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It is a great pleasure to introduce this publication,
a companion to the exhibition Impaired Erotics by
Pantecha Abareshi at O—Overgaden. Since 2021,
O—Overgaden has, with the generous support

of the Augustinus Foundation, published a
monographic series in conjunction with our large-
scale in-house exhibitions, aiming at expanding the
conversations around each show and producing
new, offspring material. In this case, Panteha
Abareshi has contributed a text on the Sick/
Disabled or “Crip” body as a fetishized object,
while the publication also includes an essay about
art critique as auto-erotic reflection by researcher
and art critic Frida Sandstrém.

In addition to thanking the writers for their
contributions, the O—Overgaden team for their
remarkable effort in connection with the exhibition,
a warm thank you must go to fanfare, our graphic
designers, and editor Anne Kolbak Iversen for their
exceptional work with this publication. Last, but
not least, special thanks to the artist, Panteha, for so
generously sharing their research and practices with
all of us, both through the development of their
exhibition and this publication.

In arresting sculptural gestures, the American artist
Panteha Abareshi (b. 1999, they/them) employs the
experience of living in a chronically ill and disabled
body, and its associated stigma.

From their position as a wheelchair user living with
an incurable blood disease, Abareshi exposes how
the sick body is also one of continuous (medical)
observation—and thus objectification. In their new
series of sculptural works, created specifically

for O—Overgaden, Abareshi, in their own words,
unapologetically unfolds “the collision of violence
and tenderness in caregiving to the sick body.”
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Through braces, belts, straps, and medical tubing, the
support and treatment of the body is made visible as
a jarring domain of restraint and domination.

NTRODUCTION

In brief, Abareshi points to how caregiving,
whether in the hospital or the home, can itself
contain violence; how systemic, societal “help” also
cages and disciplines the sick or disabled body,
relegating it to a position of obligatory gratitude
and servility, rendering it disempowered in its
medicalization and care.

Through elements such as leg-spreading orthoses or
a gaping mouth mechanically forced open, Impaired
Erotics questions the complex dynamics within
caregiving, including implications of domination

and submission, towards a taboo fetishization of the
disabled body. The installations explore eroticism
and pleasure around the disabled subject, drawing
critically and aesthetically from “Crip Porn”—a highly
charged visual material typically kept within

hidden spaces.

The double-edged exhibition title, Impaired Erotics,
on the one hand critically examines how the crip
body is often misunderstood as one with a broken

or “impaired” access to intimacy or “erotics.” On the
other hand, Abareshi employs the title as a manifest
insisting on an Impaired Erotics—an erotics of the crip
body beyond this stigma of inability.

The exhibition thus confronts the volatile
vulnerability and dependency inherent to support
structures—whether it be a mobility aid, clinical
devices, or human care—casting light upon the
different notions of violence that shapes the othering

of the disabled body.

Rhea Dall,
Director, June 2024

Panteha Abareshi (b. 1999, Montreal, CA) is an artist and
scholar based in Los Angeles. Abareshi’s work has recently
been shown in solo and group exhibitions at venues including
Kunsthall Trondheim (2023); MMK Museum fiir Moderne
Kunst, Frankfurt (2022); Kunsthaus Ziirich (2022);
and Los Angeles Municipal Art Gallery (202D.



Panteha Abareshi

The Sick/Disabled body is allowed to live and exist
only as a sum of its parts, each part wholly hyper-
examined and labeled on the claustrophobic spectrum
of decrepitness. Each part of the disabled body lives
separately; each part of the body its own hollow
receptacle for the able-bodied gaze and the heavy
weight of performing legibility. Each body part is
treated as object, and each object carries with it an
inane fetishism—a precious and potentially charged
eroticism that speaks volumes in the examination

of how the othering of disability ties into the taboo
fascinations, fetishes and fantasies (sexual and
otherwise) of the able-bodied viewer as they relegate
the disabled body to a permanent stage as simultaneous
patient, subject, and performer.

An immense criticality must be exercised in
considering the dynamics of power, control and
“autonomy” when examining the Sick/Disabled body
as performer and as willing artistic subject. Even when
a performance is over, and the Sick/Disabled body
exits the stage, even when an exhibition is concluded
and the installations are dismantled, the Sick/
Disabled body is not allowed a moment’s rest from
spectacle. It is within this perpetual role as subject,
and with an awareness of the relentless able-bodied
examination, that the othered body has radicalized its
own corporeality, and made cunning material of its
experience. We must give continuous acknowledgment
to the labor that the Sick/Disabled body must undergo
in its autonomous representation, and make concerted
and collective effort to validate new forms of looking,
knowing, imaging, and discussing otherness. The Sick/
Disabled body is making demands in its representation,
and is begging difficult questions of its audience.
Discomfort is immensely valuable in driving forward
new and radical forms of thinking and knowing,

for we must fundamentally disrupt the normative
standards of Sick/Disabled corporeality, and continue
that disruption in order to create and hold space for
the bodies that have long been exiled to unknowable,
invisible spaces.

It is within these unknowable, invisible spaces that
the disabled body is cared for, whether it be a medical
space and the administration of medicalized care,

or a space such as the domicile, where caregiving

is undertaken more intimately. There is a potent
hierarchy of power within caregiving, wherein the
disabled body is made a placid, docile thing.

Normative, ableist perceptions of the sick body
house it perpetually within the medicalized space,
typically leaving little space for a more nuanced
and expansive perception of where a body that
requires care can rest.

As the sick, disabled body is brought out of the
medical space and into the domestic, the dynamics of
care between the care “giver” and care “receiver” are
complicated. Indeed, the systems of power, control,
and violence that exist inherently within the handling
of the chronically sick and disabled body that go
largely unseen and unspoken is the manner in which
the Sick/Disabled body is subdued as a method

of care. The able-bodied caregiver is understood

to be bearing a great and unfathomable burden,

and the notion of care itself is so painfully tormented,
as the Sick/Disabled body must fight tirelessly

to grasp onto corporeal autonomy, and against the
passive, often subconscious dehumanization that
stems from able-bodied resentment of those broken,
mutilated subjects who require help and external
intervention in their existence. The domestic space
is one associated with warmth, safety and comfort,
all of which are seen to be perverted and marred

by the augmentations to the home that are made to
accommodate the sick and disabled body. There is

a sterility that trails after the sick thing, following

it from the hospital into its own bed, seeping from
the oxygen cannula, leeching into the home, from
the alcohol swabs and sharps containers nestled on
beside tables. The caregiver is understood to be, for
all intents and purposes, the disabled body’s fandler,
as the necessity for help, and for care, is equated to
infantilizing disempowerment, and a marking of the
Sick/Disabled subject as a fundamentally incapable
thing. The Sick/Disabled body becomes a passive
object, as able-bodied individuals will defer to the
caregiver in situations spanning all social calibers,

as though the Sick/Disabled subject is a dog, or
small child, or invalid incapable of speaking for itself.
The power dynamic between the caregiver and

the Sick/Disabled body is one that falls into a stark
imbalance, and can only be brought closer to

a balanced state through a concerted and intentional
resistance of the normative systems of control that
would demand a passive submission, silence,

and a complete surrender of corporeal autonomy.

Indeed, the caregiver is expected to exercise complete
corporeal command and control over their Sick/
Disabled charge, because any able-bodied individual,
regardless of their relationship to the Sick/Disabled
subject, is understood to have indisputable corporeal
authority simply because they are more abled.

In moments when the Sick/Disabled body takes

up more physical or emotional space, and thus
encroaches upon the comfort of the able-bodied
populous, anxious and expectant looks are cast upon
the caregiver, with silent urges to handle the body
which is so systemically disallowed from existing
wholly and boldly and unabashedly as a cripple.

This projection of what caregiving should look like,
and this ableist construction of what caregiving

entails, eclipses the space for the incredibly necessary
representation of the complex nuances of care.
Normative notions of human intimacy rely upon a
simple ternary of platonic,' romantic, and sexual, where
any relationship can be any combination of the three.
But there is an unspoken and largely unknown fourth
form of intimacy, which is embodied in the care-giver/
care-receiver relationship. The Sick/Disabled subject
and those involved in their care are thus privy to a
quaternary of intimacy, wherein caregiving joins the
normative mix and serves as a wholly unique dynamic
that can stand alone, or fall into complex combination
with the other prescribed forms of intimacy.

It is imperative that caregiving is understood as wholly
unique in its intimacy, because it is such a deeply
layered form of exchange, and calls for a physicality
and trust that demands extreme vulnerability, and yet
can, and very often is, independant of any romantic or
sexual intimacy.

The societal taboos that remain around the notions of
requiring help to carry out basic bodily functions, or
“routine” acts of hygiene, brandish a great stigma, shame,
and degradation upon Sick/Disabled bodies. Caregiving
is, like most of the Sick/Disabled experience, relegated
to the most private of spaces: it is in the hospital room,
it is in the domicile behind drawn curtains, it is in the
accessible toilet with door locked that the dynamic
unfolds, and so much is lost to the shadows. The Sick/
Disabled subject speaks an expanded language of
intimacy, one which has a rich lexicon to articulate the
myriad complexities that come with being helped, being
handled, and being held. There is a sword that cuts
upon the double edge of tenderness and violence, and

a navigation of intimacy that encompasses a spectrum
holding the deepest hurts, and the brightest pleasures,
and this is so easily lost to the able body that, in its
“privilege,” is precluded from knowing the language

of intimacy that comes with a great succession of
control, willingly or otherwise. When the intimacy of
caregiving does fall under the able-bodied lens, it is

like a petri dish under a powerful microscope, where
taboo sprouts fervently like parasitic micro-organism.
The ever-complex dynamics and exchanges within
caregiving, and its intersections with the other forms

of human intimacy, are violently collapsed. Instead, the
prescribed imbalance of power, and the expectation

for the hyper-objectification of the Sick/Disabled

body, breeds fetishistic imaging which roots itself in

the disempowerment and [slexploitation of the Sick/
Disabled body. The able-bodied perception of caregiving,
and the innate fetishism within it, imbues caregiving as
an act with the ever-privileged assertion that any weak
and vulnerable thing must be used to do whatever those
bodies that hold privilege and power over it desire.

Fetishism is charged in the duality of its gaze,
as looking but not seeing, as using the subject
to cover or deflect taboo desires, as indulging in
and withholding from simultaneously.

The able-bodied viewers, as they cast their devouring,
objectifying gaze upon the disabled subject, act as
passive, violent scopophiles, rendering the Disabled
Body an object before disassembling it and making

it piecemeal.

It is a consumption that castrates, a form of looking
that makes deft tool of the Disabled Object[bodyl],
unwittingly used as erotic prism in the reflection,
deflection, and refraction of what the viewer cannot
and will not confront in themselves. The Disabled
Body as fetish object embodies the able-bodied fixation
on perceived and projected absence: absence of ability,
absence of corporeality, absence of agency. These are
the subjects of the cripple’s castration. The Disabled
Body represents all that is fundamentally unsafe about
human corporeality, and while it also represents the
universally inescapable reality of our fallibility and
mortality, it acts as cavernous receptacle to contain
these insecurities for the able-bodied viewer.

The idealized able body has been long established as
the standard for fumanness, and the Disabled Body’s
fundamental inability to adhere to said standard holds
it steadfast in this space of abject dehumanization and
utilitarian objectification.

The Disabled Object[body] is of great fascination to
the able-bodied observer, especially in its pursuits of
human behaviors, as they are often met with knee-jerk
reactions of shock and repulsion. The able-bodied
observer of the Disabled Object[body] is all too quick
to voice their disgust, but would never dare look
away—and Freud’s suggestion of disgust masking

a fervently repressed desire rings with piercing clarity
in the examination of this inter-abled dynamic.?

The Disabled Body is simultaneously castrated and
unsexed, while being hyper-sexualized and shaped
non-consensually into an erotic object as it is flayed
and splayed under the able-bodied scrutiny that
follows it into even the most private of spaces.

Indeed, the Disabled Object[body] is not awarded the
right to privacy, as it is expected to ceaselessly and
tirelessly perform coded significations of comfortable
legibility, using a visual lexicon that eclipses a majority
of the disabled population. Inherent and degrading
sexualization is automatically inserted into the act

of looking when the Disabled Object[body] is serving
as subject to able-bodied viewer.

There is an innately human instinct to sexualize what
we find most vulnerable, to identify the thing we
perceive as the “weakest,” and to discern how best to
use it. Indeed, there is an overwhelming abundance of
vulnerability in the way that we examine the Disabled
Object[body], and specifically as it is essentialized as
something that fundamentally cannor—returning to the
projected perception of absence.

Not only is the Object[body] simply ds-abled,
but intrinsically un-able to function normatively.



Societal understanding and definition of the Disabled
Object[body] hinges upon this perceived absence of
ability: the Disabled Object[body] cannort take care of
itself, it cannot walk, cannot move, cannot feed itself,
cannot bathe, cannot communicate, and cannot function
with romantic or sexual autonomy in their desires

(if they are even allowed any). The Disabled Object[body]
as an “invalid object” is reinforced in its representations,
its rampant use as metaphor, and through the language
in our highly limited lexicon of [in]ability.

This immediate and ruthlessly nuance-less castration
of any individual that fails to adhere to able-bodied
standards, and/or requires care, illustrates the
abounding stigma around vulnerability and inability,
as well as the violent gendering inserted into dynamics
of care and ability. Inability is feminized as a means of
degradation, and this feminization of inability invites,
again, an inherent, predatory sexualization.

Freud’s theory of fetishism articulate the critical moment
in which the fetish is detached from the individual, and
becomes the sole sexual focus.’ Herein lies an important
elucidation on the collapsing of the disabled subject into
fetish object, as the able-bodied scopophilic obsession
with the disabled body has reduced it to the confines of
the mere specimen. Splayed and pinned in a proverbially
entomological manner, the disabled body is unable to
escape a perpetual voyeurism.

There is a poignant link between the erotics of this
voyeurism and the essential nature of the subject as

an object. A hierarchy of power exists unspoken in
even the most passive of able-bodied gazes, and the
dynamic of object fetishism within this scopophilic
looking provides crucial contextualization to the
mechanics of powerlessness in how the Disabled Body
is fundamentally seen, understood, and represented.

The Disabled Body is, in all manners of its
representation and discussion, taboo. As Freud asserts,
the shroud of obscurity, “the force which opposes
scopophilia, but which may be overridden by it (in a
manner parallel to what we have previously seen in the
case of disgust), is shame.”*

Julia Kristeva defines the abject as “what disturbs
identity, system, order. What does not respect borders,
positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous,

the composite.” Indeed, any earnest examination of
the Disabled Body would reveal the immense
complexity to its otherness, and an inability to adhere
to the flattening expectations and regulations placed
so staunchly upon its existence.

Impaired Erotics presents raw representations and
iterations of the Disabled Body as evoked through
disruptive channels, taken to its parts and re-assembled
in the form of the Invalid Object. The Disabled Body
as Invalid Object refuses definition, and slips out from
beneath it with confounding ease, instead begging for
the viewer to step over the threshold of the taboos that
bring to the surface their most human fears.

Impaired Erotics explores the autonomies of the
Disabled Object[body], and the ways in which pleasure
functions outside the realm of the able-bodied

norm. From the non-sexual erotic to the explicitly
pornographic, the Impaired, Disabled Objectlbody] is
earnestly imaged and examined, from the perspective
of an artist whose illness and disability serve as both
subject and critical catalyst for their artistic practice.

The exhibition brings forth a perspective that aims to
pry open and shed light upon what we shrink away
from discussing around the bodies we deem to be the
least valid, the least desirable, the least whole.

What does autonomy look like for the Disabled

Body? What does consent look like for the body that
is served up as banquet meal for the hungry eyes of
those privileged above it? When cast into a space

of nebulous corporeal definition, what can we be
made to understand about those bodies, those Invalid
Objects that fight against ferocious essentialization

as they move through fundamentally hostile spaces?
My installation-based work captures an exhausting
building-up and breaking down of the body, again and
again and again—making material of both fetish subject
and fetishizing viewer as it chews up the Disabled.

1. Familial intimacy could be argued to stand as its own
independent category but, within this discussion, it is folded into
the platonic.

2. See Sigmund Freud, “Fragment of an Analysis of Hysteria,”
(19011, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud, vol. VII: A case of hysteria; Three essays on sexuality and
other works (1901-1905), London: Hogarth Press, 1975, available at

3. Sigmund Freud, “Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality,” in
The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
Freud, vol. VI, p.153f, sas.upenn.edu/~cavitch/pdf-library/Freud_

4. 1bid., p. 157.

5. Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay of Abjection,
trans. Leon S. Roudiez, New York: Columbia University Press,
1982, p. 4.

Frida Sandstrom

Rather than rendering recognizable bodies,
abstraction stages relationships among forms and
their contexts, allowing us to see differently the
ways in which those relationships can unfold.

That is, abstraction is about relations, and a queer
investment in abstraction can be a way to allegorize
social relations through a playing out of formal
relations. Distinct forms of embodiment, deviating
desires, and new ways of relating to bodies can

be proposed through abstraction. Artists who

turn to abstraction as a more open or apt way of
subverting the “normal” (or a more pleasurable way
of proposing its abandonment) all do so differently.!

What is the difference between sensing and thinking?
The answer is the way that we produce difference
itself. In short essay, | will speak of the ways in which
the art critic and the spectator, the audience member
and the everyday passerby, sense and relate.

By proposing the critic as an object of desire, and

the art object as the subject of that erotic encounter,

I invite you into the theatricality of formalism.

I take my starting point in the excerpt above by art
historian David Getsy. The quotation is found in a set
of notes on “queer abstraction” from 2019, in which
he describes the abstraction at work in the way we
sense bodies—be they people or artworks.

The seemingly thin line between people and things is
not only central to art but also to how capital relations
are impregnating social life. These are the formal
relations between subjects and objects with which we
identify ourselves; but they are also producing social,
sexual, and racial repression. The question is, how

are these relations “played out” in art, as Getsy puts

it. This is where queer abstraction comes in. Through
the eroticization of the abstract relations that form all
our experiences, social reality is transformed into what
Getsy thinks of as “new ways of relating.” This process
simply allows for new ways in which abstract objects—
art and people—are “sensed,” he proposes. So, what
is the consequence of that?

Well, the ways that we sense people and things
are inherently related to what we think of them,
and whether we think with or against them.

By understanding the critique of art as a sensual
practice, we join the history of sabotage, perversion,
and subversion of the presupposed relations between
artworks and people. As American-German artist
Adrian Piper has shown over decades, the encounter
with art may in fact affect the ways in which we also
encounter people. Most often, the line between the
human body and the art object is very thin. As a result,
the judgment of what is good or bad art can easily

be transposed to the severe ways of distinguishing
what is human. Put bluntly, the critique of art easily
camouflages the biopolitics of modern life.

Who is granted subjectivity and at whose cost?

The so-called “subject-object” dialectics of modern
thinking are at work in art institutions as well as in
the legal structures of the nation state. All these
contexts have a conceptualized relation between artist
and spectator, student and teacher, police and citizen,
according to which they are supposed to “play out” as
subjects or objects within the bourgeois public sphere.
This is formalism, broadly speaking.

As long as our life is modeled according to modern
capitalism within and between nation states, we will
have formalism. Formalism—understood as the social
reality of a subject that emerges with and through

a body—is thus no choice, but rather a situation that
we are all in. [ would not be able to write this text
without it. Only through its own means can formalism
be turned on its head. This was essentially the point in
Marx’s social critique of value in the late 19th century,
which was developed further in German critical
theorist Theodor W. Adorno’s concept of the modern
artwork, one century later. It is, too, what Getsy
underscores with his proposal for a queer critique

of the modern concept of sexuality. Capital, art, race,
gender, and sexuality are all played out in the way
that we can either accept the game, or rather, turn
formalism against itself. As critical theorist Fumi Okiji
made clear a few years ago, the critique of modern
life is seldom a choice, but rather a need for survival
if one lives under racial or sexual repression.? Taking
cue from her proposal, we may assume that such
detournement is a capacity that we all have,

as differently racialized and sexualized subjects,
artists or spectators, citizen or surplus population.
We simply embody the experience of modern life
differently. This difference is central to our practice
of social critique. What Getsy proposes in his work
on the subject is to make explicit how queer
formalism is a central yet overseen capacity in the
20th-century history of art, and especially in the case
of minimalist and conceptual works of art, which
contemporary art still feeds from enormously.



[ want to discuss how an auto-erotic sensation of
social and sexual difference can develop as a social
critique and, furthermore, as a refusal toward the
forms in which people and things are distinguished.
Let’s have a look at the ways in which such refusal
allows for an erotic sensibility with and against the
social abstractions that they “speak through.” Taking
cue from the words of literary scholar Amy De’Ath’s
words, auto-eroticism allows us to

feel the economics of the moment in a more
abstract, expansive sense than we might do in,
say, our more immediate irritation at an expensive
grocery bill, or our sense of anxiety and precarity
in a temporary contract job.?

Importantly, the feeling of and thinking through
social and sexual abstractions “resist representation,”
De’Ath reminds us? This is our first cue to queer
abstract thinking. In art historian Leo Steinberg’s
words from 1973, the formal relations through which
art objects are represented allow the spectator to
transgress the preconceived limits of identification and
imagine otherwise. In this sense, an erotic encounter
can liberate the artwork from the way it is exposed.
Steinberg describes the encounter with art in the
following way:

Not art but objects, and these objects touted as
things beyond art, though they were conceived with
legitimate esthetic objective: to keep the thing made
unarticulated, its internal relations so minimized
that nothing remains but an immediate relation

to its external environment.”

Steinberg’s argument is central to our discussion.

He writes how the immediate, that is non-formalized
relation to that which is “external” to, is given space

by formalism itself. If we understand this externality
as an unarticulated experience, it can take whichever
form it wants in the imagination of the spectator.

[ believe that the “inarticulation” of objects that
Steinberg points toward is a question of immanence
that differs largely from what post-war formalist
Clement Greenberg famously coined as the essentialist
idea of immanence in painting in the early 1960s.5
Steinberg’s inarticulation diverts from Greenberg’s
purism in the way that difference is not only content
as in identity, but also form, which refuses specific
identifications. In a Marxian vocabulary, the sensation
of this inarticulate difference, which diverts from
essentialist forms of identification, is a question of
human nature expressed in praxis.” Rather than the
unfortunate naturalism of Marx’s original model,®

I draw upon Queer and Transgender Marxism from
the 2Ist century.’ Through this theoretical framework
we can understand sensibility as an erotic, social, and
non-procreative category. This makes it possible to
think difference aesthetically without stabilizing

a particular kind of art or genre. As art historian

T. J. Clark wrote in 1991, “one thing the myth of the
end of art made possible was the maintenance of some

kind of difference between art’s sensuous immediacy
and that of other (stronger) claimants to the same
power.® The difference that he points toward is
essentially the formal abstractions through which

we sense the objects that we conceptualize as art.

As already discussed above, this is also the case for the
way in which we define sexuality, race, gender, value,
and other social categories.

Clark, Steinberg, and Getsy are far from the only
social art historians to have critically investigated the
role of sexuality in our encounter with art and people.
A central reference in this context is Steinberg’s
seminal essay “Other Criteria,” as referred to above.

In this text from 1973, Steinberg famously states that
“the critic interested in a novel manifestation holds his
criteria and taste in reverse.”! This means that the critic
is no longer searching for the fulfilment of predefined
criteria for aesthetic beauty that is sensed in the subject
of the critic solely—which, essentially, is what German
Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant famously
proclaimed in 1790, and which the 20th-century
founders of formalism took onwards into the late
modern art world market.”? By holding these criteria
“in reverse” and, furthermore, turning them against
themselves, the critic rather seeks to follow sensations
that are already practiced as experiences in the form of
the artwork itself. This approach fundamentally swaps
the subject-object dialectics of artwork and critic and,
instead, allows for an understanding of the work of art
as a subject in relation to the subject of the critic.

Beyond or even before aesthetic criteria, the subjective
forms in art and in critique—artists and spectators,
objects and people—critically sense their own relations
and sensations as if from the outside. This kind of
formalism is what [ speak of elsewhere as a collective
practice of critique.” Central to such collective practice
is that the critical judgment is replaced by collective
reflection and, hence, relation. What Steinberg
proposed in his essay is that the critic

suspends judgment until the work’s intention
has come into focus and his response to it is—in
the literal sense of the word—sympathetic: not
necessary to approve, but to feel along with it as
with a thing that is like no other.

[ am interested in the way that the critic who feels along
with a work of art also may sense the social impact
of their own objectifying concepts. This essentially
socializes the individualizing aspect of critical practice
and feeds from social critique throughout the last

two centuries. As made clear by literary scholars

and philosophers such as David Lloyd and Stella
Sandford, concepts only accumulate particularity and
distinguish difference. Importantly, aesthetic concepts
and categories are used to define gender, sexuality,
race, value, and so on. What Steinberg’s and Getsy’s
thinking allows for is an understanding of the way in
which an abstract object of art allows for a sensation
of such formal abstraction. Through this collective
sensation, the detournement is in our hands.

To feel along with social abstraction as an

aesthetic abstraction allows the critic to sense the
consequences of their own concepts employed in
aesthetic judgments. If [ happen to be that critic, which
[ essentially am as a modern subject and spectator of
art and legal theatricality, it simply allows me to sense
my own abstractions through which they shape my
subjectivity by means of distinguishing myself from
others. It can be a matter of how I distinguish myself
as citizen, as gender, or as employee, to mention only
a few categories. To critically sense the way in which

[ distinguish myself from others makes me, as a critic,
an abstract object under and against my own

objective judgment—just like the object of art in the
encounter with a spectator. Such a process,

I believe, short-circuits the critical transcendence

of aesthetic subjectivity as presupposed by art-critical
judgments still at work these days. These judgments
are at work in social and legal structures, as well as in
the context of art.® More humbly, Steinberg describes
this process as a suspension of the aesthetic judgment.
The “suspended” judgment, I would add, is also a
suspension that implies the erotic aspect of feeling along
with an abstract object, and to imagine oneself through
such abstraction, as many queer art critics did in the
1960s. Poet and art critic Frank O’Hara is one example;
Jill Johnston and Douglas Crimp are two others whom
[ discuss elsewhere.!®

In a television interview with artist David Smith

in 1964, O’Hara provokes the question of gender

in Smith’s sculptures, which the artist was titling
anthropomorphically with words such as “father,”
“son,” “girl,” and so on. In an in-depth analysis

of the interview, Getsy states that “the compulsion

to assign gender to [Smith’s] statues points to a larger
problematic for the rendering of the abstract body

in the post-war era.””” Taking a cue from Steinberg’s
proposal to suspend such a formal judgment of sexual
identity, a non-identified, non-binary abstract form is
perceived beyond or before the assignments of art and
gender alike. Such pre-conceptual form demands that
the critic relates to the work differently than according
to a binary logic of sexual procreation and aesthetic
beauty.”® This is what O’Hara does when he states the
following in an essay on Smith published in ArtNews:
“the best of the current sculptures didn’t make me feel
[ wanted to have one, they made me feel / wanted to

be one.” Soon after, he writes a letter to Smith in
which he clarifies the statement: “I want to be one

of those sculptures.””

The desire of an art critic to be the abstract object

in the hands of the artist indeed accelerates the erotic
sensibility in the aesthetic abstraction of art and
critique. In this case, such sensibility is personified
not only in the artist’s “personas” but also in O’Hara
himself. This is a perfect example of queer formalism.

Already in 1961, O’Hara described Smith’s artworks

in the following way:

Unification is approached by inviting the eye to
travel over the complicated surface exhaustively,

rather than inviting it to settle on the whole first
and then explore details. It is the esthetic of
culmination rather than of examination.?’

The sensual travel of the eye across the abstract object
in play up until the “aesthetic culmination” may also
be understood as an erotic culmination, caused by the
afore mentioned erotic-critical “suspension.” | have
already discussed how the erotic suspension in the
sensation of an abstract object causes a “pause” in the
critical judgment, as exemplified with the case of Smith
and O’Hara. Yet, [ would like to take this discussion
even further and argue that this is also a suspension

of capitalist abstraction. We can call it an “abstract
hedonism.” In the essay “Gender as Accumulation
Strategy,” poet and Marxist scholar Key Gabriel writes:

A transsexual hedonism recognizes that the
signification of sexual difference mediates every
relationship between people in the social world,
including one’s relation to oneself; it insists on
embodiment as both the mediator of that social
world and the enabling of agency towards and
autonomy over desiring interventions into that
process of mediation.?

In this paragraph, Gabriel argues that all social
relations—in other words, abstractions—are mediated
by sexual difference, which also operates internally

to every individual. This is what I discuss elsewhere

as a critique of the critiquing subject that is known

to itself. Such a self-reflection is both self-referential
and social.”2 In her text, Gabriel concludes with the
precise point that such “double” critique both enables
social abstraction and simultaneously subverts it.
Importantly, it also subverts one’s sensual and objective
relation to oneself, Gabriel states. This allows us

to argue that the feeling of any abstraction also implies
the imagination of oneself-as-abstract, as Gabriel put it
so clearly regarding the experience of sexual difference
as transsexual. This is also the point of Queer Marxist
scholar Kevin Floyd in his seminal book The Reification
of Desire from 2009. In this book, Floyd describes

the liberatory aspect in the eroticization of social
alienation in the context of labor relations. Departing
and diverting from this proposal, Gabriel’s emphasis on
the aesthetic quality of such transgressive, eroticizing
practice allows us to understand critical sensibility as
erotic senstbiliry. In this sensibility, the so called “auto-
affection” of the individual transcendent critic at work,
since Kant’s introduction of critique as a practice,

is transformed into an auto-erotic sensation of oneself
in relation to others. To understand how aesthetics and
critique are social, we therefore need to take the long
way around queer formalism. And, essentially,

we need to do it together.
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