiric” structures that recruit vulnerable people to uphold them… When I speak to most “human beings”, everybody has the same view that this is clearly not working.  And not only is it not working, but often, solutions being offered by our structures are actually quite damaging, or unsafe.” 
“We've lived through 13 years of abuse and denial and gas-lighting.  And now it's not just abandonment and deprivation – it's actually abuse that we're having to come to terms with.  It was vindictive and vicious, and all of those things that that go on in violent, abusive families.”
“It was the machines which somehow took precedence over people.  But it is a bit ironic, because here we all are trusting each other with our feelings and our thoughts, in different parts of the country, with the help of machines.” 

We are witnessing first-hand the devastating impact on our communities of a self-servicing economic model (neo-liberal capitalism) that is sculpting society in its own image, making it worse for everyone except (arguably) the richest 1%.  It is damaging the very fabric of our society, alienating us from each other, destroying communities as well as individual lives.  As a consequence, many of us are displaying signs of suspicion and even paranoia, mistrustful of others around us, especially those in authority.  Are they listening?  Are they vampires?  Mythology is often grounded in reality.  If we are under the sway of this cursed system, can we break the spell?  

“In society, I feel isolated.”
“Whenever I think about society at the moment, it's this real sense of how insular it's become...  At the same time, [I have this] inability to really care and nurture for wider society…  It feels like something that's become very much about people inwardly having to really fend for themselves in that very primitive state of look after yourself before others.”
“I've been isolating myself when I'm around people.  In my mind I'm at home, protecting myself, looking after myself first and facing my own struggles, financial struggles, family struggles, and trying to deal with that.  And for me, in society, whilst I'm in it, I feel isolated.”
“You were talking about your experience of work, which sounds really awful, but my first response was, "I don't know if I want to hear about someone's difficulty", which is an awful feeling to have as an immediate response, but it really made me think [of] chronic fatigue.”
“We've got millions of people being gas-lit in terms of their asylum seeking immigrant status, the right to remain or to work, people on benefits, people with disabilities, long term health situations, everyone's living a precarious life in one way or another.  I don't know if that would be far too overwhelming, just to see absolutely all of it all at once, all the time.” 
“[It feels] like there's more than we can take in and every day, we end up feeling like our to do list is getting longer, and there's a, there's a panic over what happens if we don't complete it, especially when so many people are faced with financial insecurity.  And the worry is that maybe you're going to miss something, and you're going to buy something that you can't afford or you're not going to be able to hold your job down, you're gonna lose that and everyone's just becoming more and more stressed and anxious.” 
“An entire community's nervous system is just on overdrive.  We can't witness because we can't get close to things internally, it's too much.” 
“Every time I tried to think about society, I just had this image of being trapped, almost like looking out of a windscreen of a car but feeling like there is something that, that, that's blocking my vision.”
“We're so networked now… If you want to have a meeting, you can call people all over the world [and] be connected very quickly.  Yet, I've never felt quite so lonely.” 

We are experiencing intense feelings of isolation, alienation and despair.  Is this not the greatest deceit of those in power, to make us feel like we are alone?  And yet, do we not also deceive ourselves?  Has our ambivalence towards authority figures caused us to reject those in power (and particularly those with knowledge) that could help us, including scientists, scholars and dedicated members of civil society?  We cannot be experts in everything, neither can we function as a society if we cannot allow ourselves to trust our fellow citizens.  Of course, it can be hard to trust again when we have all been hurt so many times before.  Can we trust ourselves to make better choices, support one another and save ourselves from a miserable life of loneliness and despair?  

The Resistance
“I have no respect for the government, no respect.  I understand we need something, but I don't think it's them.  And, you know, I don't know what cause to join to make a change, I don't know.” 
“I still do have moments of hope, small moments of joy, but also heavy moments of frustration, and this desire for something different.  Because this government, they're… I just feel like they're jokers.  If we could group together to throw them down, I would love that.” 
“We're at that tipping point where finally people are [wanting] to be heard so badly, they're trying to put it in a way that, ok you're not going to hear me using this voice or this method, I'm going to try another method and one way or another I want to be heard.”
“In a way we need to, not be jumping up and down and getting angry, but we need some compassionate discussion with people and say, "Come on, you know, this is not good.  Society is not in a good place.” We need to help each other, we need to collaborate rather than avoiding each other.”
“I was puzzling around in my head, how to make that approach to have a creative conversation that might rescue a project, which I'm deeply committed to.”
“I'm part of a group of about 50 or 60 civil society organisations and that's the most coherent group I've come across that's presenting a story.  We hope we're going to impress the government...” 
“I wish people of colour [could find their voice], especially my father in law's generation.  They're still in that state of trauma where they can't, and even his friends are like, "I just don't want to go there.  We don't even want the compensation.  We just want to forget about it." Because they've still got that fear that we might be sent back, even though they're in their 80s.  And the shame of getting something wrong when you're an immigrant is so strong.”
“There's a lot of "silent screaming".”

If the Listening Post is a true reflection of society, then the UK is desperate for change.  The problem is, we are divided in our thoughts and feelings on how to bring about change.  We agree there is a lot of “silent screaming”, but find it difficult to organise ourselves effectively.  In the absence of any mass movement, those who engage in the struggle are desperate to be heard.  “The shame of getting something wrong” is something with which we can all identify, but progress will not be won without more of us – particularly the silent majority – being willing to take more risks.  The true shame belongs to those that remain silent in the face of evil.  

“What were the ingredients of success for the participants in the real life drama?” 
“They had focus, they had one cause, they had each other … The characteristics are in the drama itself, of the humanity of how they worked together.  The focus, the fellowship, the friendship, determination, all of those things.”
“Seeing the post people standing up and fighting and finding their authority and their voices is amazing.  They've come together, they're a collective, they know they've been abused, and they are letting everybody know and it's very hard to look at, but it's also inspiring.”
“There's something about how containing it must have been [to watch the TV drama].  It has a strong explicit storyline, a beginning and some kind of ending, lots of question marks at the end [but] it's contained.  We can handle that.  It's almost as if we need more of that, for all of the things that have been referred to.”
“Shakespeare understood.  All those years ago.  You can look at something and you can laugh at it.  You can understand it that bit better, because it's explained to you through the actors who performed the story.”

We are keen to know what works and what does not work, in a context where nothing seems to be working.  A TV drama can present a beginning, middle and end in a way that rarely occurs in real life.  It is harder to measure success in real life, but that does not mean we cannot take inspiration from those that went before us.  The story of the Post Office scandal reminds us that even the most ordinary people can achieve remarkable things when they put aside their differences and work together.  We may never know the true story – narratives that did not make for great television – but we can be pleased that the voices of at least some of the victims have finally been heard.  
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