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34 « Let’s Develop!

Listening is the quintessential completing activity; it’s what the other
person or people (whoever is not speaking) has to do, or give, for commu-
nication to take place. By “completing,” I'm not talking about finishing, or
putting closure on, what someone has said, but about continuing the activ-
ity — initiated by the speaker — of communicating. If someone speaks but
no one listens, the speaker (whether he or she is physically alone or not and
regardless of his or her intentions) isn’t communicating. Think of the exas-
perated father who says to his teenage son: “Talking to you is like talking
to the wall!” or the hurt wife who says to her husband: “You haven’t heard
a word I've said!” or the irritated bus driver who says to a passenger: “I just
told you that I don’t 80 across town. Are you deaf?” What the speakers are
expressing in these situations is their experience of not being completed,
of not communicating. It's not “enough” that they’re speaking; the people
they're speaking to aren’t listening. At this point in the non-dialogue, the
father, the wife, and the driver may decide to start shouting, or swearing, or
both — which makes it cven more unlikely that the son, the husband and
the passenger will be inclined ro listen.

As with other social activities, there are many kinds of listening.

Passively keeping your mouth closed while another person talks to you is

very different from active listening, Just as people can play tennis more or

less intensely, make love more or less passionately, and dance with more or
less oomph, there’s listening —- and there’s listening. It’s possible to listen
without really hearing, or to listen “with Jjust half an ear” It’s also pos-
sible to listen so closely and attentively that you do more than simply hear
the words being said; you actually experience the other person as a whole
human being engaged in the effort to communicate — to create — with
language being the instrument, like a shared paint brush, for doing so.

Listening actively in this way is a kind of “performance.” Active listen-
ers show they’re listening — they nod their heads; they smile; they express
their surprise and their concern; they ask questions. They don’t need to get
anything from the speaker. They participate by hearing,

I think many people have a hard time listening, I'm not the only person
to think so, by the way; for the last two decades or $0, 2 number of major
American corporations have been spending significant amounts of money
on training their employees to listen. Of course, ordinary folks at home
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36 « Let's Develop!

You may think that this is an extreme example of judgmental, insight-
oriented categorizing being substituted for the activity of listening,
Unfortunately, in my experience, it’s simply extremely common.

The trouble with such categorical and judgmental listening is that it
doesn’t allow those who are “listening” to hear much. They're so preoccu-
pied with getting particular meanings that they miss, or dismiss, the totality
of what the other person is saying. It’s been my experience that when we
don’t listen “for” meaning in what other people say, we’re much more likely
to discover the person who's speaking — and whatever brilliance, wit, sub-
tlety and charm that may be there.

In social therapy, we work to create an environment in which people
can engage in the activity of listening to one another. We do that by chal-
lenging the Eomsﬂ.nmuaouﬂmmﬁma, “insight-oriented” categorical listening
that’s typical in a culture of gtting. When one member of the group, A,
speaks and another member of the group, B, responds judgmentally/cat-
egorically/insightfully, someone in the group is likely to tell B: “I don’t
think you heard what A said. Stop trying to get it. Instead, give something
to the activity of speaking together.”

Although I don’t listen to people merely because I believe that it's mor-
ally correct to do 50, there is a morality to that activity. As a practitioner
of social therapy, I place a high value on people’s efforts to create meaning
through speaking. I think ic is one of the principal ways in which we give
expression to our humanity.

EXERCISE:

Here’s a completing game that will help you to practice creating a listening environ-
ment: Tell a collective story. Each person says one sentence, and no one can con-
tradict what someone has said earlier. Example: The first person says, “| flew to the

moon the other night,” The next person says, “lt took me much longer than usual,
because of the accident” And so on.

|
!
{
i
{
{

For the last hundred years or
analyzed by social scientists o
me, have had some valuable t]
There’s all the difference
people, straight or gay, who
to be a family (your family, n
(with a capital F), which as a
ence over all of us (whether w
view the institution as both ai
Most people tend to act ¢
“written” for roles in the pla
Father, Daughter, Son, Sister
cast primarily on the basis o
much less likely to “improvisc
It is very typical, for exar
each other like: “Don’t talk tc
that’s why you should come v
The Family drama schoc



