
Marianella Sclavi e Daniel Buraschi 1

Marianella Sclavi / Daniel Buraschi
Vignettes of Sara Seravalle

Participative Democracy 
and the Art of  Listening 



Participative Democracy 
and the Art of  Listening
˜
From the right to speak 
to the right to be heard

Marianella Sclavi and Daniel Buraschi
Vignettes of  Sara Seravalle

ASCOLTO ATTIVO



The seven rules of  the art of  listening Marianella Sclavi and Daniel Buraschi4 5

Active listening and dialogical 
facilitation of participatory processes

One of  the pillars of  democratic participatory processes is the right of  every 
participant to speak, to express his or her point of  view and to contribute to the 
construction of  a collective project. However, on many occasions, the simple 
right to speak, without the active promotion of  dialogue and listening among 
participants, turns into a series of  parallel monologues, where each participant 
retreats to his initial positions and is only concerned with defending his point of  
view. The sequence “right to speak and reply, majority vote,” accepted uncriti-
cally as the backbone of  decision-making processes, fosters polarizing dynamics 
and generates power dynamics that can hinder decision-making and raise issues 
of  legitimacy, in the sense that the minority can be made invisible or a certain 
minority can impose its view.

In debate, when it is not preceded by transformative dialogue, diversity becomes 
an opportunity for taking sides instead of  gaining a deeper understanding of  
the issues being discussed. The way in which each person speaks in the two 
contexts, debate and dialogue, is very different: in the former, one addresses the 
interlocutors to convince them of  one’s own reasons, in the latter to offer them 
one’s own point of  view to put alongside that of  the others and all together 
reach a deeper understanding of  the issues at stake. Consequently, in the first 
case, listening is done in a judgmental way (true/false, right/wrong, friend/ene-
my); in the second, in an active/exploratory way that recognizes the right of  all 
present to be treated as intelligent people and the divergence as collaboration 
in the necessary multiplication of  points of  view. In the first case, the synthesis 
is made by the “bosses”, the “leaders”, those who count; in the second case, it 
is up to each person to take on all their concerns and experiences, in a dynamic 
of  the emergence of  a plural intelligence. 

The main problem with the use of  debate in participatory processes is therefore 
that it neglects the relational dimension, thus undermining the sustainability 

and quality of  the processes. Neglecting the relational dimension has important 
implications such as the lack of  motivation of  the participants, the low sus-
tainability of  the processes and, even worse, the reproduction of  structures of  
domination. Moreover, it creates situations in which people identify with their 
own position and this implies that a criticism of  a position is experienced as a 
personal attack, and vice versa the appreciation of  a divergent opinion as a loss 
of  authority or a demonstration of  weakness. 

Faced with the limitations of  debate in participatory processes, we have devel-
oped a Transformative Dialogical Approach (TDA) (Buraschi, Amoraga Mon-
tesinos, and Oldano, 2017; Buraschi, Aguilar, and Oldano, 2019), based on the 
centrality of  dialogue and relationship care in the participatory process. ADT 
promotes dialogic spaces that not only guarantee the right to speak but, more 
importantly, the right to be heard. 

In the dialogic facilitation of  participatory processes, the promotion of  listening 
is central, because it has a power of  personal, interpersonal and social transfor-
mation: it promotes trust, openness, understanding, awareness of  our way of  
seeing the world, mutual recognition, appreciation of  different points of  view 
and the construction of  a shared common sense. 
One of  the methodological proposals that have most influenced the develop-
ment of  the Transformative Dialogue Approach is the “art of  listening” by 
Marianella Sclavi, sociologist, anthropologist and Italian pioneer in the facili-
tation of  participatory processes. In her classic book “Art of  Listening and Pos-
sible Worlds”, she proposes seven rules to promote the right of  people to be 
heard. At the basis of  these rules is what she calls the “magic triangle” of  the 
art of  listening: active listening, emotional self-awareness and creative conflict 
management. The dynamics of  active listening, fundamental for the facilitation 
of  participatory processes, are linked to the awareness and intelligent use of  our 
emotions and to the creative management of  conflicts. 

This text, written in four hands with Marianella, was born from a reflective 
dialogue on her seven rules of  the art of  listening starting from their application 
in the facilitation of  participatory processes.



The seven rules of  the art of  listening Marianella Sclavi and Daniel Buraschi6 7

01
Never be in a hurry to reach 
conclusions. 
Conclusions are the most 
ephemeral part of  your research.

The first rule of  the art of  listening focuses on the importance of  an ex-
ploratory attitude when approaching the perspectives of  others. The rush 
to conclusions is almost always related to a sense of  impatience with dis-
agreements and wanting to get rid of  them as quickly as possible. Taking an 
exploratory perspective is a way of  approaching reality and other people that 
aims to build common spaces through a common creative protagonism. The 
haste to arrive at conclusions typically goes hand in hand with an attitude of  
classificatory urgency: one places the question in a box (e.g. “it’s the fault of  
bureaucracy”, “there are no alternatives”) and considers the question closed. 
The opposite of  the rush to conclusions is to welcome divergence, dissent and 
conflict as valuable symptoms of  something important that we were ignoring 
and opportunities for mutual learning and deepening. 
It is surprising to note how easily and with a sense of  relief  people participate 
in a process set up from the beginning on the guarantee that their contribu-
tion as unique and concrete persons, in flesh and blood, will be welcomed 
with an open and non-judgmental attitude and that the initial divergences 
will be understood as contributions to arrive all together to invent new solu-
tions of  mutual liking.
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One of  the main problems in transforming diversity into cognitive resources 
is the difficulty in recognizing that our perception of  a given reality can never 
be “neutral” and “objective” and that there are always other points of  view, 
just as legitimate as ours, that could help us to have a more complete and 
in-depth vision. We must get used to thinking that reality is composed of  
multi-stable figures, such as, for example, those paintings in which we can 
identify different figures (a young or old person, a pair of  twins or a cup) 
playing with the relationship figure background. These figures, in order to 
be adequately described, must be seen from a multiplicity of  points of  view, 
each of  which is legitimate, but partial. Another metaphor is that of  the jig-
saw puzzle: to put it together, we need to add to our pieces those of  others. 
Our way of  seeing the world always depends on specific “cultural frames 
of  reference” that frame reality and influence the way we interpret events, 
people and social dynamics. Cultural frames are made up of  beliefs, implicit 
assumptions, ideas and values that influence the way we see and act with-
out us being aware of  them. In today’s ever-changing world, the diversity of  
implicit assumptions is typical not only of  the increasingly frequent contact 
between different cultures and languages, but also between parents and chil-
dren, between husband and wife, as well as obviously between citizens called 
to be co-protagonists in experiences of  participatory democracy. 

As Gregory Bateson explains with his metaphor of  the gaze, just as to per-
ceive the dimension of  depth we need two eyes because with only one we 
would see everything flat, in any cognitive process, to understand something 
in a non-superficial way we need a plurality of  perspectives. Thanks to the 
multiplication of  points of  view, each of  us is able both to better understand 
the issues under discussion and to ensure mutual recognition and respect.

02
What you are seeing depends on 
your point of  view. 
In order to see what your point of  
view is, you have to change it. 
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Active listening assumes that interlocutors are complex, interesting, and in-
telligent people, regardless of  age, gender, ethnicity, social status, religion, or 
ability. And that when their ideas and/or behaviors seem unreasonable and/
or wrong, the first thing to do is to understand why for them everything is 
perfectly reasonable and logical. In the dialogue that is established, the reac-
tion “I’m right, you’re wrong” is replaced with “it seems this way to me, how 
come it seems that way to you?’” This attitude that does not deny dissent, but 
transforms it into questions guided by a genuine desire to understand the rea-
sons, emotions, values and worldview of  others, is the basis for the creation of  
relationships of  trust and collaboration. Where the right to active, non-judg-
mental listening exists, people are relieved of  the anxiety of  incurring neg-
ative judgments and of  being responsible for giving “the correct answer” or 
remaining silent. A dialogue develops based on a mix of  empathy and what 
anthropologist and literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin has called “exotopia.” With 
empathy we assume that similar experiences can be interpreted in a similar 
way: “I, too, in a similar situation, felt the same emotions...”. We say we are 
putting ourselves in “other people’s shoes,” but in reality we are putting oth-
ers in our own shoes. Exotopia starts with the idea that even though behaviors 

are similar, their meanings can be very different and conversely that different 
behaviors have similar meanings. So it’s about recognizing the autonomous 
perspective of  the other, a perspective with its own meaning, not reducible to 
our own. In a participatory process people often do not share the same cultur-
al frames of  reference and, in these cases, empathy can turn into an egocen-
tric exercise where we connect only with people who we believe feel and think 
like us or we project onto others our way of  interpreting and feeling reality. 
In a sense, true active listening comes into play when trying to put ourselves in 
the other person’s shoes doesn’t work and we have to assume that the interloc-
utor is intelligent, not because we understand him, but in order to understand 
him.

03
In order to understand what 
another person is saying, you must 
assume that he/she is right and 
ask him/her to help you 
understand why it is so. 
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It is part of  common sense that emotions are fine in the intimate, sentimental 
space, but in the public space and in important decisions, logic and rationality 
must prevail. The truth is that emotions can function as blinders or sharper 
vision depending on the absence or presence of  emotional self-awareness. 
We are not our emotions (it is not true that if  I feel envy “I am envious”), we 
are the type of  dialogue that we establish with our own and other people’s 
emotions. Emotional self-awareness is reflection on emotions, respecting their 
language, which is that of  iconic, proxemic, metaphorical communication of  
the body. In translating emotions into words, we must be aware that the infor-
mation we get from them is not translatable in terms of  “this is how it is”, but 
“it’s as if ”... If  we let emotions emerge and let them free to speak their own 
language, they don’t force us to anything, they help us to better understand 
both the interpersonal dynamics and the social environment of  which we 
are a part. If  I feel a twinge of  envy, I am activating a relational dynamic in 
which envy refers to the other party’s haughtiness and vice versa. Emotional 
self-awareness helps me ask, “Am I okay with this dance?” “What feelings 
do I have about these emotions?” Not only can I decide to turn this feeling 

into benign instead of  malignant envy, but I can also not feel envy at all, as 
I can realize that that gratification is not what I truly desire. In this context, 
the initial feeling of  envy is neither right nor wrong, it is valuable information 
about a relational dynamic that is present and predictable in the social envi-
ronment of  which I am a part. If  we did not feel malignant envy, we would 
not understand anything about the society of  which we are a part. We could 
never become good observers or listeners, much less writers and storytellers. 
All this has an immediately useful implication in the management of  a pub-
lic meeting: a difference between a context that reacts to interventions in a 
judgmental way and one that welcomes them with active listening is that the 
former prevents emotional self-awareness and the latter promotes it. In the 
former, emotions actually remain blocked, are understood as character in-
formation, and therefore “distort knowledge”; in the latter, they operate in a 
transactional field and are a fundamental contribution to moving from pure 
rationality to wisdom.But emotional self-awareness is also a window that in-
duces a better understanding of  the environment of  which we are a part. 
Just think of  the two feelings of  ease and discomfort. The question of  active 
listening is, “How can I listen/observe this situation so that the reaction ex-
pressed by this specific emotion is justified ?” Which is tantamount to assert-
ing that individual participants’ experience of  ease or discomfort cannot be 
ignored and has fundamental political value. Both the participatory process 
and its outcome must tend to combat the reasons for discomfort and increase 
the conditions of  ease, in the judgment of  those directly involved. 
In other words, if  there is a field in which active listening is mandatory, it is 
that of  the interpretation of  emotions. In a very precise sense, “emotions can 
only be understood if  you give them reason.” 

04
The emotions are basic tools of  
knowledge if  you understand that 
they speak a language of  analogies 
and relationships. They don’t tell 
you what you are looking at, but 
how you are looking at it. 
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05
A good listener is an explorer 
of  possible worlds. 
The signals which he or she finds 
most important are the ones that 
seem both negligible and annoying, 
both marginal and irritating, since 
they refuse to mesh with previous 
convictions and certainties. 

Attention to overlooked clues, considered by most as marginal and irrelevant, 
is considered typical of  a good explorer and a good detective. In reality, every 
creative person knows that focusing on what is normally considered marginal 
is a move to overturn the current perspective and bring out new visions, new 
possible worlds. The same principle applies to the dynamics of  living together 
and the positive, creative management of  conflict. It is very common, in an 
argument, for one party to make a request considered marginal by the other, 
and for the discussion to get stuck on what is really important. What needs to 
be focused and addressed FIRST and what needs to come AFTER? The an-
swer of  creative conflict management is: neither before nor after, TOGETH-
ER and neither important nor marginal, SAME importance. But since be-
hind these perceptions there are interests and identities, sense of  one’s own 
authority in danger and personalities at stake that feel offended, it is not easy 
to move from an either/or approach to an and/and approach. 
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Conflicts perpetuate and usually whoever has the most power, wins. 
To overcome these resistances, it is helpful to train oneself  in the exercise of  
taking seriously the clues and marginal aspects. On this, art in general, and 
modern art in particular, is a very rich and entertaining gym. Secondly, even 
outside the strictly artistic field, it is necessary to operate in contexts that of-
fer a light, playful environment, in which everyone is free to ask themselves 
“What if ?” and try to make moves that would otherwise be seen as “ridicu-
lous”, “absurd”, “irrational”. And finally, it is useful to share the knowledge 
that the emotions of  unease, discomfort, anxiety, that we feel, in leaving the 
frames of  which we are part, are revelatory of  how much we are prisoners 
and the satisfaction that you feel once you can see “the same things” from 
another point of  view, looks more like a revelation than a simple realization 
that there were other options. It is no coincidence that one of  the slogans of  
Open Space Technology is “Be prepared to be surprised”. Every step of  an 
organization based on creative confrontation is aimed at keeping alive the 
attention on the importance of  apparently marginal aspects. 
The very fact that a deliberative assembly, in order to be representative, must 
see the participation of  all points of  view, especially those not shared by any-
one else or only by a few, and must give voice and ear to the marginal, the 
“antipathetic” and the opposing positions, requires from everyone an unusual 
open-mindedness. The fact that first everyone is listened to, all positions and 
experiences are tried to be understood, without immediately giving them an 
order of  importance, is already a group dynamic in which apparently mar-
ginal proposals find themselves side by side with others of  a much more gen-
eral character. When everyone is asked to consider these proposals as a whole, 
in their complexity, what often happens is that a small, marginal, irrelevant 
proposal becomes the key to reviewing even the most important ones. 
Some examples. In the school, attention to the marginal, disabled child 
makes it possible to set up the entire teaching/learning process in ways that 
are then better for everyone else. In the design of  a public or private space, 
the proposal of  a drinking fountain or a plant in a certain corner can help 
rethink the entire arrangement of  more relevant equipment.
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Rationality is useful in many cases, but it is a minor faculty. All the main prob-
lems of  living together require that we know how to establish a relationship 
of  coexistence, of  mutual collaboration, between different and antithetical 
domains of  rationality, because it is by giving space to pragmatic paradox-
es (situations of  “A” and “not A” both true) that a transformation becomes 
possible, which becomes knowledge and opens the door to creative conflict 
resolution. The discernment between contrasts and disagreements that can 
be resolved by resorting to logic and those that become irresolvable if  treated 
as if  they were matters of  logic, is the foundation of  the art of  living together. 
As Humberto Maturana wrote: “The premises that lie in the background of  
every rational argument are accepted a priori, they seem so obvious to us that 
we are almost always not even aware of  them and at the same time we are 
attached to them. We have deeply internalized them and they appear to be 
an inescapable part of  ourselves. 

But when there are contrasting premises, the art of  proving that we are right, 
of  “rationally” demonstrating to the other that there is an objective reality 
out there and we are its only true interpreters, is the art of  blindness”. The 
act of  listening, as an active behavior that allows space and legitimacy to be 
given to contrasting points of  view and contrasting emotions, is itself  par-
adoxical. In a sense, it is about exercising control by relinquishing control, 
about assuming that the best response is listening, and thus in a sense it is 
the relinquishment of  response. Doing so evokes a context in which contexts 
can be changed, in which actors can realize their respective implicit premis-
es and engage in the construction of  a new world. All of  this has profound 
implications regarding the place of  wisdom and emotions in knowledge. In 
post-modernity, in the increasingly complex society of  the twenty-first centu-
ry, a series of  skills related to the exit from the frames (the art of  listening, the 
taste for the surprising and the unprecedented, the multiplication of  options, 
the revaluation of  the virtues of  bricoleurs and the art of  collage) present in 
pre-modern sapiential culture and that modernity has neglected when not 
opposed must be resumed and developed.
The main difference between the “two sapiential cultures” (pre- and 
post-modern) is that once this apparently absurd and paradoxical approach 
remained the patrimony of  a few scholars and was interpreted by common 
people as the manifestation of  a certain “cunning”, of  that practical shrewd-
ness (typical of  Ulysses and also of  Penelope with her expedient of  the cloth) 
that the Greeks called “metis.” Instead, today we are able to accurately de-
scribe the intelligent (not only “cunning”) dynamics that underlie active lis-
tening, and we are able to teach and practice it in a systematic way.

06
A good listener is happy to accept 
the self-contradictions that come to 
the fore in personal thoughts and 
interpersonal communications. 
Misunderstandings are accepted as 
opportunities for entering the most 
exciting field of  all: the creative 
management of  conflict.    
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07
To become an expert in listening 
you must follow a humorous 
methodology. But when you have 
learned how to listen, it is humor 
that will follow you. 

Active listening is not only a skill, but a complex relational process that implies 
tolerance, positive attitude, open-mindedness, willingness to be surprised, 
flexibility, self-mockery, all elements that we can consider as characterizing 
humor. We speak of  humorous methodology in participatory processes not 
only because humor reflects the mental and affective disposition necessary to 
explore other possible worlds, but also because humor implies the ability to 
see everyday reality from other points of  view, to transform the obvious and 
the natural into the strange. A sense of  humor desacralizes the values we con-
sider untouchable and is an antidote to any fanaticism, to our ethnocentrism. 
As Amos OZ points out, “I have never seen a fanatic with a sense of  humor, 
or someone with a sense of  humor who is a fanatic.” Humor facilitates a 
distance from routine, a fresh look that illuminates unfamiliar aspects of  our 
everyday reality, because it destabilizes our common sense. In particular, wit-
ticisms, jokes, are “linguistic traps” that train us to understand three things: 
1. that common sense does not exhaust interpretative possibilities, 2. that the 
presentation of  other possibilities displaces us, is experienced as a “denial”, 
3. to which we can react with amusement instead of  rancor. In the case of  
the joke, laughter takes the place of  rancor and there is collaboration in the 
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acceptance of  the unexpected thanks to the “playful”, “non-serious” context. 
Sigmund Freud, in the introduction to The witticism and its relations with 
the unconscious, argues that the witticism allows a “double illumination”: the 
first is related to the content of  communication, the meaning based on com-
mon sense is overturned by the “joke”, the second illumination concerns the 
relationship between knowledge, power and arrogance. The joke, displacing 
us, allows us to realize how arrogant we were when we took it for granted 
that our interpretation was the only right, true and possible one. Reflecting 
on humor helps us understand that seeing things in their complexity is often 
painful (it implies overcoming more immediate and simplistic ways of  under-
standing) and that healing these wounds and being able to use this wisdom 
requires lightness and flexibility, a “playful” attitude. There are also situations 
in which A is true and not A is wrong, stop. But more and more often, in our 
society, in our global world, conflict is a symptom of  something we have over-
looked, of  points of  view we were not aware of, and a precious opportunity 
to expand our knowledge.
Stepping outside the frames we take for granted involves initial feelings that 
are fear, uncertainty, anxiety, a sense of  the ridiculous and absurd. Our inter-
pretive authority is challenged. For denial not to irritate and offend us, but to 
make us laugh at ourselves caught in the trap, for absurdity and nonsense not 
to be stupid, but illuminating, certain conditions are necessary. First, a playful 
environment, a non-judgmental context that allows thoughts to manifest and 
explore without censorship. Second, the ability to embed denial in a short 
story, the telling of  a critical incident, with a beginning, a development, and 
an end. And third, the willingness to turn the incident into a joke, a stumble 
that can help us see ourselves even from the outside, to come out of  the sleep 
of  reason. 
These characteristics (playful context, critical incident, legitimacy of  conflict-
ing viewpoints) are typical of  humor and are essential to ensure good com-
munication in any complex situation in everyday life.
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Marianella’s lesson.

If, after presenting your idea, 
someone criticizes it, don’t try to 
explain why they’re wrong: try to 
understand why they’re right.


