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How to
listen
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What is listening?
According to Oxford Languages, the definition of listening is: "to give one's attention to a
sound" and also "to make an effort to hear something; be alert and ready to hear
something". My definition of listening, if I had to make one, might be: "to move oneself
towards the other". See, I use quite a physical representation of the act of listening.
To listen to someone, to really listen and hear what they say, it is not enough to just use
our ears. Sometimes it is not even enough to hear their words.
When we are in a room with a client, we must learn what can be called active listening or
also maieutic listening (see http://www.heidegger.org.uk/lisasmid.htm) for the more
existentially inclined therapists.

First, there is silence
As Gendlin writes in "The Small Steps of the Therapy Process", before
anything of real importance can be said, we must allow it to come to surface
in the silence. It is in the silence, before any word is uttered, that we start to
listen.
'Does the parent listen because the child is speaking, or does the child speak
because the parent is listening?" ('An introduction to Maieutic Listening' by
Peter Wilberg, found here https://tinyurl.com/y5gk3n67)

Listen with your eyes
When the client starts speaking, we
are already positioned to listen. We
have allowed words to be created
out of silence, out of the client's
inner world.
Now I find that I listen with my ears
to the words that come out of the
client's mouth. I understand the
language, altough nuances might
escape me.
So I need my eyes to listen to the
client's body language too. Are they
moving, are they speaking with their
hands, feet, face?

Mind & Heart
The last things we need to truly listen to our clients are our mind
and heart.

Why do we need our mind? We need out mind to make sense of
what the client says. Maybe they use a strange word or maybe they

say something in a different voice. Is it their voice or
something that someone else has said to them in the past?
Can we ask some
clarifying questions to help us listen better? Using our
mind also means that we refrain from assuming
anything, we can bracket what we think we know is true
and we acknowlege all the things that we implicitly
believe We can't bracket everything, but we can start
being aware..
Then we need out heart to listen empathically. What
is the feeling that is coming up within us as the
client speaks? What is the emotion that is evoked in
us? Can we check
with the client that whatever we are feeling
resonates with them? Maybe nothing comes up,
what does that mean?

The art of listening
These questions might help us
navigate the art of listening. It is
indeed an art, as it requires the
whole person of the therapist to
be carried out. It is indeed an art
because there is no proved and
tested way to listen, no set of
rules.

