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What happens when WE see US?

By Laisa Conde

An exhibition has the power to make you feel seen and the activation can prompt that
message, ensuring the message reaches you. We exist and we always have, When We See Us
is in Stockholm and being activated by Southnord. It is the year 2026 and the exhibition
When We See Us is here to state the obvious, and to allow us that, which is too often denied
of us. The full human experience. We have been, are and will continue being, as the full
humans we are.

An exhibition focusing on figurative painting is nothing new, the focus on 100 years of Black
figurative painting, on the other hand, has never been done before. This is what Tandazani
Dhlakama and the late Koyo Kouoh did, they researched and curated 100 years of Black
figurative painting into a thought through, soul shifting and historical exhibition. The
exhibition opened at Zeitz MOCAA in South Africa, travelled to Basel, Switzerland followed
by Brussels, Belgium and is now ending the tour in Stockholm, Sweden.

It is shown at Liljevalchs Kunsthalle in Stockholm and activated by the Black run art space,
Southnord, that works to bring together the African diasporas across the Nordics, while
supporting and uplifting Black art and cultural practitioners whilst also creating spaces and
opportunities for them. Curating the activation of an exhibition of this scale is not an easy
task, especially when there are so many angles and nuances of the art and the curatorial
vision, Southnord has nevertheless managed to do it brilliantly., opening possibilities and
impacts of activation as a tool in expanding the exhibition and welcoming new audiences to
institutions not designed for said audiences.

I interviewed Marcia Harvey Isaksson, director at Southnord, about her views on activating
the exhibition and activation as a tool for expanding the curation of an exhibition. We had a
beautiful conversation and as she was sharing about the process of planning, and executing
the activation she mentioned how they decided to approach it from the question of what
happens when we see us?

Negotiations

Allow me to set the scene, I am sitting on the edge of a hill. A spot only reached through a
secret door at a restaurant in Dakar. I am there with my friend who had invited me there to
have a conversation with the sea. As we were talking, he reminded me that we are not here to
learn or to acquire new knowledge, rather we are here to remember. That evening the sea had
lots to say, it was awake and very much alive. As we sat there, I realised that everything I
thought I would write is not what I want to write. What I thought should be said is not what
my fingers are aching to write about.



It’s been about a year since I first visited the opening of the exhibition at Bozar in Brussels.
When I first walked through it, I was filled with emotions trying to understand how someone
could choose such a colour scheme in an institution like Bozar. Not long after I had a
conversation with Harvey Isaksson at Southnord where she reminded me of the colours of the
Pan African flag and that one has to decolonise their mind to fully understand an exhibition
that aims to not be a decolonial but rather an African exhibition in all its glory.

As the exhibition arrived in Stockholm, it brought with it its own context which had to shift
and be reshaped into the Nordic capital. The works remain the same, yet the space, the
audience, and the histories that meet them are different. Showing When We See Us at
Liljevalchs is a deliberate placement of Black life, memory, and imagination. Southnord
being responsible for the activation can be seen as a given choice as they are the ones who
understand the audience in the city and in the context.

Harvey Isaksson described it as a process of deciding the content and how to tell the story
and through that amplifying the story. I understand it as the activation functioning as a part of
the curatorial vision. A way of continuing the curatorial language beyond the walls. If the
exhibition itself is a statement, then the activation is a conversation. It invites response,
participation, reflection and, most importantly, presence. A presence that is not a given.
Museums and institutions often operate under the assumption that audiences will come, will
understand, will feel addressed. But for many, particularly those from the African diaspora in
the Nordics, these spaces have not historically functioned as sites of belonging. Activation,
then, becomes a method of rewriting that relationship. Not by simplifying the work, but by
expanding the conditions under which it is encountered. Southnord understands this. Their
work does not dilute the exhibition; it deepens it and makes it accessible. Through gatherings,
performances, talks, and moments of collective reflection, they create entry points that are
emotional, social, and cultural. These are not add-ons. They are bridges.

When We See Us states visibility, but more than that, it is allowing for complexity to exist. It
refuses the singular narrative that Black figurative painting has so often been confined to,
whether that be struggle, exoticism, or resistance alone. Instead, it offers joy, leisure,
intimacy, spirituality, and contradiction. It offers life in its fullness. Yet, to truly experience
this wholeness with the complexities and all, one must feel permitted to see, and to be seen.

This is where I take us back to Dakar, to the edge of the hill, to the conversation between me,
my friend and the sea. To the idea that we are not here to learn, but to remember. The
exhibition operates in the same way. It does not introduce something entirely new. Rather, it
reactivates something that has always existed but has been obscured, ignored, or fragmented
through colonial frameworks of seeing and knowing. The activation, in this sense, echoes that
process. It is not about explaining the exhibition to an audience but about creating a space
where the audience feel safe and where they are able to receive it. A space where collective
remembering becomes possible and a reality.

On the notion of scale, an exhibition of this magnitude, spanning 100 years and countless
geographies can risk overwhelming its audience. Activation offers rhythm. It slows things
down, creates pauses, and allows for digestion. It gives the audience time and space to sit
with what they are seeing, with what they are feeling and perhaps more importantly, what
they are remembering.



The exhibition caresses you while simultaneously confronting you. It challenges internalised
ways of seeing while simultaneously offering relief. Relief in recognising oneself, one’s
history, one’s people, not as subjects of study, but as full human beings. And maybe that is
the most radical gesture of all in this context. In a context like Sweden, where conversations
around race and identity are often subdued or avoided, When We See Us disrupts the silence.
But disruption alone is not enough. Without activation, the risk is that the exhibition remains
contained within institutional walls; Seen but not fully engaged with or understood. By
situating the exhibition within a broader cultural and communal framework, the activation
extends its life beyond the kunsthalle. It creates space for the exhibition to move, to breathe,
to be experienced through multiple lenses. It reminds us that exhibitions do not end at the exit
they continue in conversations, in bodies, in memory.

And so we return to the question:
What happens when WE see us?
We remember. We recognise. We expand.

But perhaps most importantly we do it individually collectively.

Welcome in!

I get of the tram, find my way around the building that is Liljevalchs, and find the side
entrance at their shop. As I enter the exhibition, I am noticing the pieces I had already seen so
many times on my multiple visits to the exhibition when it was on show at Bozar in Brussels.
The colours, red, black and green dominating the space with details of yellow gold on the
furniture, give me a warm welcome.

This time I started on the top floor where you are met with a timeline of noteworthy events in
the past 100 years of African art. There is a half-moon two tire bench in front of it inviting
the viewer to sit down and really take it in. The white text contrasted against the dark green
wall makes reading it a pleasure for the eye and the relatively small text makes me want to go
closer and read each word that tells the history.

A floor down I find my favourite painting, Turbulent Youth (2021) by Tunji Adeniyi-Jones, a
painting in nuances of blue, black, purple and red picturing overlapping and intertwined
bodies. When I look at it, it makes me think of how we all have several sides of our identities
and they are all intertwined in one way or another but still very different, yet they all get to
exist in one body just as all the bodies get to exist in this one painting simultaneously. They
all fit. The painting makes me reflect and stop for a moment every time I see it as it resonates
with my own journey in understanding me.

Harvey Isakssons favourite painting is one depicting Steve Biko, an icon murdered by the
apartheid police. The painting called Birthday Party (2021) by Esiri Erheriene-Essi is in
pastel colours and thick, layered painting techniques, depicting a party with Mr Biko in the
middle with a smile on his face surrounded by loved ones. Harvey Isaksson reflected over her
memories growing up seeing pictures of the icon in black and white with a serious facial
expression and now describes this painting as something that gives her both joy and sorrow.



Joy because finally we get to see him happy but sorrow because it reminds us of his story, a
brutal and horrible story.

Both paintings show how this exhibition tells a nuanced story instead of falling into the
tendencies of only showing one side of what it is to be Black or African. As I continue
walking through the multiple floors and rooms of the exhibition I go through a range of
emotions as the art trigger both memories and reflections in me. When We See Us can be a bit
overwhelming to attempt to take in all at once hence, I like to break it down and allow myself
to only focus on what my eyes and mind is drawn to at each visit. It is an attempt to show a
multitude of the truths that can be a part of an African identity, a Black identity, a Diasporic
identity.

In All Our Forms

There is a habit, a norm, of entering looking your best. When I walk into this exhibition I face
all forms of me, the one praising my creator, the one grieving quietly, the one resting, the one
desiring, the one becoming. They are all there, stretched across canvas, held in colour, in
gesture, in gaze.

For me, to walk into When We See Us is not a passive act. It is an encounter. Not only with
the works themselves, but with a multiplicity of selves that have rarely been afforded this
kind of space, this kind of care, in this context. There is a subtle shift that happens in the
body, I straighten my back, I soften myself, and I recognise. I see beyond the singular version
of myself that the outside world so often insists upon. And perhaps that is why one arrives
prepared, dressed, and aware. Because somewhere, consciously or not, there is an
understanding that this is a space where I might be seen. When we gather we look our best,
it’s an act of expression. The figures in the paintings do not ask for permission. They exist in
their own worlds, loving, lounging, dancing, thinking, holding, being. There is no need to
explain themselves. No urgency to translate their existence into something legible for an
external gaze. And in witnessing this, something shifts internally. The pressure to perform, to
justify, to adapt begins to loosen. But this encounter is not to be taken for granted, it is not an
accident that I am there experiencing it. To face these images in a space like Liljevalchs
could be to hold multiple realities at once. There is the intimacy of recognition, but also the
awareness of the institutional frame. Who is this space built for? Who feels at ease here?
Who relates to it and how?

These questions do not disappear, they linger, shaping the experience.

Parallel to this, there is a sense of reclaiming. Of taking up space, not just physically, but
emotionally and culturally. To walk through these rooms, adorned, aware, and present, is in
itself a gesture. A refusal to shrink. A quiet assertion of belonging.

This is where the earlier notion of activation returns, not only as something organised by
Southnord, but as something that happens within me as the visitor. The exhibition activates
memory, yes. But it also activates presence. You begin to notice others in the space
differently too. The way people move, pause, return to certain works. The silent
acknowledgements exchanged between strangers. There is a shared understanding that does
not need to be spoken out loud. Fragments of collective remembering. And in that moment,



the act of ‘Looking your Best’ reveals itself as something deeper. It is not about aesthetics
alone. It is about dignity. About honouring the space, the works, the culture and most
importantly, oneself. About arriving as the whole being one is, ready to meet what is there.
Not fragmented, not reduced. Because what you are met with, is wholeness.

Bridging a Gap & Radical Invitations

There is a gap that is often spoken about in abstract terms, the lack of diversity, the absence of
audiences, the need for inclusion. But the gap is not abstract. It is felt. It is embodied. It exists
and can be seen in who walks through the doors of institutions like Liljevalchs and who does
not. It exists in who feels addressed, and who is made to feel like they are intruding. Bridging
this gap requires more than intention. It requires action that is both deliberate and sensitive to
the histories that created the distance in the first place while also being able to relate to the
lived experiences of those who are not usually welcomed. This is where radical invitations
become central.

An invitation, in its simplest form, asks someone to come closer or to join in. But a radical
invitation goes beyond that, it considers what it takes for someone to accept. It acknowledges
that access is not only physical, but emotional, cultural, and historical. It understands that you
cannot simply open the doors and expect people to enter spaces that have long communicated
that they were not meant for them. Southnord operates precisely within this understanding.
Their activation of When We See Us is not about increasing foot traffic, it is about shifting the
rules of the playfield. It is about extending invitations that not only feel, but are, intentional,
grounded, and accountable to the communities that are their audience These invitations take
many forms. They are present in the language used, in the individuals included in the
communication, in the programming created, in the people who are centred. They are present
in the decision to build moments that are not solely about viewing art, but about gathering
around it, with it. Conversations, performances, shared experiences, these become entry
points that soften the threshold of the institution. And somehow, this softness becomes
radical.

Because to invite is also to trust and to ask for trust in return. To trust that those who enter
will bring their full selves, their interpretations, their emotions, their critiques. It shifts the
dynamic from institution as an authority to institution as a host. A host that must be prepared
not only to welcome, but to listen, to be challenged, to change. Again, requiring trust from
those inviting their audience, trust that ensures said audience will be respected, treated with
softness and care. In this sense, activation becomes a form of redistribution. Of space, of
voice, of agency. But bridging a gap is not about erasing difference. It is about holding it with
care. The goal is not assimilation into institutional norms, but the transforming of those
norms. A remembering of the institution as a site that can contain multiple ways of being,
seeing, and engaging.

This is not a quick process. It cannot be resolved within the timeframe of a single exhibition.
But exhibitions like When We See Us, when activated with intention, can act as catalysts.
They can begin to shift perceptions, both among the audience, within the institution and
beyond it.



There is also a responsibility that comes with accepting an invitation. To enter, to engage, to
take up space is not neutral. It is an act that carries weight, particularly in spaces like these.
But it is a responsibility that is needed, it is through these moments that the gap begins to
close in an intentional and meaningful way. Maybe, bridging the gap is less about building
something entirely new, and more about recognising what has always existed. Communities,
practices, ways of gathering that have thrived outside institutional walls. Radical invitations
do not create these, rather, they acknowledge them, and make space for them to exist in these
spaces, while ensuring they are being valued. And in doing so, something shifts. The
institution is no longer a distant structure to be navigated, but a site of encounter. Not perfect,
but a door has opened.

Hopefully opened enough, for more of us to walk in, not only looking our best, but feeling
our best as well.

The Regime o f Heteronomy

To speak of a regime of heteronomy is to speak of a condition in which the authority to
define, interpret, and imagine is located outside of oneself. It is a structure that determines not
only how one is seen, but how one comes to see oneself. Within such a regime, Black life has
persistently been positioned as an object of study, of discourse, of interpretation rarely as the
author of its own meaning.

We do not need to delegate the task of thinking, imagining, or creating our reality. —
Dr. Felwine Sarr (Panel discussion When We See Us: Defining the ‘We’ & the ‘Us’,
2023, 22:45)

And yet, historically, that delegation has been enforced. Through institutions, through
knowledge production, through cultural frameworks that have insisted on speaking about
rather than with. The consequence is not only misrepresentation, but a deep fragmentation of
selthood. To constantly encounter oneself as an object of analysis is to be distanced from
one’s own interiority and to be translated before one has the chance to speak. This is where I
take us back to the activation. Because while When We See Us reclaims authorship within the
frame of the exhibition, it is through the work of Southnord that this reclamation is extended
into lived experience. Activation interrupts the passive consumption of Black life as image
and instead states Black life as presence, as voice, as agency within the space itself.

Southnord’s approach does not position the audience as spectators alone, but as participants.
Through their programming, the exhibition is no longer something to be interpreted at a
distance instead they invite the audience to engaged with, respond to it. This is a direct
challenge to heteronomy. Because to refuse being an object of discourse is not only about
representation, but about who holds the power of interpertation. In many institutional
contexts, that power remains concentrated, curators, historians, institutions themselves
dictating the terms of understanding. The activation redistributes that power. It opens up
space for formerly ignored voices, lived experiences, and interpretations that do not need to
be filtered through dominant frameworks to be considered valid. This is how the activation
becomes a practice of epistemic resistance.



It allows for what Dr. Felwine Sarr describes as an active shaping of the present and future,
where Africans and the diaspora define the direction and meaning of their own realities. Not
in abstraction, but in real time, through conversation, gatherings, and shared experiences. An
Afrotopia not imagined elsewhere, but enacted here. According to him, to produce a
sustainable way of life, is to also produce sustainable ways of knowing. Ways of relating to
oneself and to others that are not mediated through constant external validation or scrutiny.
Ways of existing that allow for fullness rather than reduction. But what makes us fully human
in a dehumanising world? (Panel discussion When We See Us: Defining the ‘We’ & the ‘Us’,
2023, 20:50)

I think it is as simple as the ability to speak, to imagine, to create, and to exist on terms set by
one self. The priviledge to exist, and the reality of existing beyond being analysed,
categorised, or explained by others. The ability to be complex and nuanced without needing
to resolve it for the comfort of an external gaze. Southnord’s activation pauses time and holds
space for this.

It allows for the questions; who gets to feel at ease here? Who gets to take up space without
explanation? And who gets to define what this space can be? While actively answering those
questions.

These questions inevitably lead to another: who is part of the community? The WE in When
We See Us expands through the activation. It is no longer confined to the figures on the
canvas or the curatorial vision, it becomes embodied in those who gather, who participate,
who recognise themselves and each other within the space. Community, here, is not a fixed
category but a living, shifting constellation. It is all of us.

When I asked Harvey Isaksson about the we in the title and who it refers to, she talked about
the global we meaning that anyone who is a human can relate to the art. In this sense, I
consider the activation not as a solution, but as a method, a way of creating way and space to
move away from being the object of analysis to becoming an active subject within the space.
A way of refusing heteronomy not only in theory, but in practice. To me, that is where the
power of the activation truly reveals itself, by creating moments. Moments, however
temporary, where we remember that we have always been and keep being fully human.

The braids

One cannot spend a full day roaming the city of Stockholm without seeing braids, they are
visible in the malls, on the streets, in the metro, in most places you go.

While I was attending one of the activations at the exhibition a young woman came up to me,
she seemed a bit hesitant and almost ashamed as she very apologetically asked me if she
could ask me a few questions about my hair. At the time I had tiny knotless braids halfway
down my thighs. We ended up having a full-on conversation about our hair, and I shared with
her my preferred ways of getting my hair done and where I do it. She generously shared
about her hair journey and asked a bunch of questions ranging from sow to where to with
what. I too have had times in my hair journey where the answers have not been easy nor at



hand, so this experience left me feeling grateful to have had the opportunity to be of the
tiniest help to someone going through something similar as I once did.

The activation that night was a beautiful jazz concert with Sofia Jernberg, Alexander
Hawkins and Ole Morten Végan. After the concert had grounded us there was a bit of time to
walk around the exhibition. This was when I was approached. The young woman shared with
me that she had lived in Stockholm for a while and would like to try getting her hair braided.
Why she chose me or that specific moment to approach a stranger with braids, I do not know.
But I do have a theory, the space created by the exhibition, amplified by the activation
allowed for her to feel safe enough to approach me. She was visibly nervous when she first
came up to me but as we spoke, I could see her soften, almost like her body was saying ‘I got
this one right’. To activate an exhibition is always a responsibility in many directions and this
shows how a thought through activation such as the one at When We See Us by Southnord
has the power to create space and build bridges that allow for unexpected encounters that turn
into beautiful moments of synergy.



