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ABSTRACT This paper argues that the neoliberal political order relies on a particular
concept of publicity—the concept of openness or transparency without a public (a populus or
demos), the main content of which is the unconditional maxim “There Is No Alternative”
(TINA for short). Its central claim is that the neoliberal conception of publicity without a
public, connected as it is to secrecy and unconditional adherence to TINA, precludes the
possibility of the “people” as an ultimate intentional sovereign legislator. Although research
has revealed the strategic importance of publicity for communicative capitalism, this aspect
of neoliberalism has yet to be addressed. As a means of clarifying the neoliberal concept of
publicity, this paper will show that neoliberal theory cannot consistently accept the existence
of the people as sovereign while maintaining its adherence to TINA. Second, it invokes the
Kantian conception of publicity, which involves not merely openness and visibility but also the
will of the populus. One of Kant’s central insights is that publicity is a necessary (but not
sufﬁcient) condition for fairness at the level of political decision-making. When public (openly
accessible) statements are not based on the will of the people, publicity can become a means
of illegitimate political domination against sovereign peoples. Building on Kant’s insights, this
paper will show that publicity without a public, along with its central mantra, TINA, is also, at
the practical level, neoliberalism’s main means of destroying the legislative sovereignty of the
people. Since TINA precludes the possibility of the people as sovereign, analysis of the
neoliberal conception of publicity that underlies TINA provides new arguments for the view
that neoliberalism is essentially despotic in nature. It also points to the importance of the
political category of “the sovereign people”, which is all the greater where illiberal and
undemocratic political alternatives jockey to ﬁll the vacuum left by a system that, at its
ideological core, cannot acknowledge the common good.
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Introduction
he supposed inevitability of proposed or adopted political
measures is commonly appealed to in various political
systems. It plays a special role in neoliberalism, however,
accompanying almost all policy announcements (including
announcements of ﬁscal consolidation, cuts to social security, the
privatization of public property, the liberalization of collective
bargaining, and the shrinking of pensions (see Barro, 2009;
Cochrane, 2009)). Indeed, the public profession to there being no
alternative was ubiquitous in Great Britain under Margaret
Thatcher (Jenkins 200) and in Portugal under Passos Coelho
(MN Deutsche Börse Group, 2012), and it continues to function
in Germany under Merkel (Europe, 2015) and in Greece under
Tsipras (Reuters, 2015) (see also the imposition of neoliberal
policies in Chile under Pinochet (Munck, 2003), in Argentina
under Menem (Vellinga, 1997), in Brazil under Color de Mello
(Novelli, 2002), and in Peru under Fujimori (Ugarteche, 1998)).
Against the backdrop of this systematic pattern, this paper
argues that TINA is not simply a phrase coined by Margaret
Thatcher (Jenkins, 2007) without conceptual value. Besides being
the main feature of neoliberal theory (Queiroz, 2016), it has a
pivotal political function in the neoliberal project of political
domination, as part of a speciﬁc and peculiar concept of publicity:
openness or visibility without a public (a populous or demos). The
main content of the concept of publicity without a public is
neoliberalism’s unconditional adherence to TINA itself, which,
when combined with secrecy, precludes the possibility of individual liberty under a system of collective deliberation, i.e., a system
of ultimate intentional lawmakers: the peoples’ sovereign (Locke,
1679 [1960]) or the universal sovereign (Kant, 1797 [1977]).
Therefore, TINA becomes a key means of despotic political
domination.
Research has already revealed the strategic importance of
publicity to neoliberalism and to communicative capitalism in
particular (Barney, 2008; Dean, 2003, 2008). As a central part of
neoliberalism (Barney, 2008), communicative capitalism relies on
the transfer of information and communication commodities via
a variety of networked technologies (Dean, 2003, 2008); the
relevant communication, however, takes place between private
individuals and economic and ﬁnancial institutions. The ostensible transparency of this communication makes communicative
capitalism seem perfectly natural and creates the appearance of
publicity. This appearance of publicity is pivotal to neoliberalism;
it relies fundamentally on secrecy, however, and works to ensure
the continued political dominance of the neoliberal order.
Although approaches such as Dean’s and Barney’s stress important features of the relationship between neoliberalism and publicity, the concept of publicity as openness or visibility without a
public (a populus or demos), the main content of which is TINA
itself, has yet to be addressed in the literature.
To better understand the neoliberal concept of publicity and
the relationship between TINA, publicity, and secrecy as a means
of political domination, this paper will compare Kantian and
neoliberal philosophical conceptions of publicity (Kant, 1793
[1997]). Insofar as it requires not only openness and visibility but
also the existence of a populus (Kant, 1795/96 [1997]), the Kantian conception of publicity establishes a theoretical link between
secrecy, publicity and the people—a connection that has been
drawn on in contemporary political philosophy (Fraser, 1999;
Bohman, 1999; Habermas, 1989). The Kantian conception also
shows that publicity is merely necessary for fairness, not sufﬁcient. Fair public maxims or policies must also comply with the
will or law of the people. Publicity, on this view, must be
grounded in a public.
It cannot be denied i) that theoretical problems underlie the
Kantian conception of publicity (e.g., the extreme degree of
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secrecy and suppression entailed by this view (Davis, 1991) and
the irreducible element of secrecy that remains in all forms of
publicity (Bennington, 2011)); ii) that there are questions concerning both the relationship between self-frustration and injustice in Kant’s account and the scope of public maxims (Gosseries,
2005); and iii) that there are questions about how to distinguish
between just and unjust maxims and apply this procedure to
concrete cases (Gosseries, 2005). There are also clear difﬁculties
involved in moving from hypothetical tests to real-life events, and
from political maxims to action itself (e.g., the obscurity of Kant’s
examples (Elster, 1998)). Finally, it must also be acknowledged
that the philosophical scope of the Kantian conception of publicity means that it cannot adequately speak to neoliberal strategies for accumulating class power or to the role of key social
forces in neoliberalism’s development into a new mode of regulation and action (Hall, 2011; Klein, 2007; Overbeek, 1993;
Overbeek and Pijl, 1993; Teubal, 2004).
Despite these limitations, however, Kant’s reﬂections on political publicity, especially the public basis of the visibility of political statements, have much to contribute to our understanding of
the despotic nature of neoliberalism (Brown, 2015; Bruff, 2014).
On the one hand, “actual publicity can be looked at through the
prism of hypothetical publicity” (Gosseries 2005, p 10); on the
other, despite Kant’s abstract approach to politics in general and
to political publicity in particular, a pragmatic and actual (as
opposed to hypothetical) perspective on politics and publicity is
highly useful (an example of this is his analysis of the right to
rebellion under the only rational and transcendental principle of
publicity (Kersting, 1992; Riley, 1973)). Moreover, the fact that
the Kantian political perspective on publicity evolved in a liberal
context in which individual political liberty and the existence of
the people (as sovereign) were not dissociated leads to convincing
arguments, from a liberal perspective, against both neoliberal
theoretical and ideological premises and the deleterious political
effects of neoliberal policies (e.g., populism and the erosion of
democratic institutions (Brown, 2015; Bruff, 2014; KreuderSonnen and Zangl, 2015; Orphanides, 2014; Schmidt and
Thatcher, 2014)).
Section 1 argues that neoliberalism cannot consistently accept
the existence of the people while maintaining its adherence to
TINA and to the denial of the people as sovereign that it entails. It
is argued that the denial of the existence of the sovereign people
as a collective, intentional body lies at the core of neoliberalism.
Despite the “liberal” in neoliberalism, the denial of the people as
sovereign departs from the classical (Locke, 1679 [1960]; Kant,
1793 [1977], 1795/6) liberal tradition. The second section compares Kantian and neoliberal approaches to political publicity,
stressing the intrinsic relationship between neoliberalism’s publicity without a public, TINA, and secrecy. Here it is emphasized
that the neoliberal approach to publicity departs from the liberal
tradition of political publicity, as the Kantian conception illustrates (Kant, 1795/96 [1977]).
The denial of the people as sovereign
It would be a mistake to think that there is a single, “pure” form of
neoliberalism. Instead, there are varied articulations of neoliberal
ideas at multiple sites (Latin America, Europe, China (Harvey,
2005)) and on multiple scales (national, international, transnational, global (Brown, 2006; Hall, 2011; Klein, 2007; Overbeek,
1993; Overbeek and Pijl, 1993)). As an ideology—as a set of
adjustable, evolving matrices of ideas and values that are articulated but also adapted by ideologues and proponents in various
ways depending on the circumstances—neoliberalism centers on
the ideas of the individual, freedom of choice, market security,
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laissez-faire regulation, and minimal government (Larner, 2006;
Mudge, 2008).
Neoliberalism is also characterized by “massive expansion of the
ﬁeld and scope of economics” (Read, 2009, p 28), to the point that it
has become a form of economism, approaching social facts as
inherently reducible to economic dimensions (Hall, 2011). Under
economism, neoliberals transpose the economic market model onto
society as a whole (Buchanan and Tullock, 1962, 1987; Hayek, 1976;
Nozick, 1974). This translation is based on various concrete activities and processes (see for example Hall, 2011; Harvey, 2005; Klein,
2007; Overbeek, 1993; Overbeek and Pijl, 1993; and Teubal). At the
level of political theory, economism is also deeply characteristic of
Nozick’s political philosophy and his identiﬁcation of the invisible
hand as the leading social principle (Nozick, 1974). It is also clearly
at work in Buchanan and Hayek; both view individual political
motivation in terms of the homo economicus model (Buchanan and
Tullock, 1962; Brennan and Buchanan, 1985; Buchanan, 2000), a
conception that is also central to Hayek’s understanding of societies
and markets as spontaneous orders (Hayek 1976).
Nonetheless, neoliberalism is more than an economic fact
(Brown, 2006, 2015; Dean, 2015; Foucault, 2008; Harvey, 2005;
Ramey, 2015). Rooted in political philosophy (Nozick 1974),
economics, and political economy (Brennan and Buchanan, 1985;
Friedman, 1953; Hayek, 1976), neoliberalism is a conception of the
world, or a “total view of reality” (Ramey, 2015, p 3). Its central
tenets have been integrated into common sense, transforming
ideology (Read, 2009). Applicable not only to the political realm
but also to the entirety of human existence, the neoliberal
ideology was not generated by the state. It resulted from the
everyday experience of buying and selling commodities in the
market, a model which was then transformed into the image of
society. As a total view of reality, neoliberalism entails “a new
understanding of human nature and social existence (and) the
way in which human beings make themselves and are made
subjects” (Read, 2009, p 28; see also Foucault, 2008).
Although Read’s, (2009) and Ramey’s, (2015) characterizations
of neoliberalism are astute, it is important to acknowledge that, as
a conception of the world and a total view of reality, neoliberalism
is inherently and intrinsically incompatible with the existence of
the people as sovereign. Even if neoliberal thinkers do not
explicitly argue against the idea of the people in anything like the
way that they argue against society and the state (Buchanan and
Tullock, 1962; Brennan and Buchanan, 1985; Hayek, 1976;
Nozick, 1974), they reject the notion of a “mystical general will”
(Buchanan and Tullock, 1962, p12), which is commonly related
to peoples’ sovereignty (Kant, 1793 [1977], 1795/96 [1977];
Rousseau, 1762 [1964]). Moreover, whereas they explicitly profess
that “there is no alternative” (TINA) and that “there is no society”
(TINS) (Jenkins, 2007), neoliberal politicians do not likewise
explicitly profess that there is no such thing as the sovereign
people. Despite this silence, the following aims to show that
neoliberal theory and practice indeed reject the concept of peoples in general, and the sovereign people in particular.
The signiﬁcance of the people as a locus of collective agency.
Theorists tend to disagree about whether “the people” ought to be
deﬁned on political (Dahl, 1998) or ethnic (Habermas, 2000)
lines, and there is little consensus on the appropriate criteria in
general (Dahl, 1998; Rawls, 1999; Sieyes, 1789 [1989]). Nonetheless, a rough conception of the people has been available at
least since the time of Cicero, who envisioned it as “an assemblage
of some size associated with one another through agreement on
law and community of interest” (Cicero, 1999, I, p 39, emphasis
added; see also Hobbes, 1651 [1996], Locke, 1679 [1960], Kant,
1793 [1977], and Rousseau, 1762 [1964]). Putting to the side the
PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | 3: 34

theoretical ambiguity underlying the concept (Agamben, 1996),
for the purposes of this paper “the people” shall refer to the
citizens of a given political community, i.e., to a unitary political
body (demos or populus), understood as the ultimate intentional
lawmaker, or the sovereign (Hobbes, 1651 [1996]; Locke, 1679
[1960]). As such, it refers neither to an assemblage of persons
deﬁned by their own history, culture, or traditions (ethnos) nor to
a particular class of citizens, for example the poor, the disinherited or the wretched in a particular political community (e.g.,
the plebs (Agamben, 1996; Breaugh, 2007; Sieyes, 1789 [1989])).
Despite the relevance of these axes and the interesting relationships between them (Agamben, 1996; Breaugh, 2007), the concept
of “the people” (the populus) is an intrinsically political notion.
The introduction of law in a given territory allows for the
reconciliation of unavoidable ethnic and individual differences
(e.g., class differences).
Neoliberal theory can accommodate the idea of individual
persons agreeing on laws that apply to all—even in the absence of
a common interest (e.g., Hayek, 1976; Brennan and Buchanan,
1985; Buchanan 1990, 2000). Nevertheless, from the contractualist perspective, neoliberal agreement depends on a collective
choice “based on a calculus of individual interests” (Buchanan,
1990, p 7), which excludes common presuppositions about the
ultimate source of value and the valuation of individual interests.
When political decisions are based on common presuppositions
about the ultimate source of value and valuation, decision-makers
act as collective agents (e.g., peoples) rather than individuals. A
central tenet of neoliberalism is that collective deliberation of this
sort limits, and even undermines, individuals’ ability to maximize
their self-interest. Indeed, on the market model, and within the
limits of market rules, individuals maximize their net wealth in
accordance with exclusively private values. Consequently, coordination based on common values is viewed as preventing people
from freely exercising their power. Rather than liberty, deliberation from the standpoint of “the people” is thought to lead to
oppression. The “collective” in collective choice merely signiﬁes
individualistic political agreement on common political principles. These principles are both chosen from the standpoint of
private interest and acted on in the sphere of private calculation.
As Dean clearly explains, the economic market cannot be viewed
as “the mechanism by which the will of the demos manifests
itself” (2008, p 104).
It is true that Buchanan distinguishes the economic domain
from the political (Brennan and Buchanan, 1985). The economic
refers only to the model of straightforward individual wealth
maximization, and politics relates to “all members of a politically
organized community [who] are potentially affected by the
outcome of a decision that must be made between two courses of
action” (Brennan and Buchanan, 1985, p 41). Nevertheless, the
distinction between the economic and the political realm does not
really challenge the idea of collective choice (or deliberation) on
the economic model. If “an individual in a market setting is to be
presumed to exercise any power he possesses […] so as to
maximize his net wealth, then an individual in a corresponding
political setting must also be presumed to exercise any power he
possesses (within the limits of political rules) in precisely the
same way” (Brennan and Buchanan, 1985, p 43; see also 1962).
The fact that individual free choice is made under political rules
does not mean that it results from common deliberation of any
sort. In reality, under the homo economicus model self-interested
individuals are not concerned with political policies that affect all
members of a politically organized community. As purely rational
egoists, they pursue selﬁsh personal interest unrestrictedly (Dean,
2015; See also Foucault, 2008; Brown, 2015).
Since political rules are viewed as being analogous to economic
market rules, Buchanan therefore consistently concludes that “[t]
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he contractarian contends that politics is best modeled as being
analogous to the economic relationship” (Brennan and Buchanan,
1985 p 43), such that “[h]omo economicus is a uniquely
appropriate caricature of human behavior” (Brennan and
Buchanan, 1985, p 61). Given this “uniquely appropriate
caricature of human behavior”, and since the individual qua
homo economicus is viewed as only looking after his or her own
well-being, the idea of all members of a politically organized
community deciding from the perspective of all, i.e., as a unitary
political body, is rendered both incoherent and undesirable. Like
all forms of collective agency, “the people” understood as a
sovereign body, as a politically organized community that decides
from the perspective of all, is viewed from the neoliberal
standpoint as a meaningless or mystical political category
(Brennan and Buchanan, 1985).
The spontaneous order as the ultimate legislative power.
Besides reducing politics to economics and almost erasing the
autonomy of the political realm entirely (Brown, 2006; Foucault,
2008), what is really at stake in Buchanan’s approach is that the
collective choice that underlies the social contract or political
government does not allow for the transformation of individual
personalities or isolated natural selves into a collective or single
public, viewed as the ultimate intentional lawmaker. To the extent
that the role of ultimate intentional lawmaker is taken from the
people and given to the invisible hand—or, as in Hayek’s political
and economic theory, to the analogous idea of the spontaneous
order—the people is stripped of its sovereignty. The spontaneous
order renders precise the abstract rules (applied to “an unknown
number of future instances” (Hayek, 1976, p 35)) that are based
on individuals’ instrumental agreement on means, not ends, and
it is thereby transformed into the sovereign lawmaker. As a
sovereign, its commands are immediately and unconditionally
based on individuals’ free choices—they arise without intentional
public mediation and are not conditional on any other factors.
For that reason, when deliberating on the outcomes of a
decision that potentially affect all members of a politically
organized community, “there is no alternative” to the neoliberal
decisions made by that order. Under TINA, individuals ought to
“pursue their goals in such a way that they follow the inevitable
law(s) of the spontaneous order”. As a mirror of immediate,
unconditional self-interest (Queiroz, 2016), TINA precludes the
possibility of individual liberty under a system of collective
deliberation, i.e., a system of ultimate intentional lawmakers (the
peoples’ sovereign (Locke, 1679 [1960]) or the universal sovereign
(Kant, 1797 [1977])). For example, neoliberal policies (e.g., ﬁscal
consolidation, cuts to social security, the privatization of public
property, the liberalization of collective bargaining, and the
shrinking of pensions (Barro 2009; Cochrane 2009)) have caused
harmful effects, including poverty and inequality (Ball et al., 2013;
Edmiston, 2014; Greer 2014; Stiglitz, 2013), higher rates of suicide
(Antonakakis and Collins 2014), state bankruptcy (Teubal, 2004),
and state authoritarianism (Brown, 2006, 2015; Bruff, 2014;
Kreuder-Sonnen and Zangl, 2015; Orphanides, 2014; Schmidt
and Thatcher, 2014). If individuals are tempted to appeal to
intentional political policies when facing these effects, TINA
commands that, instead of looking for public solutions issuing
from intentional public deliberation, they should only obey the
rules of the spontaneous order. Just as poverty and inequality do
not depend on intentional individual and public choices,
overcoming them does not depend on intentional public
decisions (Hayek, 1976; Nozick, 1974). Poverty and inequality
only result from the inevitability of apparently inhuman,
spontaneous mandates (see also the powerful social and political
forces corresponding to this spontaneity, e.g., multinational
4

corporations, as discussed in Hall, 2011; Harvey, 2005; Klein,
2007; Overbeek, 1993; Overbeek and Pijl, 1993; and Teubal,
2004).
This does not mean that neoliberal theory completely rejects
the idea that groups of individuals can unite and act unselﬁshly
(Nozick, 1974, p 325) or that such a union can achieve a
“common highest good” in some sense (Nozick, 1974, p 325).
Nevertheless, since they view the notion of a common good
pursued (or willed) by all as corresponding to a socialist
conception of the total community, theorists like Nozick reject
the idea that “there is a common good that all pursue jointly”
(Nozick, 1974, p 325). Despite widespread controversy concerning the meaning and content of “socialism”—a concept that
includes distinct traditions and various essential values (e.g.,
liberty, equality, fraternity, social justice (Barker, 1987; Crick,
1987))—Nozick’s understanding of the centrality to socialism of
concepts such as unity, the collective common good, and total
communities (Nozick, 1974, p 325) leads him to infer that all
joint pursuits (by the people) of a common good are species of
socialism (including the pursuit described by Rawls in A Theory
of Justice). From this perspective, to the extent that they
presuppose an “all”, or a people who jointly pursue a common
good in a total (if not totalitarian) community, Locke’s, (1679
[1960]), Kant’s, (1793 [1977]), and Rawls’s, (1971, 1993) political
theories turn out to be socialist in nature. The political, then, is
incompatible with a populus or demos as the ultimate sovereign.
It can be argued that under neoliberalism there is no longer a
sovereign (Foucault, 2008). On the assumption that sovereignty
involves reconciling disparate points of view, the fact that the
economic market is characterized by the pursuit of individual
well-being, along with the fact that this descent into self-interest is
a necessary condition of attaining personal and common wellbeing, undermines both knowledge of common interests and their
pursuit. Any collective convergence of interests results from a
spontaneous process. Consequently, the invisible hand metaphor
undermines the conceivability of the notion of a political
sovereign (Foucault, 2008) in general, and peoples’ sovereignty
in particular. Instead of the sovereign people, neoliberals exalt the
sovereign selﬁsh individual (Foucault, 2008).
Nonetheless, even if the invisible hand renders the political
sovereign inconceivable, it alone is not responsible for the
rejection of the people as sovereign. Foucault, (2008) argues that
liberalism still conceives of the difference between the natural
space of spontaneity (the space of the economic market) and the
political and deliberative scope of politics, whereas neoliberalism
reduces the naturalistic perspective of the state to the perspective
of the market. Instead of limiting or intervening in a natural and
spontaneous market, mainly understood as a space of exchange,
political institutions (e.g., the state) ought to create the political
conditions to preserve that market, as a place of competition
(Foucault, 2008; Read, 2009). Accordingly, neoliberalism’s main
aim consists in creating the formal political conditions for
fostering pure market competition.
From this perspective, neoliberalism is a form of government,
or governmentality, which ought to create, or impose on the
whole of society, the institutional conditions to ensure the
unrestricted maximization of private well-being (Foucault, 2008;
Read, 2009). This political creation leaves no room for alternative
projects, i.e., projects that challenge economic market mechanisms. In truth, neoliberal governmentality transforms natural into
political necessity, i.e., transforms the natural market laissez faire
into a political imperative, in such a way that the realm of
political deliberation is thus constrained, even destroyed, by the
fatalistic necessity of the mechanisms of the economic market. In
the place of public deliberation, which is always connected to free
choice (Aristotle, 2002; Locke, 1679 [1960]; Kant, 1797 [1977];

PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | 3: 34

| DOI: 10.1057/s41599-017-0032-1 | www.nature.com/palcomms

ARTICLE

PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | DOI: 10.1057/s41599-017-0032-1

Rawls, 1971, 1993, 1999), by erasing the distinction between
sovereign decision-making and natural spontaneity, neoliberal
governments impose unrestricted obedience to the political (no
longer the natural) spontaneous laissez-faire order. Since the
whole of society ought to be organized in line with the created
structure of the competitive economic market, public deliberation, along with its political solutions, is necessarily excluded
from this neoliberal creation. What is excluded from decisionmaking on the neoliberal model is any notion of a public good
that could be an object of desire on the part of a public, a people.
Indeed, when individuals or groups attempt to pursue genuinely
public goods (as opposed to self-interest, e.g., increasing public
expenditure to safeguard public education), neoliberals communicate to citizens that there is no alternative to neoliberal
assumptions. Publicity without a public, or the peculiar political
function of TINA in that publicity, is central to this form of
communication, as will become clear below. What it communicates is that individuals, groups and peoples ought to
necessarily and inevitably choose those alternative(s) that are
compatible with economic market conditions—from a basis of
individual and private sovereignty, or from a concern for
preserving, or even creating, (private) sovereignty.
“The Sovereign People” in classical and contemporary liberalism. Even if the invisible hand excludes the sovereign people,
unlike neoliberalism, in liberalism the natural spontaneity of the
economic market is compatible with the autonomy of politics.
Rather than establishing a coincidence between the state and the
market (i.e., a state created in analogy with the competitive
market structure), and in spite of the endless tension between the
economic order and the political order (e.g., the imposition of
political limits on the liberty of natural economic markets),
economic liberalism allowed for the combination of laissez-faire
economics, i.e., the unrestricted maximization of the self-interest
of homo economicus, with the people’s sovereignty. Therefore,
liberalism allows for the preservation of a space of public liberty,
i.e., a space in which liberty not only depends on but also fosters
the principles established by all members of a politically organized community who are potentially affected by the outcomes of
decisions between two courses of action.
Smith’s, (1776) economic liberal theory, for example, describes
the economic market under the model of homo economicus and the
metaphor of the invisible hand. Thus, even if this model implies a
reinterpretation of state power (Foucault, 2008; Read, 2009), Smith
neither translates the economic market into the political realm
(unlike Buchanan and Tullock (1962), Hayek (1976) and Nozick
(1974)) nor rejects the notion of the people and the metaphor of the
political body. Smith operates with the concept of “different orders
of people” (e.g., proprietors of land, cultivators and artiﬁcers,
manufacturers and merchants (Smith, 1776 pp 380–381)) who have
different access to education, seen as a public good. Contrary to
neoliberal theory, which rejects the notion of a public good, i.e., a
good that people pursue jointly, Smith not only stresses the
existence of such goods (e.g., education, security, diversions, works)
but also recognizes the role of the state as an autonomous, public
(not private (e.g., Nozick, 1974)) institution that must provide such
goods (Smith, 1776).
It is true that Smith ties sovereignty not to the people but to the
monarch. Nonetheless, even if the difference between the
sovereignty of peoples and monarchs is not a negligible issue,
the monarch captures the possibility of reconciling the totality of
points of view (e.g., interests, beliefs, ends), which transforms him
or her into the ultimate legislator for the sake of every individual.
Smith held that monarchs have a duty of “erecting and
maintaining certain public works and certain public institutions,
PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | 3: 34

which it can never be for the interest of any individual, or small
number of individuals to erect and maintain” (Smith, 1776, p
392). If it is true that monarchs are unable to perceive the totality
from the perspective of the economic market (Smith, 1776; see
Foucault, 2008), then the proper perspective for political
deliberation cannot be that of the selﬁsh individual. Indeed, the
perspective of the economic market is not only irreconcilable with
the monarch’s total view but also simultaneously prevents him or
her (and all individual economic agents) from appreciating and
pursuing the public interest. Unlike Buchanan and Tullock,
(1962), Smith accepts the existence of a public interest
independent of individuals’ particular interests; on his view, the
political life depends on intentional and collective deliberation on
the interests of all.
Moreover, since the monarch must be supported ﬁnancially, in
particular from the general contribution of the “whole society”
(Smith, 1776, p 392), Smith does not consider the making of
political policy from the perspective of the whole of society as a
sign of totalitarianism, as Hayek, (1976) and Nozick, (1974) did.
Consequently, Smith’s economic liberalism not only clearly
separates the spontaneity of the economic market from political
deliberation but also neither positions the spontaneous order as
the aim of politics nor transforms people into selﬁsh individual
sovereigns. Smith’s homo economicus is thus able to behave
simultaneously as a private individual in the economic market,
maximizing his or her individual interest, and as a public person
in public institutions, pursuing the well-being of all.
For this reason, from the perspective of liberalism, the
metaphor of the invisible hand and homo economicus does not
preclude the creation of a public personality who decides on
public issues under a public common law. Smith’s economic
liberalism is aligned with the classic political liberalism of Locke,
(1679 [1960], II, p 89) and Kant, (1795/96 [1977]).
Indeed, even if, rather than homo economicus, Locke’s liberalism depends on the homo politicus and juridicus, and even if the
conﬂict between rights and interests (Foucault, 2008) is acknowledged, Locke’s and Kant’s inﬂuence cannot be denied. Locke
argues that when individuals come together to constitute political
society, based on consent, this transforms them into a people, i.e.,
“one people, one body politic” (Locke, 1679 [1960], II, p 89).
Underlying government constitutions, and ruled by the majority
as a uniﬁed single body (1679 [1960], II, p 96), the sovereign
people arises when, after consenting to the political constitution
of their society, a group of persons comes together under a
supreme government. In this political society, “every one of the
members hath quitted [his or her] natural Power, resign’d it up
into the hands of the community” (Locke, 1679 [1960], II, p 87).
When they enter into society, individuals “make one people, one
Body Politic, under one supreme Government” (Locke, 1679
[1960], II, p 89). With political society comes public political
power, which is dependent on the public person or the people
(see Locke’s, (1679 [1960], II) systematic references to public will,
public society, and society’s one will).
Kant also clearly distinguishes between “the will of all
individual men to live in accordance with principles of freedom
within a lawful constitution [and the will of] all men together (i.e.,
the collective unity of the combined will)” (Kant, 1795/96 [1977],
B 73–74, emphasis in the original). Thus, the Kantian perspective
posits a public personality (e.g., the general will) through which
persons share political principles not only as individuals but also
as a common personality. People do not see themselves only as
private individuals who may or may not share common ends
under private right. They also view themselves as “the collective
unity of the combined will”, i.e., as a people or peculiar common
personality, who share their common will as an end in itself
(Kant, 1793 [1977]), 1795/6). The controversies surrounding
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Kant’s social contract notwithstanding (Kersting, 1992; Riley,
1973), the social contract “oblige[s] every legislator to frame his
laws in such a way that they could have been produced by the
united will of a whole nation, and to regard each subject […] as if
he had consented within the general will” (Kant, 1793 [1977], A
250; emphasis added). Moreover, the agreed public political and
legal principles ought to be established by all, i.e., by all who see
themselves as sharing a common political identity, i.e., the “unity
of the will of all the members” (Kant, 1793 [1977], A 245,
emphasis in the original). Otherwise, instead of adopting a system
of public right, i.e., a system of laws for a people or an aggregate
of peoples (Kant, 1797 [1977]), political community would be
structured around private right(s) (Kant, 1793 [1977]).
The fact that individuals deliberate as a common body does not
strictly entail the privation of individual rights (e.g., liberty,
property). In Locke’s political philosophy, the constitution of the
sovereign people is concomitant with the establishment of a coinstitutional charter, the main aim of which is to protect
individuals’ political rights (Locke, 1679 [1960]). In Kant’s
philosophy, to deliberate as a common body does not strictly
entail leaving particular interests and perspectives behind (Kant,
1793 [1977]). Kant’s political theory clearly rejects paternalistic
and despotic political power, which imposes policies on
individuals with regards to their pursuit of happiness (Kant,
1793 [1977], 1795/96 [1977]).
There is undoubtedly disagreement (e.g., between liberals
(Locke, 1679 [1960]; Kant, 1793 [1997], 1795/96 [1997]),
socialists (Badiou, 2016; Crick, 1987), and republicans (Habermas, 1989; Rousseau, 1762 [1964])) concerning how to reconcile
the sovereign people, as a body politic, with individual liberty and
particular interests. There are also, to be sure, differences within
peoples (e.g., at the axes of class (Badiou, 2016), gender (Elstain,
1981), and race (Wilson, 2012)), along with disagreement
concerning the adequacy of Locke’s (and Kant’s) theoretical
political constructions of collective political personality, understood in analogy with the single body (e.g., the representatives’
betrayal of the people’s interest in the liberal social contract
(Badiou, 2016)). On the contrary, neoliberalism replaces this
conception of the intentional single body with the immediate,
inevitable, and fatalistic order of the invisible hand.
Therefore, contrary to the liberal theoretical and practical
tradition in its classical and contemporary forms, according to
which the supreme power of the people is not indisputable or
fatalistic but rather human and deliberative, the neoliberal
supreme power is fatalistic. It thus does away both with the idea
of the public realm (Hayek, 1976; Nozick, 1974), which pertains
to a common good or shared interest (e.g., Hobbes’s, (1651
[1996]) social contract), and with the idea of common
personality, which pertains to a common identity as a common
end (e.g., Locke’s, (1679 [1960]), Rousseau’s, (1762 [1964]), and
Kant’s, (1793 [1977], 1795/6) social contracts) and to the
sovereignty of the people.
TINA and the political role of publicity
If individuals always ought to follow the immediate and unconditional orders of the invisible hand according to neoliberalism,
then why do neoliberal politicians continue to feel the need to
voice the claim that “there is no alternative” to neoliberal policies?
In a perfect neoliberal society, it would not be necessary to
publicize neoliberal premises. Individuals are irremissibly and
intractably opposed when it comes to their well-being; they are
committed neither to each other nor to political principles concerning the well-being of others (Brown, 2015; Dean, 2015;
Foucault, 2008). Consequently, everybody maximizes his or her
self-interest and in an almost solipsistic manner follows the
6

orders of the invisible hand (see Buchanan’s, (2000) political
justiﬁcation of economic market rules).
Nevertheless, neoliberal “political” society is not created ex
nihilo. It depends on time and circumstances, namely the dismantling of the previous non-liberal order (e.g., demo liberalism
in Europe (Harvey, 2005)). Because they are supported by individuals who follow different political ideologies and who see
themselves as members of a political society, neoliberal politicians
in liberal democracies must convince and persuade citizens that,
instead of pursuing public well-being or the common good and
following public rules, they should pursue their unrestricted
private well-being instead. As a result, the institution of neoliberalism depends heavily on publicity, along with the maxim that
“there is no alternative”. Conversely, the implementation of
neoliberal policies entails political secrecy with regards to the
existence of the people as sovereign decision-makers.
Kantian publicity. Publicity has been viewed as a regulative ideal
to solve particular social problems in particular historical contexts
(Bohman, 1999) or as a set of constraints (or conditions) that
limit public deliberation (Rawls, 1971). Controversy remains,
however, concerning the meaning and scope of publicity (e.g., the
differences between rational and empirical publicity (Davis, 1991)
and hypothetical and actual publicity (Gosseries 2005)). There is
also disagreement about the political and ethical value of publicity
and secrecy (e.g., explicitly utilitarian defenses of secrecy (Bentham, 1843 [1999]; Sidgwick, 1893)) and their justiﬁcation (e.g.,
political (Kant, 1793 [1977]) or ethical and psychological (Sidgwick, 1893)).
Despite these differences and controversies, Kant’s political
philosophy established an understanding of publicity as a
criterion (or principle) for evaluating the justice of any political
or legal policy (or maxim) (Bohman, 1999; Chambers, 2004;
Davis, 1991; Laursen, 1986; Swabey, 1930). As a transcendental
(rather than empirical) principle, valid axiomatically and without
demonstration (Kant, 1795/96 [1977], B 99), the principle states
that “[a]ll actions affecting the rights of the other human beings
are wrong if their maxim is not compatible with their being made
public”. Accordingly, in analogy with the categorical imperative of
morality, this ﬁrst, negative formulation of the publicity principle,
as a test of right and wrong (Kant, 1795/96 [1977]; see also
Deligiorgi, 2002; Swabey, 1930) or justice and injustice (Davis,
1991), prescribes that every legal and political policy ought to be
open to public scrutiny. Otherwise, not only does that policy
remain inherently unfair and wrong (Kant, 1795/96 [1977], B 99),
but it is likely to bring about undesirable consequences: the public
confession of a maxim that cannot be expressed out loud and
must remain entirely secret is likely to occasion opposition on the
part of citizens in response to the injustice that threatens them
(Kant, 1795/96 [1977], B 100).
Nevertheless, in Kantian political philosophy openness of this
sort does not ensure the justice of a given maxim. Although
openness may be a criterion of justice, this does not mean that all
publicly proclaimed maxims are just, for “the person who has
decisive supremacy has no need to conceal his maxims” (Kant,
1795/96 [1977], B 102). Even though the public confession of an
unfair maxim would invite the resistance of all, decisive power
can crush resistance. In the case of people’s resistance to an unjust
political power, “[t]he head of the state […] is aware that he
possesses the irresistible supreme power […] [;] he does not have
to worry that his own aims might be frustrated if his maxim
became generally known” (Kant, 1795/96 [1977], B 103).
Since a despotic power does not need to hide its maxims (Kant,
1795/96 [1977])—it can publicize its unfair rules without risking
resistance—Kant proposes a second formulation of the
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transcendental principle of publicity. This states that “[a]ll
maxims which require publicity if they are not to fail in their
purpose can be reconciled both with right and with politics”
(Kant, 1795/96 [1977], B 110). Roughly, Kant’s concept of right
refers to the restriction of each individual “freedom so that it
harmonizes with the freedom of everyone else” (Kant, 1793
[1977], A 234; see also), and politics points to “an applied branch
of right” (Kant, 1795/96 [1977], B 71). As an applied branch of
right, political acts (e.g., legislation, the execution of policies)
ought to ensure the freedom of every person. Politics always
involves some element of obedience and command, but both
ought to be grounded in freedom. Although political legislation is
not without coercion (Kant, 1793 [1977], 1795/96 [1977]), B 71),
any political maxim that commands behavior ought to be public
and capable of being freely accepted by those who obey it.
Politics requires, then, agreement between those who command and those who obey, i.e., the validity and justice of public
maxims ought ultimately to be related to the social contract
(Deligiorgi, 2002). This means that when presented in public,
politicians’ maxims ought to comply with the agreed public
political and legal principles “accepted by all concerned [and]
willed by all individuals of a public” (Davis, 1991, p 410). Despite
the differences between distinct publics (Davis, 1992) and lack of
consensus on the actual or rational nature of the public
underlying Kantian publicity (Davis, 1991, 1992), any maxims
that do not conform to these public principles will be private,
illegal, and unaccountable. Thus, in addition to referring to the
openness and visibility (to all citizens) of political principles
(which is opposed to secrecy), the Kantian approach to publicity
also speaks to the Latin publicus and populus (which is opposed to
the private). Moreover, the requirement of underlying political
publicity aims to limit, and even to prevent, the unfair, abusive,
and violent abuse of political power.
It is true that Kant’s solution to unfair public policies that issue
from despotic power is not completely satisfactory. He argues, for
example, that the principle of publicity does not entail that
citizens have a right to rebel against despotic power in response to
the violation of agreed public principles (Kant, 1795/96 [1977], B,
pp 101–103). On the one hand, the contract between the people
and the sovereign does not include the use of violence against the
latter, which would challenge his or her sovereign power (Kant,
1795/96 [1977], B 102); on the other hand, and as stated above,
the supreme and absolute power “does not have to worry that his
own aims might be frustrated if his maxim became generally
known” and can “punish any rebellion by putting the ringleaders
to death” (1795/96 [1977], B 102). With this said, the
controversial nature of Kant’s approach to the right of rebellion
(Axinn, 1971; Chambers, 2004; Bennington, 2011; Laursen, 1986;
Riley, 1973) does not negate the importance of the relationship
between the openness of policies and political (and legal)
agreement with regards to their content.
TINA and the publicity test. In contrast to the Kantian conception of the citizen, neoliberalism views TINA as both proclaimed by and addressed to private, self-interested individuals
who, instead of seeking public well-being and following public
rules, are right to follow their own unrestricted, private wellbeing. Under this maxim, individuals ought to “pursue their goals
in such a way that they follow the inevitable law(s) of the
spontaneous order”. These private individuals agree on common
principles that issue from a social contract that is established and
followed in private—not one under which they are transformed
into a sovereign people or a general will. Consequently, TINA is
part of an unusual and peculiar concept of publicity—openness
or visibility without a public (a populus or demos)—in which the
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public is reduced to a disparate set of individuals. It includes
neither the notion of a populus, i.e., a unity of the wills of all
members, nor its standing as ultimate lawmaker.
One may argue that under neoliberal premises appeal to the
Kantian negative and positive hypothetical tests of publicity is
absurd. There is neither an ideal public (e.g., the ideal public
demanding justice (Davis, 1992)) nor an actual public (e.g.,
literate, university scholars (Davis, 1992)) to whom neoliberal
politicians might prescribe the maxim of “pursuing their goals in
such a way that they follow the inevitable law(s) of the
spontaneous order”. As noted above, in a perfect neoliberal
society it would not be necessary to make neoliberal premises
public because there is no such political person, the sovereign
people, to whom those premises might be addressed. Indeed, the
inexistence of the people seems to run against the idea of
questioning political maxims’ compliance with a hypothetical (or
actual) conception of publicity.
Nevertheless, since there is no such thing as a perfect neoliberal
society, the invocation of the Kantian hypothetical test of
publicity is not absurd. Despite its ideological commitments,
the neoliberal order must somehow deal with the fact that an
actual public, the people (the populus), really does exist, and that
citizens in liberal democracies still value this self-conception. In
order to implement its own ideal, i.e., to create a spontaneous
society, the neoliberal order must therefore bring it about that
citizens cease to view themselves as co-deliberators on public
issues under a common political identity (the unity of the will of
all members) and that they ultimately give up the political
responsibility of being lawmakers.
Indeed, TINA plays an important role in this process. As a
response to the “residual” existence of the people, TINA is a
means of disempowering citizens and preventing political
resistance to the extent that it publicizes peoples’ lack of power,
reinforcing that self-image while bolstering the despotic power of
the neoliberal order. The fact that neoliberals loudly and visibly
profess that “there is no alternative” reveals not only their lack of
fear concerning the possible frustration of their policies as a result
of their being made public, but also, and mainly, their political
intention to crush peoples’ political choices. The repeated
articulation of TINA works to bring about political resignation,
if not capitulation, ultimately weakening resistance (which
becomes an absurd notion).
Consider, for example, recent events in Greece. In the belief
that alternative policies (e.g., to stimulate consumption and
demand in order to prevent a negative spiral of declining
conﬁdence) would help to tackle the European debt crisis, Greek
citizens elected the extreme left-wing party Syriza in 2015. Syriza,
however, now governs under a neoliberal program (much like
those advocated by the liberal conservative New Democracy party
and the social democratic PASOK). The fact that three different
parties with distinct political ideologies have governed under the
same political program reveals the extent to which neoliberal
international and global political institutions (e.g., the International Monetary Fund (IMF)) have imposed their values on
citizens, who are no longer given a genuine choice. The
undermining of citizens’ self-image as co-legislators and the
perpetuation of the neoliberal order are therefore intimately
connected: the public and visible articulation of TINA serves to
denigrate the self-conception of the people as an intentional,
collective body, thereby ensuring the acquisition and preservation
of neoliberal political power.
TINA therefore constitutes a threat to the very idea of the
public, and to politics as such; as a persuasive rhetorical strategy,
it invites citizens to consent to the inevitability of the mandates of
the spontaneous order and, ultimately, to surrender their political
power. The historical development of the neoliberal order has
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meant that neoliberal societies still rely on key demo-liberal
institutions (e.g., elections), and thus that individual choice is
made under majority rule. Unlike the neoliberal understanding of
majoritarian rule—which is framed by the model of straightforward individual wealth maximization (Buchanan and Tullock,
1962; Brennan and Buchanan, 1985)—this form of rule is still
generally conceived by citizens, given deep-seated understandings
of democracy and legitimacy, in terms of deliberation (and rule)
by the people (Locke, 1679 [1960]; Kant, 1793 [1977]; Rawls,
1971, 1993). TINA constitutes a threat to this notion, and indeed
to any notion of the power of the collective to set political ends
and realize political values. Its repeated articulation undermines
the very existence of the sovereign people, making the populus
complicit in its own dissolution.
TINA, “Nobody”, and secrecy. Although it is implied by TINA,
neoliberals do not publicly and visibly profess that “there is no
such thing as the people”. As suggested above, neoliberal thinkers
do not explicitly argue against the meaningfulness of the people,
as they do against society and states (Brennan and Buchanan,
1985; Hayek, 1976; Nozick, 1974). Since neoliberals still function
within democratic electoral institutions, which often involve the
rhetoric of the well-being of the people, when asking citizens to
choose neoliberal policies politicians cannot publically proclaim,
like Odysseus to the cyclops Polyphemus, that their policies
address “nobody”. If their status as “nobodies” were to be made
public under neoliberal rule, the people would be far less eager to
elect neoliberal politicians, which would entail the failure of
neoliberal intentions. As a result, neoliberal politicians keep secret
neoliberalism’s rejection of the idea of the people while publically
proclaiming that they address “everybody”.
Neoliberal politicians therefore adhere to the following maxim:
“pursue neoliberal goals by letting people think (wrongly) that
other legitimate goals are being pursued”. This maxim stems from
the fact that their goal—“overcoming” public deliberation—will
be more easily attained if it is kept secret. In particular, the
imposition of leadership by the invisible hand (neoliberalism’s
true goal) is hidden by the supposition that neoliberal politicians
are acting in the best interest of the people (the goal they present
to the people). On the basis of this supposition, neoliberals
profess that there is no alternative to their political policies while
agreeing privately and secretly on public issues in a way that
bypasses the people altogether, only later to proclaim that these
policies were inevitable. A key example of this is the Transatlantic
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), a bi-lateral trade
agreement between the EU and the US that was created mostly in
secret. The trade negotiations were about reducing the regulatory
barriers to trade for big business, such as food safety laws,
environmental legislation, banking regulations, and the sovereign
powers of individual nations. The TTIP encountered strong
resistance from European and American citizens, which forced
neoliberal ofﬁcials to put it provisionally on hold (www.guengl.
eu/…/after-last-minute-withdrawal-of-ttip-vote-gue-ngl-callsfor-genuine-public, Accessed 29 Dec). For instance, if Greenpeace
had not disclosed the terms of the agreement, this would have
certainly remained entirely secret, and later presented as
inevitable.
Denial of the sovereign people is concomitant with the
overlapping of (or better, confusion between) state secrecy and
individual privacy. Secrecy involves the intentional concealment
of information from those who may have a right to it (Pozen,
2010). This intentional concealment depends on private, selfinterested individuals who, instead of seeking public well-being
and following public rules, are told they are right to follow their
own unrestricted, private well-being. By contrast, privacy involves
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a person’s exclusive or restricted access to a realm of his or her
own, and thus protection from unwanted access by others (Bok,
1982; Gavison, 1980; Moor, 1990; see also Clarke, 1999; DeCew,
1997; Fried, 1990; Parent, 1983; Warren and Brandeis, 1890).
What the contemporary situation shows is that neoliberals treat
public secrecy as if it were a matter of individual privacy. Instead
of accepting that citizens have rights to the information being
concealed from them, neoliberals suppose that they have a right
to exclusive access to “political” information. Treating the
“political realm” as a kind of private property, neoliberal ofﬁcials
protect themselves from unwanted access by citizens, from whom
they should derive their authority and to whom they should be
accountable.
It is true that respect for accountability to the people does not
necessarily entail complete transparency or the total forbearance
of secrecy on the part of the state. Far from being irreducibly
opposed, secrecy and publicity are mixed (Bentham, 1843 (1999);
Elster, 1998), symbiotic (Birchall, 2011), and complementary
(Horn, 2011). Moreover, political secrecy is not always illegitimate. For example, as a “regrettable necessity” (Horn, 2011, p
117), secrecy often serves as a means of ensuring the public or
national interest (e.g., preventing enemies from accessing
information that can harm national interests), of enhancing
public deliberation and decision-making (Thompson, 1999), of
protecting citizens’ privacy, and of combatting coercion (Chinen,
2009; Gutman and Thompson, 1996; Losoncz, 2016; Pozen,
2010).
Indeed, despite the abstract and formal nature of Kant’s
approach to publicity, his political philosophy does not
necessarily reject political secrecy (Gosseries, 2005). There is an
irreducible element of secrecy that publicity can never dispel
(Bennington, 2011; Davis, 1991). It is true that there is an unclear
relationship between self-frustration and injustice in Kant’s
political concept of publicity (Gosseries, 2005). It is also true
that the Kantian examples are sometimes obscure (Elster, 1998).
However, just as under a despotic power an unjust public maxim
need not be self-frustrating, so under a fair and accountable
power, based on the will of the people, secrecy need not be unjust
and impermissible (e.g., covert police interventions, or the
classiﬁcation of military documents).
In addition, the ethical and political nature of publicity entails
the possibility of a transparent veil of secrecy (Kant, 1798 [1977]),
or open secrecy (Bennington, 2011), which occurs when citizens
and politicians consent to illegal or unconstitutional policies
while publicly behaving as if they do not. Citizens (and
politicians) often agree to illegal and unconstitutional policies
because they are taken to further their interests (i.e., promises of
job creation, lower taxes, greater “freedom”). Indeed, open secrecy
of this sort often presupposes acknowledgement of—and, even
more perversely, respect for—the foundational legislative power
of the people. Politicians know that they need the support of the
people if they are to acquire and preserve their power. In
exchange for support for policies that violate constitutional
standards, they offer untold material beneﬁts—incentives for
citizens to shut their eyes and ears to the destruction of their
democratic institutions.
If there is always an irreducible element of secrecy that the
requirement of political publicity can never dispel, what is really
at stake when it comes to neoliberalism’s secrecy about its attitude
toward “the people” is not the fact of secrecy itself. What seems
especially controversial, even disturbing, is the fact that neoliberal
secrecy has no basis in the consent of the people. Indeed, contrary
to secrecy at the level of certain forms of police or military
intervention, neoliberalism’s secret commitment to the nonexistence of the sovereign people would seem to be wholly
illegitimate—it is neither an acceptable form of protective secrecy
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nor an acceptable form of open secrecy. Neoliberals justify their
secrecy by citing the supposed fact that the policies they advocate
are in the people’s best interests. They do so while denying the
existence of the people and pushing policies that would destroy
the possibility of collective deliberation.
Even if the people’s support of neoliberalism can be seen as an
oxymoron, however, political choice (e.g., elections) under the
maxim of “pursuing neoliberal goals by letting people think
(wrongly) that other legitimate goals are being pursued” can
contribute to the neoliberal political project of dismantling the
foundational political power of the people. In truth, even if the
violent imposition of neoliberal policies by powerful social forces
is acknowledged (Hall, 2011; Klein, 2007; Overbeek, 1993; Teubal,
2004), when people subscribe to neoliberal programs in exchange
for the illusory promise of personal and collective well-being they
consent to political policies that necessitate the surrender of their
political power.
Although neoliberals could publicize their belief that there is
no such thing as the sovereign people without putting their aims
at risk, as indeed already happens when they articulate TINA,
they have yet to profess this explicitly. One may suppose,
however, that even if neoliberals were to publicize their disdain
for the sovereign people, this would not necessarily frustrate their
aims and intentions. The disclosure of their commitment to the
non-existence of that people might well be passively accepted by a
powerless citizenry, revealing the extent to which neoliberal
power has become unlimited and despotic and providing support
for the thought that “the stronger a despotic power the larger the
spectrum of maxims that may pass the publicity test” (Gosseries,
2005, p 6; see also Arendt, 1951). Under unbridled power, there is
no limit to the threatening statements (and acts) that can be
levelled against “enslaved” peoples. In situations where political
power has yet to become fully unbridled, the extent to which
leaders must resort to deception and manipulation reveals the
important limits to despotism imposed by the existence of the
people and the imperative to publicity. Although it has been
perverted under neoliberalism, publicity remains an important
public criterion of fairness and legitimacy.
Conclusion
This paper has shown that TINA is communicated against the
backdrop of a peculiar concept of publicity. As an openly professed principle, this is the concept of openness and visibility
without a public (a populus or demos). The paper has also shown
that the main content of publicity without a public is the
unconditional neoliberal maxim of TINA itself.
The above argument compares the neoliberal approach to
publicity with Kantian political philosophy, showing that the
Kantian approach to publicity refers to public agreement on
political rules. Moreover, it shows that in addition to referring to
the openness and visibility to all citizens of political principles
(opposed to secrecy), the Kantian approach to publicity also
speaks to the Latin publicus (Cicero, 1999, I, p 39). Despite the
controversies associated with Kant’s view (e.g., his approach to
the right to rebellion (Axinn, 1971; Chambers, 2004; Bennington,
2011; Laursen, 1986; Riley, 1973)), the requirement of publicity
articulated in his principle aims to limit, and even to prevent,
unfair, abusive, and violent public policies. On the basis of this
comparison, this paper has argued that publicity without a public
is the expression of visibly despotic and arbitrary power.
Although it is pursued under the banner of liberty, publicity
without a public reveals the neoliberal project of absolute
supremacy, openly and explicitly undermining liberty and public
choice. Finally, this paper has argued that since state secrecy and
PALGRAVE COMMUNICATIONS | 3: 34

individual privacy overlap under neoliberalism, neoliberal publicity does not dispense with secrecy.
Possible areas of future research include inquiry into why
contemporary liberal theories tend to avoid the political category
of “the (sovereign) people”, the political importance of which is
undeniable in Locke’s, (1679 [1960]), and Kant’s, (1793 [1977],
1795/6 [1977]) liberal theories. The continued trend of relating
the political category of “the people” to socialism, following
Nozick, (1974), not only risks reducing liberalism to neoliberalism but also undermines a potentially useful concept in the battle
against the theoretical and practical rejection of the idea of collective, intentional decision-making (e.g., the battle against
populism and the erosion of democratic institutions (Brown,
2006, 2015; Bruff, 2014; Kreuder-Sonnen and Zangl, 2015;
Orphanides, 2014; Schmidt and Thatcher, 2014)). The conﬂation
of liberalism and socialism (Nozick, 1974), or liberalism and
neoliberalism, is certainly bad enough. Even worse, however, this
conﬂation may cause some to think that liberal political theory, in
the form of neoliberalism, also rejects the existence of political
society. What is risked is a situation where illiberal and undemocratic political alternatives position themselves to ﬁll the
vacuum left by a system that, at its ideological core, cannot
acknowledge the people’s claims or well-being.
As this paper has shown, because of its appropriation of liberal
democracy, neoliberalism makes use of traditional democratic
rhetoric (e.g., “the well-being of the people(s)”) and certain demoliberal institutions (e.g., elections). Nevertheless, future research
could add to the already existing literature on democracy and
neoliberalism (Leys, 2003; Springer, 2011; Swyngedouw, 2015)
consideration of the extent to which democracy in general, and
representative democracy in particular, remains an oxymoron
under neoliberalism. In addition to rejecting the main basis of
democracy, the sovereign people, neoliberalism threatens political
representation as such. Finally, since TINA is a discourse, it
would be worthwhile to identify how neoliberalism is produced
discursively.
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