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Reciprocal Recognition 
 
The conversation on peace can be seen from various perspectives. There are diverse avenues of entry 
into the perennial quest for answers to our seeming ongoing desire to engage in conflict and harm. 
Many see peace purely as the act of ending war, but war is only a very visible and extreme expression 
of the power of hostility. Others acknowledge that when we are at peace with ourselves, our 
propensity to violent action is greatly diminished. And there are countless encounters with peace along 
the spectrum in-between. Nevertheless each pathway in to the conversation shares the same 
foundation: our ability, or otherwise, to love.  
 
I have come to the conclusion that there are as many different interpretations of the word ‘love’ as 
there are people on the planet, but the specific definition which resonates for me is: ‘The will to extend 
one’s self for the purpose of nurturing one’s own or another’s spiritual growth’ (Peck 1978, p.69). 
‘Love is as love does … namely both an intention and an action. … We do not have to love. We 
choose to love’ (Peck 1978, p.71). Love stands in relation to our interaction, our ‘being-with’ all other 
beings in creation. The only discriminating factor is the choice we make – to love or not to love, to 
care or not to care – about the foreign ‘other’, the everything and everyone which we perceive as ‘not 
us’. (And yes, there comes a time when, in exercising this choice, it becomes no-choice – wei wu wei – 
having touched the unity of being and surrendered to our true nature to be love, the divinity at the core 
of us all. But I wax lyrical on this joy elsewhere). 
 
Regarding the conversation on peace, such choice is encountered through the act of compassion. Do 
we treat others as we wish to be treated ourselves – with respect, kindness, and the recognition of the 
fundamental right to ‘be’, no matter how our ‘beingness’ is presented? Are we capable of recognising, 
as French philosopher Julie Kristeva writes, that ‘the foreigner is within me, hence we are all 
foreigners. If I am a foreigner, there are no foreigners’ (Kristeva 1991, p.192)?  
 
The expression of such solidarity with all of creation means seeing me in you, seeing you in me – 
experiencing another’s joy as surely as the pain of their suffering, whether animal, vegetable or 
mineral. It means not seeing from a single perspective (that of the skin each of us inhabits) with the 
narrowed vision such a world-view implies, but from others’, many others’. It means recognising that 
there are more points of view and ways of being in the world than simply one’s own. It means 
respecting another’s ‘otherness’ for what it is – the simple fact of their difference. However that 
shouldn’t make us shy away from the encounter, to remain within the limiting boundaries of what we 
know and who we feel to be ‘just like us’, as comforting as it may seem on the surface. For below the 
surface, far below the surface, at the centre of us all, is the spark of love that unites one to the other to 
the all of creation. When we peel away the layers of conditioning – of culture, skin colour, language, 
religion, social standing, educational background, on and on and on – we find we are all fruit of the 
same tree, sprung from the same primal Ground, and that ‘the deeply different can be deeply known 
without becoming any less different’ (Conquergood 1985, p.10). 
 
Our relations with everything and everyone whom we perceive to be ‘not us’ cannot be built on 
superficial foundations, though. A genuine spirit of engagement is required, a willingness to meet the 
other on equal grounds, neutral territory, to learn from and share with. A laying down of arms and 
preconceptions is required, no hidden agendas or power-plays tolerated. It is entry into a space of 
dialogue, where recognition of and respect for the inherent otherness of each participant, including 
Kristeva’s ‘foreigner’ within our own self, must preface the conversation, and where the pathway to 
peace is a way of love.   
 
‘The relation with the other cannot exist without (a) prior gesture of reciprocal recognition. A gesture 
that cannot be simply formal but will relate to a real content corresponding to the being of the other, 
and moreover of oneself’ (Irigaray 2002, p.88). Beautifully expressed, this is the principle of seeing 
me in you, seeing you in me. We have a vast array of opportunities to evoke reciprocal recognition in 
the material world – to consciously see and acknowledge another’s beingness, understand our own in 
relation to same, ever-underpinned by love as the fundamental term of engagement we bring to the 
conversation. Yet this principle also holds true for conversations we enter with our brothers and sisters 
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in the Otherworld, for many of us a place of such extreme otherness that we deny its very existence. 
Paradoxically, however, it has been through my relations with non-physical presences that my ability 
to live this principle in the physical world has been enriched.  
 
In this essay, I describe my approach to encounters in the Otherworld such that embodied knowing 
facilitates my dialogue with conversation partners I meet therein. In the co-performative space of the 
intertidal zone, the spirit of engagement I bring to each encounter is Irigaray’s way of love, an ethical 
position embedded in my process by which the intent is to ever honour the source. Yet to even reach a 
point where dialogue is possible, there must first be recognition – of each by the other. Only when 
recognition is reciprocated, when each party has acknowledged and accepted the other’s presence, and 
intent, can engagement take place in a spirit of true co-performance. 
 
By way of example, reciprocal recognition occurred with Laleima when she spoke to me directly on 
September 11, 2001. Since the time of my vision in the halls of the Alhambra more than a year earlier, 
I had housed her suffering within me – in other words I had recognised her – but this was not 
reciprocated until the day she said: There is not enough love in the world. Her outreach began our 
dialogue, our relation, one which continued until her story was told, a story since housed in The Taste 
of Translation. 
 
The notion of reciprocal recognition to begin a relationship cannot be lightly dismissed. It is, as 
Irigaray so pointedly elucidates, a real gesture, an expression of significant trust in shared oneness. 
Truly seeing the other as him or herself, as much as recognising the other in one’s own being, is the 
embodied knowing rooted in the understanding that we are all sprung from the primal Ground. In 
popular culture, the James Cameron film Avatar takes this literally with the Na’vi greeting ‘I see you’. 
In this form, cognition can be spoken all the way along the spectrum from ‘I see you’, through ‘I see 
into you’, to ‘I understand you’, and finally ‘I love you’. The fact that the film demonstrates how we 
ignorant Earthlings need to be taught the importance of reciprocal recognition, and that it can be 
expressed by simply saying these three words with real feeling, seems aptly ironic.  
 
Time for some context 
 
To provide more flesh on the bones of the concept of reciprocal recognition, it may assist if I share an 
experience of reciprocity from my personal myth which led to ongoing relations with Otherworld 
guides. But in order to do so, contextual signposting is required for which I shall backtrack to 
Laleima’s act of reciprocal recognition and the role it played in securing my commitment to bring her 
treasure back into the land of time. 
 
The task, as I saw it, was to translate a brief moment of witness from some six centuries past into 
something with the potential to contribute to the conversation on 21st century peace consciousness. 
Her message – there is not enough love in the world – spoke directly to the tragedy of 9/11 and its 
persistently violent aftershocks. Her textual ‘afterlife’ needed to be relevant to the temporal and spatial 
reality of today’s world – its resonance would be limited if tabled as a work of historical fiction 
divorced from contemporary events. To construct such a link, I settled on the backdrop of the Bosnian 
war of the 1990s, specifically the Siege of Sarajevo, as related by a young woman who suddenly finds 
her home divided along religious and ethnic lines. 
 
To conjure the narrative imaginatively – as opposed to Laleima’s life story wherein I took the role of 
scribe (this essay details an intriguing and evolving process toward that outcome) – I invented a 
Bosnian Serb character, Kisha, who lives with her Muslim partner in secular Sarajevo, a place where 
religion plays no part in lives brought up on communist ideology. In the process of constructing her 
story, however, I was to learn that even my personal imagination could provide a doorway to the 
collective contents of the Otherworld.  
 
My research into the Bosnian conflict was deep and disturbing; the horrific events described in 
eyewitness reports regularly reduced me to tears and often, the scenes which played out in my mind, 
courtesy of the texts I read, followed me into my dreams. As well as focusing on the fate of my 
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protagonist, therefore, I decided to conceive of a way to imaginatively give voice to the raft of 
innocent victims cut down by sniper bullets, mortar attacks or machine gunfire during the long months 
and then years of siege. Like in a Greek tragedy, Panel Three of The Taste of Translation became a 
platform for their pain and sorrow. In-between the principal narrative movements of Kisha’s story, 
these souls inhabited a textual space of intermezzo performance from which they could directly 
engage the audience. 
 
A chorus of dead, acting as history’s witness – it was my choice of literary device, imaginatively 
conceived. Thus it was completely 
unexpected and initially unnerving 
when some real souls of the dead 
spontaneously arrived in the intertidal 
zone with their own stories to tell. In 
one surprising encounter, a male voice 
from the chorus spoke loudly and 
firmly in my ear in a heavy Eastern 
European accent: We want to know 
what you think of us. Unknowingly, 
by constructing a performance space 
for their chorus in Kisha’s narrative, I 
had recognised their right to a voice. 
When one of their number spoke to 
me directly, he reciprocated my 
recognition. My ethical obligation had 
extended – I was being asked to scribe 
for others’ treasures beyond Laleima.  
 
Let me segue briefly – intermezzo – to Jung’s first experience of writing out of the collective 
unconscious: ‘In 1916 I felt an urge to give shape to something … It began with a restlessness, but I 
did not know what it meant or what “they” wanted of me. There was an ominous atmosphere … I had 
the strange feeling that the air was filled with ghostly entities … Around five o’clock in the afternoon 
on Sunday the front doorbell began ringing frantically … Everyone immediately looked to see who 
was there, but there was no one in sight. I was sitting near the doorbell, and not only heard it but saw it 
moving. We all simply stared at one another … The whole house was filled as if there were a crowd 
present, crammed full of spirits. They were packed deep right up to the door, and the air was so thick it 
was scarcely possible to breathe … Then they cried out in chorus, “We have come back from 
Jerusalem where we found not what we sought.” That is the beginning of the Septem Sermones … and 
in the course of three evenings the thing was written. As soon as I took up the pen, the whole ghostly 
assemblage evaporated. The room quieted and the atmosphere cleared’ (Jung 1995, p.215-216). 
 
As a result of this experience, he wrote: ‘From that time on, the dead have become ever more distinct 
for me as the voices of the Unanswered, Unresolved, and Unredeemed’ (Jung 1995, p.217). His long-
time assistant noted that, in this context, ‘the words of Isaiah always came to Jung: Your dead will 
live’ (Jaffé 1989, p.111). She goes on: ‘What does this mean? Jung explained it to me in this way: “If I 
conceive of the image-world of the psyche as a preliminary to a life after death, I could also imagine 
that the dead for their part live on … not in the literal sense … but rather as structuring entities”’ 
(ibid.). Jung’s experience thus helped me to understand that although Kisha herself was a construct of 
my personal imagination, and always remained so (ie. none of the ‘structuring entities’ inhabited her 
imagined presence), her creation opened the way for a vast repository of unanswered, unresolved, and 
unredeemed stories from the Balkans conflict to arise from the fecund swamp of the Otherworld. 
These voices wanted their stories told, just as Laleima did, thus echoing the exchange between the 
Sheikh and Hassan in Death and the Dervish (Selimovic 1996, p.108): 
 
S: Nothing exists until it is told.  
H: Nothing can be told until it exists. The only question is whether anything should be told.  
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The textual ‘afterlife’ I afforded such stories in The Taste of Translation indeed made me wonder – in 
the spirit of Selimovic’s chicken and egg conundrum – what came first. Did the stories conjured for 
me by the souls of the dead already exist in completeness, in complexity, so they could be told? Or 
was it only in the telling that their sum could be uplifted into existence, to ‘live’ once more, their 
timeless truths re-enter time? These are questions I continue to probe. To date, the only one I have 
been able to answer is Hassan’s ethical proposition – whether anything should be told. And yes, 
nestedfishes’ evolving library of texts is my response, on behalf of those who have graced me with 
reciprocal recognition. 
 
Sharing experience 
 
With context now established, I would like to share some insights into how reciprocal recognition is 
enacted in order for the relation with the profoundly other to be undertaken in a spirit of deep respect, 
as a way of love. ‘Courage and inner strength are needed to pay serious attention to the voices and 
images that crowd into consciousness, to endure the encounter with the numinous figures, to 
understand them and take their meaning to heart’ (Jaffé 1983, p.55) – a sound point and one my 
Otherworld guides seem to also acknowledge. I have had clear evidence of their patience and respect 
for my profound otherness such that I am not overwhelmed by their presence or insights. My 
subjective felt-sense is that this is principally due to the enactment of the ritual of reciprocal 
recognition as well as the ethical position, the intent, that each of us brings to our co-performance in 
the intertidal zone. 
 
So now to an example of this ritual (and beware – here be dragons of detail if there was an expectation 
of short and terse instead): 
 
At an early stage in the unfolding of the narrative of The Taste of Translation, a time when I was 
concentrating on unearthing Laleima’s treasure rather than imaginatively constructing Kisha’s 
contemporary story, I had a dream. (In this essay I describe the role of dreamwork, together with other 
embodied practices, by which I consciously connect with conversation partners in the Otherworld). At 
the time the dream presented, I had given no thought to the content of Kisha’s story beyond a Muslim 
lover I’d named Samir and an Orthodox icon belonging to her devout grandmother. Why Samir? I had 
stumbled across its Arabic meaning – ‘companion of the night’ – which seemed cool and romantic but 
without any further thought to the implications of such naming. 
 
So, I had a dream. And in the dream, I was walking. Suddenly, walking beside me was a man. He was 
tall, taller than any man I know. He was brown, tanned, with dark hair, brows, eyes; his teeth were 
white. He walked beside me, turned toward me, smiled down at me. He was dressed in a loose 
collared shirt and trousers and I couldn’t help thinking how beautiful he was for an older man, the 
implication being that he was older in years than the dream-me (but looking circa mid-30s). He said 
we could walk, be together, but not touch till we got to the ‘other side’, as he called it. At this point we 
were in an Islamic setting. There was a mosque, I remember. He went in to pray and I waited outside. 
Within the dreamspace, I understood that there were parts of him which needed to be kept separate 
from our relation. After he returned, we crossed to the ‘other side’ which was like a London street. 
There were the red double-decker buses; it was noisy, all bustle. He drew me to him, leant with his 
back against a wall and opened his shirt so I could ‘touch’ him. He opened his shirt, I touched his skin, 
his chest hair, I pressed my cheek to the soft down of his chest. I literally felt all of this. He wore a 
ring. I can’t remember when I saw it first, but it was a very strong image – a ring with a large stone on 
his little finger. I began to wonder who he was and semi-woke with the felt-sense that this was Samir. 
He really existed – not conjured from imagination but existing as a fully-fleshed inhabitant of the 
Otherworld. I had been permitted to connect with his density as a gesture of reciprocal recognition. 
Once again, unknowingly, I had recognised him first – in his naming as my ‘companion of the night’. 
 
It was more than a year before I was in a position to concentrate on Kisha’s story. In that time, he had 
not returned; indeed I had all but forgotten him, reducing his appearance to a random event, a journal 
jotting, nought more. But finally I was going to Sarajevo – a four-day site visit to round out the desk 
research I had done to bring the Balkans conflict to life. On my last day there, I sought a ‘souvenir’ of 
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the trip to embody my experience – something small, tangible. I mentioned jewellery or a piece of art 
as examples to a woman I met. An artist herself, she knew the locally-respected artisans, and we 
arrived at a jeweller’s workshop where replicas of archaeological finds from the National Museum 
were crafted. The jeweller brought out a tray, and on it was Samir’s ring. To call the moment knee-
buckling would do it an injustice. I tried it on, but it was huge, a 14th century nobleman’s ring 
overwhelmed by a single quartz crystal stone. Disappointment keen, confused I had misread the signs 
from the dream, I heard the jeweller say: ‘It has a sister’. He passed me another ring in the same 
design but housing a more delicate stone. I slipped it onto my finger, a perfect fit. In the dream Samir 
had described himself as an architect of space, and now I understood the ring as the symbolic 
mediator, the gap, to open me onto the becoming landscape of Kisha’s world; his own ring too 
overwhelming, but its ‘sister’ just the right size. 
 
I was to experience the first current coursing through this gap a week after returning from Sarajevo 
when Samir arrived as insistent words formed, dictating a letter to Kisha. This was no trance-state. 
Both he and I were fully, consciously present in the moment. The letter flowed effortlessly, and 
complete, his catharsis became mine. I was the conduit to a knowing beyond imagination, and felt 
humbled by the experience. Being the channel for Samir not only satisfied his desire to tell, but my 
desire to know, to understand, and 
through this event, I progressed to a 
more concrete realisation of the 
purpose of my writing as a way to out 
the treasure within.  
 
However our relation, and the 
products arising from said relation, 
would not have been possible without 
our reciprocal gestures of recognition 
– his in permitting me to touch him in 
the Otherworld, me in wearing his 
ring’s ‘sister’ in this time-bound 
dimension, gestures ‘that cannot be 
simply formal but will relate to a real 
content corresponding to the being of 
the other, and moreover of oneself’ (Irigaray 2002, p.88). We shared the same intent – to reveal the 
treasure, no matter how rich and strange, and return its pearl wisdoms, from so recent a conflict and 
with so many innocent dead, to the land of time, to contribute to the conversation on peace. 
 
Of course, reciprocal recognition doesn’t end here. As a way of love, it underlies the experiences 
recounted in many nestedfishes texts. But suffice it to say that my deeper understanding began here, in 
the Otherworld, about living by its guiding principle of seeing me in you, seeing you in me. 
Encountering the profoundly other, the ganz andere, has a habit of forcing you to come face to face 
with yourself, something I elaborate on in this essay … 
 

 


