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Post-Westphalian Neofascism
Much contemporary neofascist rhetoric revolves around
the trope of sovereignty. This is usually meant as national
sovereignty. In the Brexit campaign, politicians like Nigel
Farage and Jacob Rees-Mogg promised a restoration of
British sovereignty, and an exit from European "vassalage."
Trump, for his part, told the United Nations: "I honor
the right of every nation in this room to pursue its own
customs, beliefs, and traditions. The United States will not
tell you how to live or work or worship. We only ask that
you honor our sovereignty in return."1 But where does sov-
ereignty really lie in the "sovereign nation states," whose
principles are often viewed as having been enshrined in
the 1648 Peace of Westphalia? This so-called Westphalian
system of sovereign states, that each have their allotted
territory, has met with significant historical and theoretical
interest in recent years, precisely because it has been
eroding2

of transnational capital. Meanwhile, as China strengthens
its "great firewall" to achieve "data sovereignty," European
integration and neoliberal globalization have fostered
discontent with national parliamentary politics, even while
these "populist" or neofascist tendencies are fanned by
members of the elite, often with Wall Street ties, from
Trump's Goldman Sachs boys to Rees-Mogg among the
Brexiteers and Alice Weidel in the Alternative for Germany
party.

Even with the rise of the notion of "popular sovereignty"
which has been a mantra since the US-American and
French revolutions of the late eighteenth century, sover-
eignty has always been open to personification. Are sover-
eign states ruled by sovereign peoples? Are the people not
themselves in need of a strong leader, a true sovereign?
This was Thomas Hobbes's oontention in Leviathan (1651):
arguing that to escape from a violent and lawless state
of nature, people must form a covenant and institute a
state, necessarily involving the delegation of power to a
sovereign-which could be some sort of committee, but
ideally a single monarch. Not having read the terms and
conditions, Hobbes's people are shackled to this monarch
for life. The king is their representative, but not in the
manner of parliamentary democracy. In an impressively
counterintuitive theory of sovereignty, Hobbes argues
that the representative or "actor" has virtually limitless
freedom and no obligations once he has been designed by
an "author."a This, then, is a reactionary theory of repre-
sentation that bypasses all control mechanisms.

During the nineteenth century, the nation-state was
infused with reactionary, romantic ideas of the organic
and unified Volk (people) as its bio-cultural basis, which
reached its violent apogee in the early twentieth century.
In (West) Germany after World War I, the reaction to
this historical disaster was twofold: on the one hand, it
became a dogma of representative democracy that das
Volk ist der Souverän (the people are sovereign) and, on
the other, European unification and international coop-
eration became imperative. Today, it is not only fascists
defining the Volk in racial terms who feel that the latter
made a mockery of the former. International cooperation
and European integration moved in sync with neoliberal
globalization, which gutted social welfare programs while
moving production offshore; advances in transportation
and communication technology, coupled with new "finan-
cial products," turned nation-states into local franchises

Today's neofascist strongmen (those would-be "strong
men") cast themselves in the role of the truer representa-
tive, channeling the will of the (white, especially male) Volk
in a more authentic way than parliaments and "profes-
sional politicians." Indeed, these populists seek to portray
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and embody a certain vision of "the people" over a more
technocratic and procedural notion of delegation.4 If the
Hobbesian sovereign had the power to suspend the law,
to decide on the exception, then it is only consequential
that the current redefinition of popular sovereignty often
goes hand in hand with a partial suspension of rights: one
only needs to think of the stripping of citizenship, which is
increasingly used for terror suspects (who are never white)
in the United Kingdom and elsewhere, and which-like the
Windrush scandal-sends the message to immigrants that
their citizenship is always on parole.5

may even be servile; it may show the subservience of the
one who freely made it."9

While Bataille's notion of the negation of utility opposes
the reduction of life to toil and survival, it provides no
perspective for the transformation of society, only for the
momentary restoration of lost heterogeneity and intimacy.
Furthermore, Bataille's reduction of autonomy to a kind
of purposive rationality would not have sat well with the
Frankfurt School, which analyzed precisely the mutilation
of true autonomy-human self-determination-under
advanced capitalism.10 It is precisely the stinted sub-
jectivity of subjects unable to develop into autonomous
human beings that made the triumph of fascism possible.
By the 1960s and 1970s, theorists and activists in Italy in
particular would advocate and practice forms of collective
autonomy. Coming out of Workerism, this take on auton-
omy could not be further from the neoliberal ideologi-
zation of the autarkic, entrepreneurial self. Liberation
from neoliberal notions of autonomy and from neofascist
versions of sovereignty must also entail the defense of
emancipatory versions of both concepts.

In the 1930s, Georges Bataille characterized fascism as a
return to "the Sovereign Form of Sovereignty," noting that
it "makes an appeal to sentiments traditionally defined
as exalted and noble and tends to constitute authority as
an unconditional principle, situated above any utilitarian
judgment."6 For Bataille, planning and constructing the
future through work-whether under capitalism or in
Stalinist Communism-results in people's enslavement
to a linear and teleological temporality. "What is sover-
eign in fact is to enjoy the present time without having
anything else in view but this present time."z The modern
western subject is always focused on a future that is to
be conquered (more production, more accumulation); the
sovereign is not. Seeking to counter fascism's restoration
of sovereign mastery, of hierarchy and power over life and
death, Bataille first sought to create a "horizontal" secret
society in which hierarchic leadership would be replaced
by "headlessness": a non-fascist restoration of sovereignty
in a cultic context.8 In a later text, from the 1950s, he
would note that "the question of sovereignty is usually

Two Sovereignties
From the mid-1980s into the late 199Os, cyberpunk
novelists and theorists linked to the burgeoning hacker
scene started imagining and conceptualizing a breakdown
of traditional national sovereignty due to the rise of the
Internet. The notion of the data haven-a tax haven for
data beyond the reach of major nation-states-features
in certain William Gibson novels and, very centraly, in
author Bruce Sterling's Islands in the Net (1988), which
paints the picture of a world largely controlled by transna-
tional corporations who find their dialectical counterpart
in island strongholds such as Granada, run as data havens
by postcolonial buccaneers.11 Another novel centered

poorly formulated; in particular, it is poorly formulated if
we confuse it with the autonomous decision of an individ-
ual" If an "autonomous decision" does not "[go] beyond
what is useful, [it] may have no sovereign quality at all; it
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around the data haven concept, Neal Stephenson's
Cryptonomicon (1999), became a reference point for
Daniel van der Velden and Vinca Kruk, who in 2004-2005
constituted themselves as the design and theory collec-
tive Metahaven.12 In their early work, they investigated
the crisis and transformation of territorial sovereignty by
devising new visual identities for the North Sea data haven
Sealand, "city states," and WikiLeaks-the latter, of course,
the seeming apogee of the hacktivist assault on the
nation-state, before Julian Assange revealed his closeness
to a certain neo-autocracy. Unfortunately, Metahaven
has also largely abandoned their interventionist use of
graphic design and branding while restyling themselves as
filmmakers-which has resulted in an increasingly dismal
series of films and video installations that blend a kitsch-
ified, sub-Tarkovskyan aesthetic with voice-over snippets
by memefied theorists. Metahaven's airport or freeport art
has itself become little more than a dismal symptom of
actually existing globalization.13

feudal Middle Ages and their complex geopolitical quilt
of sovereignties as a possible role model. Presaging
that "individuals will achieve increasing autonomy over
territorial nation-states through market mechanisms,"
Davidson and Rees-Mogg foresee the emergence of
"merchant republics of cyberspace."16

If the Hobbesian sovereign could, in philosopher Joseph
Vogl's analysis, declare himself sovereign by virtue of his
status as universal creditor, himself indebted to no one,
then the rise of public debt undermines sovereignty. "The
cycle of public borrowing and private credit was already
seen as a ruinous exception to the exceptionality of
sovereign power in the early modern period," and today
finance and debt again wreak havoc on a conception of
sOvereignty as embodied by the nation-state.17 The per-
fect neofascist is someone who, like Trump, acts like a lord
of chaos in a Bakhtinian carnival, selling his undermining
of institutions of governance as a reclaiming of "our"
sOvereign power from elites, all the while slashing rules
and regulations in the service of finance capital-the true
autonomous subject-and its sovereign servants among
the one per cent.18

Perhaps the most illuminating piece of speculation
to come out of the period marked by Net theory and
cyberfiction is James Dale Davidson and Lord William
Rees-Mogg's The Sovereign Individual (1997). The authors
were the publishers of Strategic Investment newsletter,
and their book is a hymn to a transnational or postnational
über-class to come: "the nation-state will be replaced by
new forms of sovereignty, some of them unique in history,
some more reminiscent of the city-states and medieval
merchant republics of the premodern world."14 Citing
Stephenson's fictional cyberspace, the "Metaverse," the
authors predict that increases in bandwidth will soon
make possible such communities whose "participants
will seek and obtain exemption from the anachronistic
laws of nation-states."15 However, in an act of defiant
anachronism, Davidson and Rees-Mogg look to the

Davidson and Rees-Mogg's treatise embodies the kind
of Silicon Valley ideology that Trump's backer Peter
Thiel would take to great heights. That Thiel is obsessed
with attaining sovereignty vis-à-vis the nation-state, for
instance via "seasteading," did not, of course, prevent him
from supporting Trump, who promises to restore national
sovereignty and "make America great again"-just as
Rees-Mogg's son Jacob campaigned for Brexit while the
company he co-owns (Somerset Capital Management) set
up an investment fund in Ireland.19 This is the double
promise of sovereignty: the one per cent get one kind, the
rest get national sovereignty-and, more particularly, the

86 87



promise of a kind of national sovereignty in which many
are classified as non-humans, and whose classification
wars can put even poor whites in a position of mastery.

The sovereign individual must abdicate, just as the
autonomous subject must take his hat. This will no doubt
be a slow and painful progress, with two forward steps
being followed by one step back-or the reverse. What is
crucial for this process is the elaboration and practice
of a different understanding of both autonomy and
sovereignty. Autonomist feminists have long insisted that
autonomy needs to be understood not in terms of a delu-
sional autarky, but as the ability to choose one's depen-
dencies.23 And would sovereignty not be precisely the
inexplicable and unreasonable refusal to become a useful
pawn, not coalescing into a data double to be targeted by
Cambridge Analytica or similar outfits; enjoying a present
time that is not that of a Pavlovian dog responding to the
stimuli provided by bots and trolls?

Today's autonomous assholes on Twitter and sovereign
little shits on message-boards are the farcical but no
less toxic and dangerous outcome of a dismal history.
When interviewing the cognitive psychologist Stephan
Lewandowsky, artist Wolfgang Tillmans was shocked
to hear that young people now (in contrast to 40 years
ago) are above all interested in "leadership and making
money" people are less trusting generaly to each
other" and often have only one friend: "in America
a vast proportion of people is one person away from
total social isolation."20 As if in response, artist Adrian
Piper's series of works Probable Trust Registry: The
Rules of the Game #1-3 (2013-2017) presents a series
of quasi-contractual documents for establishing trust
on the basis of statements such as "I will always mean
what I say" and "I will always be too expensive to buy,"thus aiming to strengthen the character traits needed
for trust and collaboration.21 Social theorist and artist
Bini Adamczak has questioned the historical tendency of
revolutionaries to focus on ideas, theories, manifestos,
and programs rather than on the relational forms (the
Beziehungsweisen) of councils, communes, commons, or
associations. If capitalism rests on private property and
on the self-reliant legal person (historically white, male,
and wealthy, even though now to some extent "democ-
ratized") as the juridical subject that can own and sell
property, then the question is, Adamczak contends, what
could play a comparable role under communism: What
kind of Beziehungsweise not grounded on private prop-
erty are possible, and how to develop and strengthen
them?22

Everything Else Has Failed
In Jean-Luc Godard's 2001 film Eloge de l'amour (In Praise
of Love), a character reads from Bataille's posthumous
fragment L'amour d'un être mortel: "Rien n'est plus con-
traire à l'image de l'être aimé que celle de l'état."(Nothing
is more contrary to the image of the loved one than that
of the state).24 Here we again have Bataille's contrast
between the (instrumental, power-driven, territorializing)
sovereignty of the state and the (excessive, wasteful,
deterritorializing) sovereignty of love. Godard's film can
be placed in a tangled genealogy of recent artistic and
theoretical re-engagements with love; its title was later
echoed by Alain Badiou.25 If this may seem like a leap into
a somewhat frivolous niche of contemporary immaterial
labor, Iwould argue that the resurgence of interest inlove, and affect in general, presents a valid and urgent
practico-speculative response to the unfolding catastro-
phe of neoliberal capitalism and its dialectical flip into
neofascism.
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In a 2007 performance taking the form of a single-person
public "protest," artist Sharon Hayes noted with a tone of
existential despair: Everything Else Has Failed! Don't You
Think it's Time For Love? The unspecified "you" addressed
by Hayes acts as a linguistic and social shifter; it could be
anyone, even a multitude. Her 2008 demonstration piece at
the Republican National Convention, Revolutionary Love:
Am Your Worst Fear, IAm Your Best Fantasy, appropriated
a historical Christopher Street Day slogan, collectivizing
and politicizing what to Republican evangelicals should
remain "forbidden love." Beyond this, Hayes's work evinces
a fundamental interest in protest movements and modes
of grassroots organizing, recalling the Invisible Committee
dictum: "Organizing ourselves has never been anything
else than loving each other."26 But neoliberal modes of
sociability and survival also depend on a weaponization of
affect. In an essay that was partly reused by Metahaven for
their video City Rising (2014), writer Brian Kuan Wood has
characterized love under post-Fordism as not "an elevated
romantic phenomenon but the economization of empathy.
Love is immaterial capital in the absolute in a sphere of
value relations where capital and labor are no longer the
main operators or arbiters of value."27

Just as neoliberal subjects plan their future love life with
military precision-like a merger between two successful
ego-corporations, plotting ahead to ditch a partner who
may be "boyfriend material" but not "husband material" in
favor of someone to settle down with and raise privileged
children-so "revolutionary love" is marked in manifold
ways by the order it rejects.29

In matters of love, the terrain and terminology are slip-
pery. One fundamental distinction in western thought
has been that between Eros (sensual love) and Agape
(Christian charity). When Hegel declared that, after the
collapse of the Pantheon of ancient Gods and the advent
of Christianity, the content of art was henceforth love,
he was very much thinking in terms of Agape. When God
incarnated in Christ it was a gift of love, a reconciliation
of spirit with matter, and the inauguration of a world of
"spiritual beauty" and freedom. In fact, the freedom ideol
ogized by Hegel was severely qualified. German Romantic
Friedrich Schlegel's Lucinde (1799), with its celebration
of Eros and unwed free love, was attacked by Hegel in the
starkest terms. Schlegel's celebration of romantic love as
a way of "romanticizing the world" via the loved one could
only be seen by Hegel in terms of "moral depravity."30

[When] Thatcher proclaimed there was no such
thing as society, that there are only people, she was
making an argument for true love-not the state-sub-
sidized universal love driven by some ethical idea of
equality. Families and friends, a true conservative
love. But to return to Lacan's formulation, when
the stakes are lowered even further-say, following
Thatcher-there is very little to be given or received
other than affection and emotional support, prom-
ises and white lies, and maybe even some personal
ethics to hold it all together in the meantime.28

Encompassing the many shades of Eros and Agape, the
Army of Love project, initiated by writer and artist Ingo
Niermann and developed by him with artist Dora Garcia,
started out as a book and a video by Niermann on an "army
that would spread sexual jouissance to those who do not
count as successful "sovereign individuals."31 Niermann's
performative fiction resolves around people who "believe
that only when the redistribution of material wealth includes
equal chances of finding sex and love-no matter how
elderly, disabled, or ugly you are-communism will become
real." García and Niermann started organizing workshops
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or training camps in order to sound out the conditions for a
commons of desire and affect (which of course can only be
based in consent, not on conscription, and which may have
many degrees and forms of enlistment).
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