Applying a range of critical theories, identify, discuss, and evaluate an artwork of your own choosing.

Blind Woman, New York by Paul Strand (1916)
[image: ]This image, called ‘Blind Woman, New York,’ was taken by Paul Strand in 1916 and depicts a blind, beggar woman on the streets of New York. In 1916, Paul strand took a number of candid photographs on the streets with a handheld camera, the camera had a false lens to allow Strand to take images in angles the subject did not know of. Knowing this information, we question if the woman in the image truly knew of Paul Strand and the image he was taking, if he truly wanted a candid image, a blind person, unaware of his and the cameras existence, would be the perfect subject and asking her for permission to take the image, would make her aware of the image and would no longer be “the perfect candid subject”.
Strand uses her blindness to his advantage to take a truly candid image, and one must question if this is truly documenting the streets of New York or exploiting people’s disabilities. To an extent, this represents the connections from then and today. There are people that still exploit disabled people for their gain, but they make the world more accessible to gain something. Not all people that create accessible things are doing it for gain, but there are a lot of people that do, so when we see someone being overly kind and disability friendly, we must ask ourselves, do they truly want to help make the world more accessible to people with disabilities or are they exploiting them for their gain? This image represents that exploitation in both time periods because today, many people will make things more accessible to people with disabilities to gain media and press attention, followers, money, and fame. Back then, in 1916, they would photograph or draw these people without any regard for helping them in any way. We have improved as a society when discussing accessibility, but did we improve for the correct reasons.
 Some artists would, and still do, exploit people with disabilities for their own gain. We do not even know if the woman in this image knew that Strand was taking an image of her, but I believe that regardless of the knowledge of this woman towards Strand’s image, this image represents the exploitation of disabled people in our society. Even though the exploitation has changed, and we are becoming a more inclusive and accessible society, people still exploit those with disabilities for their gain, and even when many do not have those intentions or want that outcome, which is regularly what is happening. 

“Reason is exalted and called Godlike, and sometimes accorded the highest place among human faculties.” – Frederick Douglas. Returning to the topic of her knowledge of the image, I question that if Strand did capture this image without the subject’s permission, why did Paul Strand feel that he had the right to capture the image without permission. This quote highlights the power a photographer has, there is always a power imbalance between the photographer and the subject because the photographer has the power to decide how the person is represented. And during the time that this image was captured, cameras were a lot less common, so the photographers had even more power over the subject. As well as this, there was a larger power imbalance between then due to their gender, disabilities, and the social hierarchy. Paul Strand was a white man, with no disabilities and successful in his photography, making him a quite privileged person. While the woman was a white woman with blindness and had little to no money, possibly homeless, making her unprivileged. And considering the year, this may have made him feel “godlike” and been the reason that he allowed himself to take this image, without considering to ask for her permission to take the image. This series of images were created to promote social reform by depicting people who were poor, old, unwell, and working class, all falling under the unprivileged group of society. Due to this, I must consider if he asked any of the subject for their permission and if each image in this series is exploitation, and if so, this project is a deception. And with this knowledge, we must consider Paul Strand’s true intentions behind the project. Did he genuinely want to represent these people for a social reform, or did he document these people to gain what he wanted and create a society that he deemed fit.

A quote from “Regarding The Pain Of Others” by Susan Sontag also suggests Strands Power imbalance. “That the killing machine has a gender, and it is male.” This quote refers to war but when taken out of context, it keeps its meaning. This quote suggests that men are violent, doing what they want without regards to those around them, in the same way that Strand captures images without the subjects’ permissions. 
“Father’s voice: The worst, incapacity, of mine, is lack or memory. As if my heart could not remember what is right and what is wrong. I just do not know” This quote references not knowing right from wrong and not understanding and this image was taken during the first world war, the line between right and wrong was blurred and photography was not as strict as it today. Then, taking an image without one’s knowledge was not frowned upon and there were no laws/ rules in place that discouraged it. Paul Strand is considered to be a pioneer of American modernism and candid images; therefore, it was not frowned upon to not ask for consent before taking an image. Meaning, we must question if Strand truly exploited this woman’s blindness or if he simply took an image following the rules of photography at the time.
	“To exploit someone is to take unfair advantage of them. It is to use another person’s vulnerability for one’s own benefit.” In order to take this image candidly, he could not ask for her permission otherwise she would become aware of the camera and this image would benefit him and his photography career as it is one of his most known images. Therefore, Strand uses her blindness to his advantage to take one of the most candid images possible, thus, exploiting her disability. “Permission is never sought to use the photos. It is exploitation.”

There is truly little that we know about this image contextually, there are ‘blind spots’ in our knowledge so we must interpret this image within our own in individual perspective, and therefore each person who views this image will view it differently and see different meanings. Many may not view this image as a representation of exploitation, power imbalance or lack of consent, but as an image documenting a blind woman on the streets of New York in 1916. “Had the question been, how can we best contribute to the defence of the Spanish republic against the forces of militarist and clerical fascism? The photographs might instead have reinforced their belief in the justness of that struggle.” This quote tells us that the way an image is viewed can change depending on your thoughts and headspace going into the image. Over the last four years, I have seen this image many times while studying Paul Strand, and due to this essay, I looked at this image from a more critical perspective than the average person, therefore I saw it as a representation of exploitation, power imbalance and lack of consent.

The sign she is wearing, reduces her identity to her blindness and diminishes her dignity, she is no longer an individual or a person, she is blind, a part of an unprivileged group. The sign labels her for the world to see and judge.
To us, the image clearly shows that the woman in the image is blind but for someone who does not speak, read, or understand English, there is an even bigger blind spot in their knowledge of the image so how they view it will be completely different to how English speakers view the image. Even with the sign hung so clearly around her neck, how can we be so sure that she is blind. The look of her eyes tells us that she is, learning cultural taught looks, we say that she is blind. It is possible that she still had vision in her other eye and chose to ignore Strand and his camera. From cultural context that we have learnt over the years, and the study of semiotics, we can tell that this is a blind woman on the streets but what we don’t see is that she is also a beggar and that the sign reading ‘blind’ almost implies that she has a more valid reason than others to beg on street due to her disability. But what we do not consider is the culture and language of 1916. “Blind. Unable to see because of injury, disease, or a congenital condition.” This is what is considered blind today, but what was considered blind then, in 1916. Is having sight in one eye considered blind? To truly understand this image, we must consider the culture and language of 1916.

In conclusion, Strands image represents more than the streets of new York in 1916, and more than the issue of consent. Through semiotics, it represents the power imbalance between the photographer and the subject, the power imbalance between man and woman and the exploitation of disabled people in our society. Then and today. But it could also represent a visually impaired woman on the streets who still has some vision, without talking to the woman or considering the culture and language of the time, it is impossible to truly understand if this image is a representation of the exploitation of poor, old, disabled and/ or women and from a series of hypocritical images or if it is simply documenting the streets of New York, in order to create a more just society.  
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