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 For most of my life, I have lived in some of New York’s most notoriously dangerous 

communities, from the crime-filled streets of Harlem to the drugged slums of Brooklyn. Violent, 

poverty-stricken and downright criminal, but also home. From an early age, I learned to live in 

and appreciate the edgier, unorthodox philosophy so independent of socially acceptable 

mannerisms that people in these neighborhoods live by. Consequently, transitioning to the 

college life at Olin became difficult. An institution with radically conflicting values and a 

demographic affirming of those values, Olin is a stronghold of knowledge, safety and affluence.  

Being violently uprooted from a nearly perfect opposite culture and thrust into Olin has created 

a crossroads in the path of my identity. 

 In this self-portrait image, 3 items have been pinned up on a wall: an Olin College 

banner, a shirt and a bandana. The shirt of choice suspended on the wall is a blue-collared dress 

shirt. Dress shirts are often used by those working in a professional workplace, with a job that 

likely reels in sizeable income. The term ‘blue-collared’, however, is used to distinguish those 

who work manual-labor occupations. In this image, juxtapose the two ideas into one with a 

shirt whose intention is to be worn at a formal, white-collar environment but whose colors tell 

otherwise. On the top-left is an Olin College banner, an embodiment of privileged education 

that embodies characteristics of knowledge, safety and affluence. It embodies the world I 

aspire to be a part of. To its right is a purple bandana, an accessory used to symbolize the 

prevalence of gang activity in my neighborhood. Unlike with the banner, I use the bandana as a 

means to express that I still do identify as someone whose home is a place society labels as ‘the 

gutter’, or ‘the ghetto’, and that the communal values of my home remain within me. 

 In lieu of myself, I have my shadow step into the image and wear my shirt. My shadow’s 

left hand is outstretched towards both the college banner and the bandana. The hand, in 

particular, is oddly twisted to imply discomfort at what appears to be a decision being made – 

whether to grasp the bandana, or the banner, each representative of a wholly different array of 

values. The hand represents the disfigurement of my identity. Where I’m from, knowledge, 

class and education are unwelcome – and yet, these are the very qualities I would like for my 

identity to be synonymous with. I would also, however, like to achieve this without parting with 

the identity I developed growing up. Therein lies my problem – I want to identify as part of both 

cultures, but they are so fundamentally different from one another that the feat seems 

impossible. As visually depicted in this portrait, the two are ostensibly different, rendering any 

hope of compromise a long shot. For this reason, I have replaced myself with my shadow: I am 

not yet prepared to be inserted into this image. The shadow is suggestive of my presence at a 

minimum level, but lacking the conviction to reveal the details of my person. Confronted with a 

seemingly unworkable situation, I have chosen to recede into my shadow and have it hold my 

place until I am prepared to make my decision with convincing resolve.  


