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Prologue:
Listening Intelligence


No other life form turns noise into sound, sound into language, then language into understanding quite the way humans do when we listen. As a sociolinguist growing up in different places and languages, I’ve been fascinated with the way people navigate their day listening to language systems that code the world in such dramatically different ways. It’s difficult to pinpoint the exact time this curiosity began, but it might have been that day when I was sitting in a bus on my way to a primary school in Tokyo, wondering how come the Japanese don’t have more accidents when they call a green traffic light blue?


It was the day I discovered that there’s a cost to being a daydreamer, particularly at the back of a public bus on the way to your first day at primary school, because you’re likely to miss the announcement of your bus stop. If you’ve ever been to Tokyo, you’ll know that all of the thousands of intersections in the vast metropolis look pretty much the same. This is especially true if you’re seven years old and fresh off the boat from having lived for three years in New York City, at a time when you had to rely on your inner GPS.


If you miss the announcement, you miss your stop. The auditory cortex, the hearing part of your brain, might have heard the sounds that manifested as an announcement, but if you were thinking about blue traffic lights instead of listening for the announcement, the complex translations of mechanical vibrations into electrical impulses that comprise your hearing would have all been for nought. Since you heard the announcement but didn’t listen for it, now you’re at the wrong bus stop and lost.


Listening helps you gain the information you need to navigate successfully through your day, not only to get you to your destination but also to learn about the people you meet along the way. Listening connects you to people the way it connected me to the kind man in the suit who gave me a ten-yen coin to call home so I could eventually get to school that day, albeit in my mother’s giant station wagon and not on public transport like everyone else. Listening isn’t a perfect and foolproof fix-all for the ailments in the world, but it is an intelligent human navigation system that helps you discover places and the people in them.


Listening helps you to understand another person and the way they are trying to relate to you. This starts the moment you identify that the sounds just delivered to your auditory cortex are being made by a human voice, which kickstarts the listening energy you need for identification. Do you recognize this person? Do you know the words in the language they are speaking? Initial listening investigations may seem basic, but they form the foundation that allows you to do things like respond to a voice you can identify, choose the level of formality of the interaction with someone whose voice is less familiar, match the emotional energy of the person and ultimately decide whether it’s important to keep on listening – or not.


When we stay in conversations, we listen to words, or what linguists call the ‘surface level’ of language that is explicit and audible, but our listening intelligence helps us to search into the ‘deep structure’ that sounds out relational and cultural meanings, too. Human listening navigation is capable of going far beyond allowing us to get off at the right bus stop. This book explores the practice of the kind of listening intelligence that allows us to reach the deep structures of meaning in communication when we are relating with someone.


I stumbled across this kind of listening many years after the missed bus stop in Tokyo; this time in London, in hospital, after I fell off a scooter. I’ll tell you about this accident in chapter one, but here, I want to first tell you about the listening energy I discovered in the hospital that inspired the main idea for this book – it all came down to one tiny Japanese character brought over by Empress Suiko’s emissaries from China to Japan in the fourth century. Pronounced ‘kiku’ [image: ], this treasure of a word for listening is comprised of smaller characters that together generate the secret alchemy of listening: an ear [image: ] on the left and fourteen [image: ] hearts [image: ] on the right, conjuring a person listening with the energy of fourteen hearts.


The image of Listening with Fourteen Hearts is important because it opens us up to the idea that there are many listening channels we can dial into – you’ll find five of them in the first foundational chapter and the remaining nine in the chapters to follow. The amplitude of listening is vast because it isn’t just an auditory experience, but a visual and tactile one that extends out into personal, relational and cultural reaches. Listening with Fourteen Hearts is practiced in surround sound, synthesizing the human voice and language we hear through all our sensors.


In our listening journey here, we’ll echo the expanse. Sourcing from my own sociolinguistic research and that of others, I include personal stories that recount the nomadic life I led until I settled in London, where I live with my French partner and family. These stories are intended to conjure the idea that language cultures aren’t confined to country or region, but include the much larger reaches of conceptual spaces, like generation, work and social style. As you go about your day recognizing the listening you’re employing, amplifying and shifting into, I hope you can enjoy reacquainting yourself with your own hearing and listening practice, the way I did when my son remarked how each train station in Tokyo had a signature melody. While I’d heard those jingles composed for blind passengers to tell them where they are many times, I’d forgotten all about them. Every person has a signature tune to their voice we learn to recognize when we get to know them, but Listening with Fourteen Hearts is rediscovering that voice time and again.


As we cast a wide net with our listening, we’re also going to go deep to rediscover the listening intelligence we have been developing since before we were even born. We need this skill, sometimes cast as the mere ‘receptive skill’, just as much as our productive speaking skill, the better-known side of our everyday communication. While technology and public speaking has been grabbing our attention, our listening has been there, consistently acquiring information and showing up for us, sometimes even while we’re asleep.


To help you reacquaint yourself with your listening energy and intelligence, the ten chapters in this book are each headed by a Japanese character that hints at the meaning of each chapter the way the characters must have in the fourth century for Empress Suiko when her emissaries brought the first wave of the writing system over from China. Superimposed on spoken Japanese, the characters that visualized the ideas of the time were also their coded technology.


By contrast to the ancient tech, at the end of each chapter you will find seven practical takeaways to observe, reflect upon and practise in your daily listening. Some of the takeaways define the listening competencies that you might not have known you have, while others might be a new way of thinking about listening. These insights are followed by three exercises for you to try out. I hope that these exercises, along with what you read in each chapter, inspire you to give your listening the attention it deserves. It’s my hope that you’ll share these ideas with friends and family and rediscover the joys of listening that’s part of your everyday living.


In a nationwide poll of 1,112 US women by the Associated Press and a petcare company, one third of the women surveyed said their partners were worse listeners than their pets.1 When I first read this finding, I thought it was a terrible indictment on those non-listening partners – you know who they are. But then I saw this study was done in conjunction with a petcare company and I took my own advice on Credibility Listening, that I talk about in chapter four and have come to interpret this study to mean that two thirds of the women surveyed in the study actually did benefit from human listeners, while the other third benefited from pet listeners. If we assume that half of the world is comprised of men, we could conclude that something like 17 per cent of couples think their pets are better listeners than their partners. On the whole, then, perhaps the study could mean that humans aren’t doing too badly at listening after all, but maybe we could take the pressure off some of those pets. Since listening is for everyone’s benefit, we need to help out that 17 per cent, especially since most of us know someone who would count themselves part of it.


This book is for you and anyone else you want to help discover their fourteen energies of listening – for the ultimate purpose of staving off the noise and misinformation no one wants, and, instead, cultivating a practice of listening to the music of those important to you.
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Listening with Fourteen Hearts
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Listening with Fourteen Hearts*


One autumn Saturday in London before the school term began, I was racing my daughter on a scooter when the front tyre jammed and shot me out over the handlebars. On landing, my jawbone dislocated, morphed into an arrow and pierced through my eardrum to the lining around my brain, causing my head to break open and leak CSF, hospital language for cerebral spinal fluid.


This sort of thing would typically require a simple surgical procedure, assisted by an artificial ventilator connected by a tube running down your nose and through your windpipe, which is designed to help you breathe. In my case, however, it did the opposite and punctured a lung, requiring draining tubes out each side of my chest so my lungs wouldn’t fill up with fluid and drown me. Due to the failed earlier intubations, I then needed a tracheostomy tube fitted, which meant an incision in my throat to provide direct access to the ventilator. Unfortunately, the tube was threaded just beneath the vocal cords, preventing my voice box from doing what it is supposed to do, which is to open and close to produce sound.


With two hoses draining my lungs, nine drips inserted into my arms and feet, and a ventilator clapped onto my throat, I was already not the best version of myself that I had been hoping for that autumn. But over the course of a month, this version degraded further still. It started with what sounded like an electronic hissing in my left ear, which I initially thought was the sound coming from the 24/7 fluorescent lighting torture in the ICU. I’d eventually find out, though, that it wasn’t the lighting, but a newly acquired hearing disability called tinnitus.


Tinnitus comes in lots of different manifestations but, from what I have since learned, they are all uniquely horrible. As a kind of phantom reaction to the newly acquired deficit, tinnitus mourns a hearing loss by composing its own noise. It turned out that my hissing was made to compensate for the absence of what phonologists call ‘voiceless sibilants’ or ‘fricatives’, or s- and f-sounds for normal people – which, by then, I was pretty sure I wasn’t. Instead, muted and hearing impaired, I was a sociolinguist turned recording device without a microphone or speakers.


Under duress, though, I learned that humans fight to survive. Motivating me were my two children, six and seven, who became the driving focus for me to get out of the ICU. With hindsight, I think this drive developed because the hospital is an isolating place made more real when your extended family is scattered abroad – in Japan, the United States and France. Furthermore, despite my overzealous drive to go home, the other thing I learned during my time in hospital was that while it is hard to get people to listen to you when you actually have a voice, it’s even harder when you don’t have one. A voice can get someone’s attention, especially if you can turn up the volume and increase its frequency. Separated from this voice action we typically call ‘shouting’, though, when you’re in the ICU, you’re really just a silent bedwarmer, sidelined to the attention of hospital staff who keep repeating the mantra: ‘You can only be discharged when you can breathe on your own. Hospital policy.’


Deflated by not being heard but not defeated, I was startled awake one morning by a blood-sucking vampire who went by the hospital name of phlebotomist. ‘Good morning,’ they said in a really loud voice into my good ear. Sleep deprived from the fluorescent lights but still eager to find out the information I needed to get back home, I grabbed the yellow pad the ICU had furnished me with and got on-task to ask: How long is this going to take?


To answer me, the phlebotomist used what we call nonverbal language, holding up a pointing finger with one hand while the other drew blood. Still new to hospital language, I had no idea if the phlebotomist was telling me that the bloods would take a minute to draw, or if this was standard phlebotomist-speak to tell people who had cracked open their head to wait. I’d guess now that it was the former because the phlebotomist next used what we used to call ‘good bedside manner’ and told me how nice my handwriting was. ‘Aspiring to be a doctor, I guess?’ they asked. But it was after I answered back, No. Aspiring to get out of this place, that the phlebotomist replied with words I’ll never forget: ‘Soon,’ they said. ‘You can’t stay here on holiday forever.’


Years later, the phlebotomist’s line has stayed with me, not just because it made me laugh, but because I suddenly made the connection that it was listening to the people around me that was going to help me get better: the medical information about surgery scheduling, prognosis and aftercare, of course, but also the funny comments from the phlebotomist telling me I was ‘on holiday’ and multiple visits by family members skirting visiting hours to respond to my grievances with videos of kids doing their homework and cleaning kitty litter. By showing me those ‘silly videos’, my sister and partner weren’t just listening to my gripes about going back home, but also supporting me with the motivation I needed to get better enough to ‘breathe on my own’. In addition to the medical team, it was this steady supply of reinforced human connection, practised as Everyday Listening with Fourteen Hearts, that was what helped me regain the fitness I needed to get back on my feet.


Listening can not only help bolster your physical health but also the many personal, social and cultural channels of health we will explore throughout the book. I had to find this out the hard way, waiting a month to get the notice of a discharge from the ICU, then getting a lump in my throat (where the hole for the ventilator was) when saying goodbye to the phlebotomist and the rest of the medical team. But enjoying the benefits of Listening with Fourteen Hearts doesn’t require falling off a scooter, or even anything near as extreme as a head injury. What it needs is just a gentle reminder to reacquaint with the fourteen channels, starting now.


Your Fourteen Hearts


I got the idea that not all listening occurs on the same channel when I first started my research into listening. Deconstructing two Japanese characters that are both pronounced ‘kiku’ but have distinct meanings, the first character we’re calling ‘Listening with Fourteen Hearts’ [image: ], and heads this chapter, tunes into the channel of a person, while the second character, that we’ll call ‘Informational Listening’ [image: ] and heads the next, focuses on listening to language, content, task or topic. When we talk about listening, we generally think we mean this channel of Informational Listening, where the character [image: ] is composed of an ear [image: ] positioned between a pair of gates [image: ], like a person pressing up an ear to the gates trying to gain information from the other side.


We use Listening with Fourteen Hearts and Informational Listening on different channels. The first involves listening deeply for personal, relational and cultural voices while the second involves optimal listening for surface information, typically expressed in language. Flash back to the London ICU and you can imagine my family and me using Informational Listening to understand the medical diagnosis, results of the surgeries and the prognosis going forward, while the phlebotomist, family and I participated in Listening with Fourteen Hearts in focusing on each other’s voices in our daily living experiences. We use both these listening channels and more, but in our day-to-day listening, we tend to value Informational Listening more, in part because Listening with Fourteen Hearts is harder to describe and grasp, and in part because our education at school and work reinforces the idea that it’s this ‘productive’ channel of listening that is important. Here we challenge this idea and start with the lesser-known but powerful five channels comprised in Listening with Fourteen Hearts that provide the energy to tune in to other channels.


Japanese character-readers weren’t the only people who were privy to the idea of fourteen listening hearts in early times. Greek philosophers too had apparently thought of this kind of listening, calling it ‘meta’, where the original etymological meaning for the word included the senses of with, beyond, after and among. Meta Listening was communication that works with speaking to enable us to hear beyond what words say about our reality, before, during and after we say them, and always exists somewhere magically in the space amongst humans.


Listening with Fourteen Hearts is a synergy of art and science. It’s a provision of health that supports our personal well-being but also our physical health. As one of the longest and most comprehensive studies of human development, the Harvard Study of Adult Development found that listening can protect against chronic diseases and mental decline,1 and a study in the cardiologists’ journal Heart found that the risk of coronary heart disease and stroke decreased as much as a third for those who felt heard.2 Because the five foundational channels of Listening with Fourteen Hearts, like the other channels of listening, start with a physical hearing that fuels their energies, let’s first talk about your hearing powerhouse that drives your listening.


Your Hearing Powerhouse


Our auditory system is designed as a first line of defence. A loud bump in the middle of the night can startle you awake and instruct the release of stress hormones like adrenaline, noradrenaline and cortisol to prompt you to react through the fight or flight response. As your ‘startle reflex’ switches you on, your airways open up and your blood gets pumping, you are alerted to a potential threat, real or perceived. To determine the actual level of threat, your listening intelligence kicks in as soon as you have a moment to consider it. When that morning alarm goes off, we startle awake before our listening kicks in and we press the snooze.


Even more interesting is the listening we do at the other end of the spectrum from our startle reflex in our auditory system – our hearing tells us to listen for sound but also its absence, too. That bump we hear in the middle of the night followed by silence, or the people we expect to hear at the other end of a video conference and don’t. We don’t like it when we’re expecting to be able to hear sound and we don’t. ‘You’re on mute! You’re on mute!’ You know the drill.


Like our other perceptions, we tend to think of our hearing in absolute terms – ‘I heard you!’ – but hearing is actually a sensor that works across a range. The spectrum of hearing is an important concept because our sensors are heightened when the alerts are at the extremes of the range. We notice low audibility at the other end of a call, and say, ‘Uh, hello? I can’t hear you,’ even when we have heard something but it’s too low to qualify as hearing. Equally, we notice sounds that are too high in volume or pitch and hurt our ears. While we notice these pressure points at the extreme ends of our hearing range, we often don’t pay attention to the sounds in the normal range when we can generally assume our hearing is functioning normally. This was pretty much my attitude until I got tinnitus from the accident and was sent to see an audiologist for post-trauma hearing therapy.


When I told my audiologist that although I’d been going to the optometrist since I was twelve just to have diagnostic ‘checkups’ even when everything seemed okay, but that this was my first ever visit to the audiologist, she said that, sadly, I was pretty typical. Even though we make hygiene visits for our eyes and teeth, we don’t look after our hearing in the same way. This is likely due to the cultural value we place on youthfulness, and although vision loss can also be age-related, we view hearing loss as a particularly shameful marker of being old and in decline. The stats at the end of this chapter, though, show that you don’t necessarily have to be old to suffer from hearing loss. So the first order of business is to have your hearing checked if you haven’t already. You will be contributing to dispelling the stigma at the very least and rewarded for becoming better attuned to the amazing instrument you have that protects you.


Your hearing isn’t just a heroic protector that keeps you out of danger but also an extraordinary system that ignites your listening. Starting on the outside of your head and going into your brain, your auditory system begins with the two satellite dishes we call ‘ears’ that act as antennas that capture sound. Once the soundwaves are caught, they are then sent through a two-and-a-half-centimetre-long ear canal that finishes at your ear drum. Although the ear drum in the middle ear is an astonishingly tiny, one centimetre in diameter instrument that stays that same size from childhood to adulthood, its demure size featuring three of your body’s tiniest bones has the important job of drumming up vibrations, which it will pass on through an oval window to the snail-shaped organ that is your inner ear.


Called the cochlea, the tininess of this pea-sized organ also belies its awesome power. Inside this miniaturized hyper-hearing centre are bundled groups of hair cells that lie swirling around like anemone in a sea of sensor corals, waiting to sense the drummed-up mechanical sounds and change them into electrical currents. Next time someone tells you that you can’t change things, think of the mind-bending change that goes on in between your middle and inner ears every time you hear something.


And as we approach the end of the hearing trajectory, your auditory system performs one last, breathtaking feat. These electrical charges are sent along the auditory pathway as frequencies to the hearing part of the brain called the ‘auditory cortex’ – the enchanted place where our hearing blooms into listening. Says the ecologist John Muir:




A few minutes ago every tree was excited, bowing to the roaring storm, waving, swirling, tossing their branches in glorious enthusiasm like worship. But though to the outer ear these trees are now silent, their songs never cease.





As sounds persist after you’ve heard them, that’s when your listening starts. There, in the forest of your listening, an electrical storm of associative memories matches the sounds you’ve heard in prior encounters to begin listening to what you are hearing now.


We know from the Greek description of the ‘meta’ in listening that Listening with Fourteen Hearts is always ahead of hearing and behind it simultaneously. To be able to auditorily listen, we need to be able to hear a sound in the present and match it with a memory of a sound we’ve heard in the past. The extraordinary human ability of listening isn’t new – it has been around for millennia. Saxon hunters in the fifth to eleventh centuries used it when they listened out for their prey. We know this because in Old Saxon, an old form of English, the word ‘listen’ was pronounced ‘hlysnen’, and actually meant listening-for. Like us today, Old Saxons didn’t so much listen-to anything as listen-for it. We recall sound from memory to recognize it in its current environment. Listening in the present is the repeated process of drawing from auditory hearing in the past and listening for it in the future. And that begs the question, what are we listening for?


Your Human Voice


When I asked a cochlear implant surgeon to explain why hearing is important, he laughed and said, ‘Well, it’s because it allows us to do what we’re doing now and listen for the human voice.’


Our hearing helps us to identify the human voice not only when someone is speaking, but also through the noises humans make when they shout, sing, laugh and cry. We can hear these kinds of energies humans create in their vocal tracts because we’re endowed with the ability to decipher volume and sound frequency, that we decode as pitch. Humans can verify that what they are hearing is another human voice by detecting an average human speaking volume that occurs somewhere between fifty and eighty decibels (dB), and a sound frequency range between twenty and twenty thousand hertz (Hz). Ultrasounds show we detect this human speaking range in volume and pitch from when we are around four months old in utero, making babies the top hearers of the human voice by the time they are born.


Like car value, though, unfortunately human hearing begins to decline once it comes off the lot. But, as if by compensation, we gain the skill of listening instead. Even though the adult human hearing range is inferior to a baby’s and a teen’s, and pales by comparison to the top ten animal auditory superstars in the list below, we rival them all and possibly surpass them in our ability to listen and bring meaning to the pitch of cries and, eventually, language. Volume and Pitch are two of the five channels that we listen for in sounds to assess the quality of a human voice, alongside timbre, which we explore next.


Auditory Superstars


Animals have truly amazing auditory equipment. Here are the top ten contenders selected and adapted from the websites, Hidden Hearing3 and BioExplorer4:




1. The greater wax moth can hear ultrasonic sound frequencies at 300,000Hz, 15 times higher than the highest sounds humans can hear at 20,000Hz.


2. Bats hunt at night using echolocation, squeaking then using the echoes to navigate, sometimes to catch moths.


3. Owls are night hunters, too, and have specialist ear locations on their heads to pinpoint prey to great accuracy.


4. Elephants can move herds to shelter, having heard the sound of a storm 10 kilometres away.


5. Wolves are the best long-distance hearers and communicators. They can hear from a distance of 6.2–9.9 miles (10–16 kilometres) away. Their domestic descendants, dogs, also have a hearing range far superior to humans and can hear you coming home long before you’re at the door. Growing up, I had a cairn terrier we used as a kind of seismo-alarm because he knew an earthquake was about to hit Tokyo about half a minute before we did.


6. Cats have superior hearing ears managed by three dozen muscles per ear that allow them to rotate their ears towards sound and away from noise.


7. Horses use a lookout to protect their herd. They also hold their ears forward to show attentiveness and tip them downwards to show excitement or fear.


8. Dolphins and sharks use echolocation to create sound maps that guide their navigation. A shark has electroreceptor organs called ampullae di Lorenzini that allow them to detect weak electrical fields, helping them to locate their coordinates and navigate thousands of miles across waters, crossing in excess of 20,000 miles (32,187km), from Africa to Australia and back.


9. Rats have super-powered hearing that can help pinpoint the source of food but also their predators.


10. Pigeons have ears beneath their feathers and can hear sounds as low as 0.05Hz, allowing them to detect storms and seismic shifts that help them navigate away from natural disasters.





Listening with Fourteen Hearts 1: Timbre


The first kind of sound in the human voice we listen for is timbre, the highly personal quality of human vocal sounds we can perceive. Once we hear a voice and identify it as human, we begin listening by studying its timbre. Recognizing timbre gives meaning to a particular person’s voice and allows us to identify them. In other words, if we know a person’s voice from having heard it on repeated occasions before, we can ID that person by the timbre of their voice.


In fact, the timbre in a human voice is thought to be so unique to a particular person that some banks use a voice recognition security check as an alternative to eye or fingerprint identification. Although we can never actually prove that no two people have an identical voice, as far as we know, your voice is unique to you. What is arguably more important than the ID checks banks use, though, is the unique voice you recognize in family members and close friends.


Recognizing the unique timbre in someone’s voice is important not just because it identifies someone but also because it starts the back-and-forth of listening and speaking. When you identify that the person who just said ‘Hello’ is your dad, for example, now it isn’t just a security check but the start of two people in communication. As the human voice conveys messages by using language, it also broadcasts meta-messages about how someone is feeling. When the voice of someone you know changes tone, you can understand something about how they are. Just the other day, I overheard someone say in a restaurant, ‘Oh my god, they’d better hurry up. He’s starting to talk in that Dad-is-hungry voice.’ The timbre in someone’s voice can act as a weathervane, allowing you to listen for someone’s well-being, especially in people we know. But as you cultivate the practice of Listening with Fourteen Hearts, you can also learn to recognize subtle changes in the voices of those you know less well, too.


Listening with Fourteen Hearts 2: Amplifier


Some languages like Mandarin Chinese have tones and formalize them in their language. Four different tones distinguish the four meanings of the word ma, that can mean ‘mother’, ‘hemp’, ‘horse’ or ‘scold’. Hearing tones in a tonal language like Mandarin Chinese is necessary for understanding the language, and not hearing them means that you could end up misunderstanding a key message or mistaking someone’s mother for a horse, which is generally not ideal in any language culture.


In spoken English, tones aren’t formalized in the verbal language and fixed to sounds to differentiate word meaning. Instead, English speakers use tones to establish the mood or vibe of a conversation and can be specifically used to draw attention to the intended meaning of a word – for example, by stressing a syllable in the word to provide emphasis. In greeting your mother, for instance, you can say, ‘Hello, mother’, ‘Hello, MOTHER’, ‘Hello, MOther’ or ‘Hello, moTHER’. Unlike in Mandarin Chinese, your mother would still be able to understand you are addressing her in every one of the greetings. She might, though, hear a different tone of voice in each one, especially if the way you address your mother on an average day is different from the one you just used. Depending on how you normally greet your mother, saying ‘Hello, MOTHER’, loudly and accenting the whole word might give your voice an angry tone, while placing an accent on one syllable or another in saying, ‘Hello, MOther’ or ‘Hello, moTHER’ might give your voice a tone of contempt. Of course, only your mother will know how she heard your greeting and only you know the way you actually meant it, but part of being fluent in any language is also being able to listen for and understand tone of voice, like the Amplifier you just used. As a listener, being able to understand an Amplifier is important because it can help you interpret what someone is saying in relation to you.


So even though missing tone of voice in English might not result in the misunderstanding of language the way it does in Mandarin Chinese, it might result in someone being unable to understand what’s happening to the relationship in the context of the moment. For the listener, a tone of voice like the Amplifier is a navigation marker that prepares us for what might happen next. Will she continue to be angry? Should you put the kettle on? Tone of voice supplies subtle information about someone’s personal and relational everyday well-being so that listeners can evaluate and navigate next steps in the conversation as it rolls out.


Like English, the Japanese language is also not tonal. And like the English language, Japanese uses tones to communicate relational information. However, instead of emphasizing words by turning the Amplifier up, the Japanese language turns the dial down to create emphasis by staccatoed syllables. As you might say, ‘Oh. My. God.’ in English, Japanese hold sounds down between syllables in words for emphasis, saying things like ‘sug.goku oishii’, meaning, ‘it really tastes good’, but with the emphasis on ‘really’, sounding out the English equivalent, ‘It REAlly tastes good’. Because listeners notice emphases at both extremes of the range, Japanese listeners pay attention to the silent pausing between syllables. In prefacing the comment with eyes opened wide and sucking in air to add a surprised tone of voice, a speaker expresses their relational message for the listener to understand and enjoy. Amplifiers create emphasis, but also amplify the experience to include the listener.


Listening with Fourteen Hearts 3: Shifter


In both English and in Japanese, we use voice and language to emphasize things that matter to us. If after a daughter greets her mother and says, ‘It raiiined!’ stretching out the vowels and calling attention to the fact that it rained, her mother would be able to detect the relative shift in the wailing pitch between ‘rained’ and the mundane, flat pitch of the preceding word ‘it’, to hear a mood change for the people in the conversation – for example, if the daughter is annoyed because she didn’t bring an umbrella and she got wet. A tone of voice can be a Shifter that signals a change in the atmosphere between people.


As in English, Japanese speakers also use the tone-of-voice Shifters by drawing out sounds, but because a shift in the mood of the relationship is important for the listener to know, a speaker might add an explicit tone marker at the end of the sentence to signal the shift. The two most frequently used tone markers in Japanese are ne and yo where ne means, ‘right?’ and yo acts like a word with an exclamation mark in English so that ame futta yoooo sounds like, ‘It raiiined!’ in English.


In any language, listening competence isn’t just about understanding its words (as we’ll learn more about in the following chapter on Informational Listening), but about understanding the tone of voice that supplies personal and relational meaning. It’s how people can reproduce verbatim what someone else said, like the fact ‘it rained’, and still not understand what they meant if they didn’t listen for and interpret the amplifier or shifter that demonstrates that they’re mad it rained. Fortunately, first-language listeners of all languages can become competent in both language and tone of voice without even trying – we’ll see in chapter three on Soft Listening that we learn a good part of our listening skills outside of formal academic training.


One example of the tone-of-voice shift we know and take for granted is signalling a different meaning by changing the intonation at the ends of sentences. As listeners, we know that the English language typically uses a falling pitch at the end of a sentence to make a statement and a rising pitch at the end of a sentence to ask a question. Many other languages use these same patterns of pitch in creating statements and questions, although some, such as Japanese, use language rather than tone, for example, using the word ka to act like a question mark and explicitly clarify that a sentence is a question in speech. When typical pitch patterns are in operation, listeners of English know they can focus on the content – the words – of the statement or question. But first-language listeners of English also know that if they hear a pitch shift, like a rising pitch at the end of a statement, or a falling pitch at the end of a question, these are tone-of-voice signals that the sentence can have other added relational meanings.


Here’s an example. Let’s say your grandmother takes a fall and your mother tells you ‘She’s going to be okay?’ using the rising pitch of a question instead of the typical falling pitch of a statement. From the statement ‘She’s going to be okay?’ you can understand the literal message that your mother thinks your grandmother is going to be okay. But with the rising pitch at the end of what is otherwise a typical statement sentence, your mother is also sending you three additional meta-messages:




1. She hopes your grandmother is going to be okay.


2. She is worried and not sure whether your grandmother is going to be okay.


3. She wants you to be okay with this information.





The first meta-message expresses the statement with some uncertainty and tells the listener that what the speaker is saying isn’t fact but a sincere hope; the second meta-message emphasizes the speaker’s own worry, while the third shifts into a relational concern to express worry about how the listener will manage what they’ve just learned. Using a questioning pitch in place of a standard statement pitch can send multiple messages beyond the explicit contents of a message. When you’re a Listener of Fourteen Hearts, you are presented with the opportunity to listen for all three messages and not just the literal informational one.


Where adding a questioning pitch at the end of a statement adds multiple senses to the content of a statement, flattening out what could be a grammatical question can create a bantering tone. If instead of your grandmother taking a fall, you take a spill on the kitchen floor and a family member, seeing you’re more or less alright, says in a flat tone with the discrete words ‘Are. You. Okay.’, you know they are not asking if you are actually uninjured but playing at a kind of subverted empathy. We’ll talk more about banter in the chapter on Social Listening, but for now, remember the phlebotomist who bantered to me: ‘Soon. You can’t stay here on holiday forever.’ Using a deadpan falling tone on top of language that referred to being in the hospital as ‘on holiday’, their humour worked to deliver the meta-message that they knew I wanted to go home. When someone’s meta-messages are spot on, that’s when you feel heard.


Listening with Fourteen Hearts 4 and 5: Volume and Pitch


I once took part in a professional development workshop that used an ice-breaker called ‘Glad-Sad-Mad’, a technique used to train actors to trigger emotions in performances. The facilitator explained that while actors are typically asked to use prior memory to trigger the emotional states of gladness, sadness and anger, we would find these emotions on video and discuss them as a way of getting to know one another.


As it was an entirely new kind of ice-breaker for many of us, it took us a while to settle in on one participant’s video of football chanters in a pub. Initially, a volunteer classed the chanters in the selected video as glad, and as a group we hummed back our agreement. But as the video rolled on, the chanters’ tone changed. Focusing more on the individuals of the group, we heard some of the chanters were shouting more than singing, while others were crying more than chanting. Now we weren’t sure anymore whether the chanters were glad, mad or sad until someone suggested that perhaps the chanters’ team had lost a match. Now we had a potential meaning to listen for, we could reassess the whole range of emotions the chanters were expressing.


The class reviewed the video again and reflected on how we frequently observe a range of emotions that are in fact multidimensional. Our emotions are often mixed, complex and difficult to classify in simple terms, but of course that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t listen for all of them. When we first see a smiling face and hear their laughter, we’re likely to listen to and identify that emotion as gladness, like we did for the chanters. But as we listen for and consider what we hear and see, we’re likely to better recognize middle-of-the-range, nuanced variations.


We recognize emotions best in their extremes, where our emotion reader matches excitation ranges on the extreme ends of Volume and Pitch. The emotion listeners can identify most accurately is anger, because the vocal manifestations usually occur at the high volume end. When a listener hears a person shouting and expressing themselves at the end of the speaking range that typically measures above ninety to one hundred decibels, their startle reflex switches on, adrenaline shoots through their veins and their muscles contract to protect themself from the potential threat, in the same way they would if they were physically assaulted. Anger is the emotion humans read best because our listening processors are on a danger watch for volume outside the usual range, whether screaming mad or seething quiet.


We’re next best at recognizing sadness in the glad-sad-mad series but, once again, only if it is expressed on the high intensity end of the tone-of-voice gauge, with large variation in sound frequency, which humans translate and listen for as pitch. Crying, with its strong pitch variation, is the emotion we listen for and recognize as sadness, even if we can’t see the person and register the associated facial expressions. Just as we listen for the shift in intonation in sentences to understand a shift in mood, we listen for shifts up and down in Pitch to judge a baby’s mood.


We said earlier that babies are great at hearing and detecting pitch with a broader range of frequencies, but that adults might have the edge in listening to and understanding a baby’s cries. A study of parents and non-parents showed that adults can differentiate babies’ cries – for example, in requesting help, pointing to an object or protesting.5 As adults distinguished different baby cries, they were able to vary their responses according to voice to be able to help the infants. Listening is, then, not only being able to hear a cry but also being able to navigate a beneficial response through considered listening.


As a listener, it’s satisfying to be able to attend to a physical discomfort and fix it – the relief a baby feels when their discomfort is alleviated is palpable to the attending adult. It’s also natural to want to be able to relieve someone’s emotional discomfort when we perceive it. But in the face of many of the emotions we recognize as listeners, we aren’t always able to supply an immediate fix. Everyday conversations are much more complex than the response of feeding a hungry child, and the resolution isn’t so much in fixing them as showing up for them through deep listening attendance – Listening with Fourteen Hearts – because it’s in the full action of listening to someone that ultimately makes them feel heard.


Seen, Heard and Understood


Before I cracked my head falling off the scooter, I used to regularly quote the great Zen master Dōgen Zenji’s teaching on empathy in seeing the world as you: ‘Fools see themselves as others. The wise see others as themselves.’ It felt like a handy way of repeating the mantra of empathy, that it’s important to be able to step into other people’s shoes. Explaining it, though, did often make me wonder if you can really do such a thing as know how someone else feels by stepping into their shoes. It seemed to me that other people’s shoes are hard to fill and you can never really completely feel the way someone’s shoes fit them. It was only after my stay in the ICU that I realized that what the Master was actually saying was not that you need to step into someone else’s shoes, but into the in-between relational space between you and them when you listen. This was demonstrated by the phlebotomist, who, as someone in the ICU on a daily basis, could share my discomfort of being there and my wish to go home. Listening with Fourteen Hearts is a way of stepping into and showing up for a person in that in-between space.


The idea that listening takes place in the space between two humans is written into the Japanese characters for the very word, ‘human’ [image: ]. Composed of the character for ‘person’ [image: ] and the character for ‘the space-in-between’ [image: ],* it implies that every listening experience presents the opportunity to step into the in-between space between two people so that you can gain a little more insight about another person. A Zen Buddhist like Master Dōgen Zenji might tell you that it’s in this in-between space where you can find the stillness of true sound – silence. What we actually say and listen for in a really good chat isn’t as important as the feeling we walk away with that comes from the energies of a mutual Listening with Fourteen Hearts. If you’ve ever answered the question, ‘What were you talking about?’ with, ‘Oh, nothing’, smiling about the heartwarming chat you’ve just had, you’ve probably felt seen, heard and understood in that in-between space, having experienced Listening with Fourteen Hearts.


Listening with Fourteen Hearts for the Human Voice


Our listening has the capacity to identify the timbre of a human voice and distinguish one person from another as we can listen for and learn more about them in that moment through their volume, pitch and any changes in amplitude or other tone of voice. When we tune in to a person’s voice, we can further identify whether a shouting stranger or a crying baby might be glad, mad or sad – or, as is often the case, a complex, changing mixture of many emotions. As voice triggers the release of a cocktail of neurohormones for listeners that prompts us to hear people, it activates Listening with Fourteen Hearts to see and feel them in the in-between space where we join in together.


Although empathy has become an overwhelming if somewhat judgemental term that is required of someone to be a good person, in its plain form it’s really something we do intuitively when we’re hanging out with the people we care about in our everyday listening. By listening in the channels of Amplifiers, Shifters, Volume or Pitch, we can hear all sorts of complex emotional priorities and relational tones of those we tune in to in our shared in-between spaces. Empathy is listening out for hungry dads and daughters who talk about ‘moTHERs’ when they’re not at their best. It’s how we understand family and close friends we frequently interact with, but also others we’re about to get to know. When a person catches our attention and calls on us to listen, our fourteen channels of listening provide us with all the bandwidth we need not only to recognize who they are, but also to feel out what’s happening in their day.


Listening is how we attain the level of power superstar animals gain with their hearing. Like the greater wax moth that can hear at fifteen times the frequency of humans, the wolf that can hear a call up to nearly ten miles away or the shark that can use their hearing echolocation to navigate from Africa to Australia and back, we can listen to potentially soak in and relieve grief, disarm anger or show up and go the distance. Ultimately, what I learned in the ICU was that listening with Fourteen Hearts isn’t just so you can breathe on your own – it’s so you can share that sentient space and live together with others.


7 Listening with Fourteen Hearts Competences You Might Not Know You Have




◼ You have a startle reflex that hears loud sounds and alerts you of danger to keep you safe. You can also hear loud volume and a wide frequency range and interpret the neurohormonal expressions as the emotions of anger and sadness respectively.


◼ You listen for voice more than you listen to voice by making associations between what you’ve heard before and what you’re hearing now, and this is how you translate your hearing into listening.


◼ You can listen for Timbre to recognize the voice of someone you know.


◼ You can listen for Amplifiers, such as emphasis in accented words in English or staccato words in Japanese, to get a sense of what matters to the speaker.


◼ You can listen for Shifters, changes in intonation that can indicate relational messages of empathy or subverted play. A shift from falling to rising intonation in statements can signal a relational meta-message about the people in the conversation. A shift from rising to falling intonation in grammatical questions can signal irony or banter.


◼ You can hear Volume and Pitch and recognize simple emotions. You can hear anger in amplified volume and sadness in pitch shifts.


◼ When you listen more deeply, you can understand more complex emotions that are best experienced in empathy in the in-between space rather than ‘fixed’ through advice.





3 Listening with Fourteen Hearts Applications




◼ Voice ID game: The next time you gather with family or friends, close your eyes and see who you can identify by voice. How is your voice ID? What do you hear in the voices of people you know well? A friend once told me that one of the small things they enjoyed the most is having friends over and hearing the happy tones of friends’ voices interacting from another room, even when they couldn’t actually hear what was being said. What are your favourite things about listening to familiar voices? Can you tell what they’re talking about even though you can’t actually hear what they’re saying?


◼ Listen to a baby cry: Is the baby crying hard in a loud volume and/or is there a lot of pitch change up and down the soundwave frequency? Can you tell what the baby is crying for?


◼ Listening-channel check-ins: Observe how you listen using these five Listening with Fourteen Hearts speech channels in one of your next listening experiences. Do voice ID and listening-channel check-ins with your friends to spark conversation and to get to know your closest people even better.


5 Listening with Fourteen Hearts Listening Channels


• Timbre


• Amplifier


• Shifter


• Volume


• Pitch





Don’t Forget to Get Your Hearing Hardware Checked!


The World Health Organization (WHO) reports that over 1.5 billion people globally live with some degree of hearing loss. While nearly one third of people over sixty-five experience disabling hearing loss, this isn’t something that just affects older people. An estimated 34 million children have hearing loss, of which 60 per cent is due to preventable causes, such as infections and medication, and about 1.1 billion young people aged twelve to thirty-five are at risk of having noise-induced hearing loss due to recreational exposure.


Hearing loss can creep up on you. The Royal National Institute for Deafness say most people start to lose their hearing at around the age of forty. As many as one in four US adults who reported excellent to good hearing were found to already have hearing damage.6 In the UK, one in six people have some degree of hearing loss, and many more don’t know it.


The big cost of hearing loss isn’t only the billions spent in health and educational treatment and support. The biting personal cost is that when you lose your hearing, you don’t just lose a few hair cells and nerve fibres, you also lose your listening. When your cochlea and auditory cortex don’t get to play and process sounds anymore, your listening stops hearing music the way it used to.


Fortunately, there’s help in the form of modern technology and cutting-edge hearing aids. There are hearing aids today that look just like earphones. No one has to know you’re even wearing them. It’s funny, though, since despite the availability of hearing tests and aids, studies show that people don’t listen! Even in the UK, where a hearing check is free, people wait on average ten years before seeking help for their hearing loss and often only after a third party has brought on an intervention.


The good news is that while studies show that hearing loss can lead to depression and increase the risk of dementia by up to five times, treatments like wearing a hearing aid can reduce the risk of any of these outcomes.7 Being able to hear so you can listen to know what’s going on in the world around you in all its detail is as important as being able to see it. Chances are you probably don’t have hearing loss, but as my audiologist reminded me, prevention is better than treatment. Get your hearing checked so you can take full advantage of your listening.
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