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TO LOVE TO HER: 
WOMEN LOOKING AT WOMEN

TexT Kerry Manders

To repose in her, to contemplate with her, allowing myself to be 

contemplated. Beyond fixed desire, I am embracer-embraced. 

Porous, I am attentive without restraining. I return to myself to 

welcome without keeping, to love without loving. To love to her?

-Luce Irigaray, To Be Two

The female subjects in Alice Austen’s 
“Trude & I Masked” (page 8) pose with 
and for each other, occupying the space 
of The Father and transforming his 
rectory into their theatre, replete with 
curtains and costumes. Their masks, 
petticoats, and smokes are decidedly 
and defiantly out of place here. In part 
a self-portrait (Austen appears on the 
left), this image blurs the boundaries 
between self and other, public and 
private, realism and fantasy, work and 
play, subject and object – suggesting 
that such distinctions are not as fixed 
as they might at first appear. The visual 
assertion that things are both at once 
(and then some) recurs throughout 
this issue of Raw View. Look through 
its pages and you’ll see that Austen’s 

introductory image is in beautiful, 
intriguing, even surprising visual 
conversation with many others.

Doors, windows, curtains, sheets 
–  frames within frames within frames  
– set various stages on, in, and through 
which gender is played out, played with, 
fantasized, fabricated. I’m looking at 
Casa Susanna, particularly the image 
(page 11) in which two guests pose for 
the camera, hands on hips, powerfully 
echoing the playful stances of “Trude 
and I”; I’m looking at Carrie Wills’ 
“Rikki’s Bed,” striped curtains and 
double windows in the background, one 
sister lifting the “curtain” (here, a sheet) 
to reveal her (other) self; I’m looking at 
the plethora of fabric in Olivia Arthur’s 
Jeddah Diary, particularly the second 

image (page 70), where a female form is 
draped head to foot, framed by valance, 
curtains, window, pillows. It’s striking 
that so many of these frames-within-
frames are soft, textured, decorative – 
rather than the hard, plain, functional 
frames we might otherwise call to mind.

We can also read the Austen image 
(originally captioned “High Jinks in the 
Rectory”) as a precursor of Alessandra 
Sanguinetti’s work in The Adventures 
of Guille and Belinda; both explore the 
theatricality of play and the intimacies 
of female friendship. They also 
emphasize the visual doublings that 
resound throughout this issue: Alice 
and Trude echo Guille and Belinda 
echo Carrie Wills and her twin echo 
Natalie Krick and her mother. Part of 
the curatorial point – and certainly 
much of the spectatorial pleasure – of 
Women Looking At Women is its creation 
of imaginative diptychs and triptychs 
across projects, visual conversations 
between artists working in three 
different centuries.

Women Looking at Women is a 
deceptively simple title that the photos 
within immediately and intricately 
complicate. How is—why is—this Raw 
View by and about women?
 

WOMEN
 
It is impossible, then, not to begin with 
the question: What is “woman”? As a 
label simultaneously under- and over-
determined, it is vexingly difficult to 
define (we may be inclined to invoke 

the pornography defence here – “I know 
it when I see it” – if appearances were 
the only consideration in play). These 
photographers and their respective 
subjects refuse “woman” as a coherent, 
homogenous identificatory category. A 
few quick steps into the word’s origins 
immediately reveal it as always in an 
asymmetrical binary, brought into 
being against the primary, privileged 
“man.” This is a lived and living legacy 
that continues to enforce and reinforce 
gender inequalities of all kinds – from 
the maddening disparity between men 
and women’s wages (highlighted in 
Annie Ling’s Independent Mothers) to 
the infuriating traumas of domestic 
abuse (witnessed in Annie Flanagan’s 
Deafening Sound). While “woman” 
names gender difference, it says nothing 
about the differences (and hierarchies) 
between and among women. To avoid 
the collapse into heterogeneity and 
hegemony, these works invite us 
to consider a wide range of bodies, 
subjects, and subjectivities that might 
appear as “women,” however specious 
a category. And it is specious.

The initial “Women” of this title 
seems to refer to the photographers 
doing the looking. But this seemingly 
easy referent breaks (or at least bends) 
under scrutiny: not every photographer 
in this issue identifies as a woman or 
uses the female pronoun, and not 
every photographer is even identified. 
We are not told, for example, who took 
the photos that comprise the Casa 
Susanna collection. Casa Susanna is 
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itself a compelling litmus test for the 
limitations of gender designations. 
Witness my colleague’s reaction to 
Casa Susanna’s inclusion in this issue: 
“Wait. What? But why? That is a project 
in which men look at other men and 
they are all merely dressed as women.” 
Whoomp, there it is: as women. What 
does it mean to dress as women?

If gender is complicated (it is), and 
“woman” is more than appearance 
(it is), then we circle back to identity 
and gender as performance rather 
than as essence. In Krick’s Natural 
Deceptions, mother and daughter 
perform (for) each other in a dizzying 
destabilization of identity and 
identification. Krick and others throw 
“natural” as deception into relief. In 
this light, the “women” of Casa Susanna 
are as stable in that identity as the 
“women” of Marina Paulenka’s The 
Other Home – who we never, it is worth 
noting, actually see. This is the thing 
about identity categories, which Judith 

Butler theorizes as regulatory regimes. 
Playfully and provocatively, Butler was 
the first feminist theorist to rigorously 
articulate gender as performative: not 
something you are, but something you 
do. Even as this expands the signifier 
“women,” it also demands that we do 
something, or some things.
 

WOMEN LOOKING
 
If I ask the question, “how do women 
look?”, the answer typically comes 
in the form of an assessment of what 
women look like – judgments based on 
conventional, culturally-determined 
standards: are they beautiful? 
fashionable? feminine? Our trained 
response to women and sight tends 
towards the superficial and external; 
we see women as (there it is again) 
something, rather than doing something. 
Each image in this collection is already 
and primarily participating in looking 
as action. Gohar Dashti’s Me, She, and 
the Others observes women’s looks 
in specific contexts, asserting that 
women’s looks are, indeed, context-
specific; her triptychs showcase 
performances of a self at work, at home, 
and in society. Dashti suggests that how 
her Iranian subjects look depends on 
what they do.  

But the photographers are not the 
only ones looking. Each subject in 
Endia Beal’s series returns the gaze 
of the photographer-camera, each 
pair of eyes seemingly, silently, posing 
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And perhaps nowhere is the imperfect 

female body more pointedly figured than 

where it is absent: Paulenka’s scenes of a 

women’s prison illustrate what we do to 

women who are not “good” women: we 

make them disappear.  

the titular question: Am I What You’re 
Looking For? This question generates 
further questions, reinforcing the 
theme that things (words, identities, 
contexts) are never simply what they 
seem. The “I” and the “you” of this 
title are immediately complicated: 
“I” is occupied by each subject, and 
“you” might refer to any corporate 
employer looking to hire. But “you” 
is also and necessarily us looking at 
these images: we are included in the 
complex circulation of gazes. There is 
a grand set of assumptions here about 
how “I” must look to fulfill expectations, 
to be precisely what “you” is “looking 
for.” Is every “you” looking for the 
same “I”? The photographic backdrop 
visible in each portrait is a veritable 
mise-en-abyme of corporate sameness 
– a hallway of doors and filing drawers 
with just a hint of cubicle. But each 
subject stands out and apart from 
the backdrop, literally exceeding that 
corporate box and juxtaposing its grey-
beige sameness with individual style, 
colour, and flare. In this context, “am 
I what you’re looking for?” raises the 
inevitable question “how should I look?”

Mary Berridge’s A Positive Life 
asks us to consider how women with 
HIV look at a time when AIDS was still 
predominantly viewed as a gay male 
or an addict’s disease. In counting 
these women, in contending that they, 
too, are bodies that matter, Berridge 
counters the “pervasive stigma” 
attached to illness and imbues her 
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subjects with the power to look back. 
I’m particularly struck by the image of 
“Robin” (page 36), at her look and at 
the look of the actor who looms behind 
her. A named but unknown woman 
sits on a bed, smoking, in front of a TV 
screen that frames a here unnamed yet 
identifiable (Patricia Neal) Hollywood 
star of the silver screen. We must thus 
add technologies of looking to the 
conversation and consider the role that 
the entertainment industry plays in 
determining the (impossible) standards 
by which we measure women’s looks. 
The contrast between the mid-
twentieth century film star and the HIV 
positive subject accentuates the tension 
between what the dominant media 
avows and disavows, what it shows, and 
what it elides.  

Women Looking at Women features 
all kinds of bodies – they are not all 
Western, not all white, not all perfectly 
healthy, not perfectly smooth, not 
perfect. This issue is an avowal of alterity, 
of difference, of looking otherwise. 
Joana Choumali’s HÂÂBRÈ explores 
the temporal and aesthetic complexities 
of African “femininity”; her portraits 
witness the “last generation” of a 
culture with history literally written 
on their bodies, the ritual of facial 
scarification that was once – but is 
no longer – celebrated. And perhaps 
nowhere is the imperfect female body 
more pointedly figured than where it is 
absent: Paulenka’s scenes of a women’s 
prison illustrate what we do to women 
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who are not “good” women: we make 
them disappear.  

Natasha Caruana’s found photo 
project, Fairytale for Sale, depicts 
the eclipsing effects of the marriage 
institution, as though individuality 
and perspective inevitably dissolve in 
this heterosexual economy. The images 
feature wedding dresses for sale on the 
internet and anonymous bridal subjects 
who would be looking back if not for 
blank white spaces in place of their 
eyes, which have been cut out by the 
subjects themselves. The elision renders 
the brides a somewhat creepy, certainly 
uncanny, decidedly abject tribe. 
In contrast, Amak Mahmoodian’s 
Shenasnameh focuses on the “glint in 
the eyes” of her subjects, arguing for 
a subtly determined person-hood; 
although each photograph is a black and 
white Sehnasnameh (the official Iranian 
birth certificate), the women rendered 
“plain faces under hairless scarves,” 
the accompanying fingerprints imprint 
their individuality.   
 

WOMEN LOOKING AT
 
This is a special “women’s issue” of Raw 
View: we might assume we know what 
this means, what we’ll be looking at – 
looking for – in the following pages. 
In a sense, we do: stories of mothers 
and children (Independent Mothers), of 
hearth and home (Growing Up Female), 
of marriage and the market (Fairytale 
for Sale), of patriarchal domination and 

violence (Deafening Sound), of sex work 
and secrecy (La Puente), of fashion and 
ritual (Noises in the Blood), to name just 
a few of the issues at issue. Raw View’s 
editors have opted for a chronological, 
rather than thematic, arrangement of 
these twenty-two stories. These images 
resist tidy categorization, and the 
curatorial span invites us to make our 
own connections across and between 
projects, each of which could appear 
under multiple thematic categories.

Anne de Gales’ Mère et fils, 
for example, is ostensibly about 
motherhood, but it is also and equally 
about loss, mourning, desire, self-
representation. The ideas in play 
when and as women look are neither 
separate nor separable: they are 
complexly layered and inextricably 
connected. Moreover, these issues are 
not exclusively “women’s issues” and 
are by no means exhaustive because – 
and excuse the banality of the assertion 
– all issues are women’s issues. There is 
no social, political, or cultural issue 
that does not concern us, at which we 
do not, or need not, look.

Grammatically, “at” expresses 
spatial or temporal relations; it marks 
connection and separation, proximity 
and distance. In naming a relation 
“with” or “to,” it also names a relation 
between two. This space is integral to 
photography and interpretation, since 
looking is never neutral, never objective; 
here too, looking is not passive 
(consumption) but active (reading). 
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Clarissa Sligh’s Reframing the Past, like 
Abigail Heyman’s Growing Up Female, 
emphasizes the necessity of action, the 
titular verbs signifying the ongoingness 
of contemplating and engaging the 
past. Sligh investigates, evaluates, and 
disrupts old family photos in order to 
create new lenses of perception.  

In (32–33), Sligh takes an old 
photo of herself and her siblings and 
literally reframes it with handwritten, 
plundered, repeated phrases from 
old Dick and Jane readers – those 
enormously popular tools of American 
literacy at the time the photo was taken. 
In juxtaposing these two artefacts, Sligh 
reacts to her own childhood priming: 
the plots and paintings of the Dick 
and Jane series depicted a core cast 
of characters who embodied what 
a “typical” American family looked 
like: white, middle-class, heterosexual, 
gender-conforming (see Mom do the 
dishes while Dad mows the lawn!). Dick 
and Jane’s repetitions carry the weight 
of dominant culture, of its racial and 
gender norms. By centralizing her 
childhood on the page, Sligh showcases 
aspects of American family life and 
culture that Dick and Jane erases. This 
project offers ways in which women 
looking are disruptive, interventionist, 
rebellious.

Heyman’s project similarly works 
with photographs and handwritten 
commentary, in an equally domestic 
form. Her diaristic musings assert the 
quotidian and the interior as worthy 

of documentation. Partly confessional, 
partly philosophical, these musings 
confront and question the socially-

constructed ideas about women that, as 
she attests, are difficult to resist. What 
changes, we might wonder, as girls grow 
into women?

WOMEN LOOKING AT 
WOMEN
 
There is a tangible power in women 
looking at women, looking in relation 
to other women. While the double 
“women” of the title seems to suggest the 
“same,” these projects attend to crucial 
differences of race, class, culture, etc. 
between and among women; they 
regard (in both senses of that word) 
women as others. Charlotte Schmitz’s 
La Puente is set in a South Ecuador 
brothel: immersing herself in what she 
calls “another world,” she collaborates 
with her subjects, listening to them, 

 Moreover, these issues are not exclusively 

“women’s issues” and are by no means 

exhaustive because—and excuse the 

banality of the assertion—all issues are 

women’s issues. There is no social, political, 

or cultural issue that does not concern us, at 

which we do not, or need not, look.
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taking photos “the way they want.” 
Puente translates as “bridge” in English, 
evoking a structure that literally marks 

a separation, a distance between, while 
simultaneously connecting two places: 
the bridge offers contiguity.   

Women Looking At Women is 
intensely relational, intimately loving 
– but not in any clichéd construction 
of romance. We might instead think 
of these relations, these bridgings, as 
instances of Luce Irigaray’s ethics of 
loving to. The conventional utterance, “I 
love you,” is literally and grammatically 
possessive: “you” is the direct object of 
the verb “love” acted by the subject 
“I.” There’s no subjectivity, no agency 
granted to “you” in this formulation: 
“I” names and tames the other as the 
object of its desire. Irigaray proposes 
an alternate proximity, one that 
maintains distance between “I” and 
“you”: the phrase “I love to you” offers 
indirect relationship, one that does 
not risk erasing the subjectivity of 
“you.” Love remains an active verb 
that moves toward but never reaches 

the other subject. In a world where 
love is continually framed as all-
encompassing (even annihilating) and 
possessive, intersubjective relationality 
is a radical possibility. Irigaray, a key 
interlocutor as I look at Raw View, offers 
a transformational feminist ethics that 
perceives unknowingness – irreducible 
mystery and otherness – as a key to 
subject-subject relations.

In photographing a Jamaican 
Dancehall ritual in the United Kingdom, 
Lua Ribeira expresses her “yearning 
for an encounter with the unknown 
‘other’ in a multicultural western 
context.” Noises in the Blood is, in part, 
the result of being with the other while 
accepting “the impossibility of fully 
understanding” her. What does one do 
in this space of unknowing? In Ribeira’s 
series, as in Schmitz’s, subjects’ faces 
are obscured, turned away. There is an 
other-worldly quality to both Schmitz 
and Riberia’s work, an intriguing fusion 
of documentation and imagination. 
Ribeira developed “a fantastical 
interpretation of a postcolonial society” 
that, in a globalized metropolis, is 
constantly in flux. Between what it was 
and what it will be, that flux echoes the 
Irigarayan between and its capacity to 
look to (love to) and recognize the other 
without needing to know her, master 
her, possess her. As dance, as ritual, as 
“peculiar universe,” Ribeira’s images 
conceal as much as they reveal.

The unknown, unknowable other 
is not the only “other” subject to 

Charlotte Schmitz’s La Puente is set in a 

South Ecuador brothel: immersing herself 

in what she calls “another world,” she 

collaborates with her subjects, listening to 

them, taking photos “the way they want.” 
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fantastical interpretation. Looking 
through these pages, I’m struck by 
how often the self is contemplated as 
other. Throughout her Self-Portraits, 
Jen Davis explores the dual sense of 
self that emerges in the gap between 
the way that she sees herself and the 
way that others view her. She attempts 
to see via an “other” gaze and also – 
uncannily, desirously – to be(come) 
other. In so doing, she conjures the 
fantastical yet plausible possibility 
that “I” is also irreducibly other to itself 
and variously embodied. Can I love 
to I? Proximate alterity is challenging 
for us to encounter, let alone enact. 
The images here ask us, repeatedly, to 
imagine what that looks like.

In looking at women, we must also 
look at vulnerability and pain. Both 
Annie Flanagan’s Deafening Sound 
and Ruth McDowall’s Survivors of 
Boko Haram Abduction  insist that we 
look at the darker side of “women” – 
the unavoidable trauma of gender – the 
powerlessness, objectification, and the 
violence that women experience. An 
oil boom in Williston, North Dakota, 
has increased its capital resources and 
its incidences of domestic violence, 
seemingly in equal measure. Maria’s 
fractured eye, a forearm bearing cuts 
old and new: Flanagan’s images witness 
the violence men perpetrate on women 
and lays bare their wounds. McDowall’s 
portraits of young women who escaped 
from Boko Haram evoke unspeakable, 
unseeable trauma. Her subjects turn 

their faces (and bodies) away from the 
camera – and yet present themselves to 
us, still. How do we perceive them? How 
do we approach the legacies of trauma 
that they are forced to carry? 

These twenty-two projects exemplify 
an ethics of loving to in their working 
and playing with and beyond borders, 
boundaries, and limits, in their 
representational and philosophical 
ambiguities of gender, representation, 
and politics: each project in Women 
Looking At Women looks, unsettles, opens 
up. Women looking with women, looking 
differently at difference.

A particular strength of this issue is its 
creation and acceptance of ambiguities, 
never insisting they be cleared up, 
cleared away. Carrie Will describes 
her relationship with her twin sister as 
“tightly woven, beautifully strange and 
difficult to explain.” This phrase aptly 
describes the sundry relationships 
between women – the image-makers, the 
imaged, and the imagined – featured in 
Women Looking at Women.
 
Kerry Manders is a writer and photographer with 
degrees in English Literature and Women’s Studies. 
She specialized in Modernism and Literary/
Film Theory, with a particular focus on queer 
discourses of memory and mourning. Having 
served as adjunct faculty at York, Ryerson, and 
OCAD universities, Manders has moved outside 
academia to focus on her photography writing 
and practice. In 2014, Manders co-founded 
The Thing About, a series of interdisciplinary 
art events that she also curates and hosts. 


