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‘ ‘ I've found travel to be that objective
mirror, offering transformative and
reflective beauty. , ,
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CATCHING OUR REFLECTIONS

Literal and metaphorical mirrors are all around us—but, says our writer, they only reflect
parts of who we are. How can we see ourselves and others more clearly?

By Lola Akinmade Akerstrém

OVER A DECADE ago, I was chatting with my good friend Dylan. At the
time, we both worked as system architects, and I was considering a move
fromthe U.S. to anewlife in a new country—Sweden—that I knew would
come with its own rules and unspoken societal codes.

I was teetering on the edge of fully embracing this major life change,
and he gave me the nudge I needed. I remember his words as clearly as if
he’d justuttered them yesterday: “Well, you’ve got one foot in. You might
aswell jump in with both feet.”

While we both laughed at his remark, I heard a loving challenge
behind those words: You’ve come this far—what are you afraid of ?

I knew what I was afraid of. When I moved to the U.S. from Nigeria at
15 years old, I was welcomed into a box of one-dimensional stereotypes
of Black women. Like an amusement park’s house of mirrors, society
surrounded me with warped images—each one a distorted, pre-crafted
narrative that I didn’t recognize as myself. And it caught me off guard.

These are the mirrors that Black women are forced to stand in front
of every day. Their reflections elongate and contract different parts of
who we are. To counter these distortions, many of us overcompensate.
We amass advanced degrees, credentials and awards. We code-switch.
We temper our emotions. We create our own metaphorical mirrors to
fight against the stereotypes. We don’t have the luxury of being mediocre
or passive, and the work becomes exhausting. It feels never-ending and
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unsustainable, because only the amusement park owner can actually
destroy the anamorphic mirrors.

When Dylan encouraged me to jump in, I was afraid because I didn’t
know what kind of distorted mirrors might await me in Sweden. Moving
into a new culture strips you bare. Just like when you’re standing naked
infront of an actual mirror and wincing at every perceived imperfection,
you feel fully exposed. But when you find an objective mirror to stand in
front of, one that reflects your true likeness, that vulnerability becomes
an opportunity rather than an obstacle.

As ateen moving into a new culture, I wanted those opportunities. I
wanted to be seen for who I truly was. I wanted to exist in different spaces
without explanation. I wanted tobe listened to and seen as the complex,
multidimensional person I already was. As an adult, I've found travel to
be that objective mirror, offering transformative and reflective beauty.

When I experience new places and meet people who are interacting
with me for the first time without preconceived notions, our similarities
are reflected back to me, and I see different parts of myself. By seeing
myself more wholly, I see the strangers I meet the same way, and I'm able
to find points of connection with other people and their cultures. The act
of listening to cultural nuance and learning to filter out distortions to
find out what others are saying, or trying to say, is what drives my work
asavisual storyteller today.

First impressions never truly matter to me, because
we’re all intricately crafted, multifaceted beings. To judge
someone based on a single encounter is to reduce them to a
caricature and create additional distorted mirrors.

A quote that arrested me the second I came across it was
this piece of guidance that Shyamala Gopalan—the late
mother of U.S. Vice President Kamala Harris—gave her
daughter: “You don’t let people tell you who you are. You tell
themwho you are.”

Before my move to Sweden, I was afraid that the move
would strip away my carefully crafted message to the world
about who I was. I finally had to face the fact that I’d sub-
consciously wrapped my identity into what I did, not who
Iwas. Realizing and acknowledging that gave me a much
clearer picture of myself and freedom to pursue my crea-
tive path, and I carried this assuredness with me into my
new country.

Yes, even as we fight hard against false mirrors someone
else has created for us, sometimes we inadvertently create
them for ourselves—ones that reflect a superhuman image
back at us, when in fact we are beautifully human in all our
imperfections and vulnerabilities. Which means that we’re
already more than enough.

Lola Akinmade Akerstrom is a Stockholm-based visual storyteller and
international bestselling author. Her new novel, In Every Mirror She’s
Black, comes out in September.



