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IntroductIon

Martha Nussbaum’s recent book Not for Profit: Why Democracy Needs the Hu-
manities challenges philosophers of education especially in one respect: in demanding 
psychological balance and political balance in education.2 Nussbaum particularly 
emphasizes the significant role emotions, needs, and drives play in the process of 
growing into moral agency.3 In this article we will analyze the relationship between 
the psychological and the political in Theodor W. Adorno’s conception of autonomy. 
Adorno’s critique of the Kantian notion of autonomy points toward the same issue 
Nussbaum raises in her book, that is, the importance of one’s unconscious emotions 
in moral development. In our view, Adorno’s thinking provides a vital perspective 
on how the concept of autonomy might be redefined to effectively address today’s 
educational challenges, such as reforming our relationship to others and to nature. 

Adorno’s critique of the Kantian notion of autonomy relates to the contemporary 
discussion concerning a non-ideal theory of education. While Kantian autonomy 
can be interpreted as a solution for the philosophical puzzle of determinism, Ador-
no instead attends to the obstacles to genuine autonomy that arise from real-life 
circumstances, where the structures of society and its members’ personalities have 
complicated relationships to one another. Whereas Kant constructs a purely philosoph-
ical theory of an ideal autonomous subject, 4 Adorno strives for a multidisciplinary 
theory rooted in material praxis.5 In this attempt, Adorno draws upon the insights 
of psychoanalytic theory.6 However, his interpretation differs in one crucial respect 
from that of Sigmund Freud, and from that of other members of the first generation 
of the Frankfurt School.

In this essay we argue that Adorno’s theorizations concerning autonomy are 
revolutionary in understanding nature — both inside and outside of human beings 
— as a potential source of freedom and autonomy. In this philosophical step, Adorno 
breaks down one of the most influential distortions of the Western philosophical 
tradition: the dichotomy between reason and nature, which is often also understood 
as the dichotomy between reason and emotion.7 The idea of nature as a source for 
important information, and as something with which humans should live in dialogue, 
distinguishes Adorno’s conception of autonomy both from Kantian autonomy and 
from Freud’s interpretation of the unconscious.  

In what follows, we will first discuss Adorno’s critique of the Kantian notion 
of autonomy. In our view, Adorno does not actually refute the legitimacy of Kant’s 
philosophical reasoning on autonomy within Kant’s own philosophical framework, 
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but rather challenges the very premises on which Kantian autonomy is based in the 
first place. While Kant conceptualizes human freedom and autonomy as antithetical 
to nature, Adorno argues that the process of understanding oneself as a reflective 
part of nature is actually a key feature of autonomy. The main obstacle to autonomy 
for Adorno is not nature (as deterministic or uncontrollable), but the distorted rules 
of society that the subject has unconsciously internalized. The attempt to reconcile 
with nature — both inside and outside of a human mind — holds the possibility to 
become conscious of these rules and thus entails new potential for changing them. 

Second, we will discuss the role of psychoanalytic theory in Adorno’s account 
of autonomy. Adorno’s interpretation of psychoanalysis is consistent with his critique 
of Kant both in emphasizing the importance for an autonomous subject to become 
conscious of the distorted rules of society and in seeing nature (which, in Adorno’s 
psychoanalytic framework, refers to the suppressed emotions, needs, and drives of 
the subject) as a potential source for genuine autonomy.8 Furthermore, in emphasizing 
the role of unconscious emotions, needs, and drives as a potential source of freedom 
and autonomy, it differs from Freud’s account of conceptualizing the unconscious 
primarily as a chaotic part of the psyche.9 

In conclusion, we will discuss Adorno’s account of autonomy as a non-ideal 
theory of education. In connecting the conception of autonomy not only to philosoph-
ical theory, but also to the psychological development of a moral subject, Adorno’s 
thinking provides a valuable basis for formulating a theory of autonomy with high 
educational relevance. In elaborating the idea of the interconnected nature of the 
development of a moral subject and the prevailing social and cultural conditions, 
Adorno’s thinking is balanced in terms of its psychological and political dimensions. 
In exploring the possibility for a subject to transcend his or her own cultural condi-
tions, Adorno understands the autonomous subject as being capable of changing the 
current social conditions. By linking this possibility to an attempt to reconcile with 
nature, the ancient dichotomies of reason/nature and reason/emotion can be tran-
scended. Adorno’s conception of autonomy provides important conceptual tools for 
understanding the tendencies of our era’s economic competition and ecocatastrophes. 

Adorno’s crItIque of the KAntIAn notIon of Autonomy

One cannot act autonomously if one has no freedom over one’s actions. Adorno, 
who formulated his thinking both based on and in contrast with Kant’s philosophy, 
shares this basic premise with Kant. In terms of obstacles to and sources of human 
freedom,10 these two philosophers fundamentally disagree. One of Kant’s main 
concerns was the possibility of human autonomy in relation to the philosophical 
problem of determinism. For Adorno, the main concern was the possibility of seeing 
beyond the current cultural and social status quo. As Adorno puts it:  

In the abstract universal concept of things “beyond nature,” freedom is spiritualized into freedom 
from the realm of causality. With that, however, it becomes a self-deception.  Psychologically 
speaking, the subject’s interest in the thesis that it is free would be narcissistic, as immoderate 
as anything of the kind. There is narcissism even in Kant’s arguments, for all his categorical 
localization of freedom in a sphere above psychology.11

In what follows, we will briefly introduce the dimensions of Kantian autonomy, 
which are crucial for understanding Adorno’s criticism. This implies that we cannot 
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do justice to Kant’s account of autonomy as a whole; the focus of this article is Ador-
no’s interpretation of Kant’s conception and its relevance for today’s educational 
philosophy. We will then explore Adorno’s conception of autonomy with particular 
attention focused on the Adornian redefinitions of the concepts of freedom, nature, 
and reason. Both Adorno and Kant take these three concepts as crucial for defining 
autonomy, but their interpretations of these concepts are fundamentally different. 

The concern over determinism explains why Kant conceptualized freedom as 
antithetical to nature. In order to be free, humans must transcend the causal laws, 
which determine everything in nature. As Kant himself states:

[T]he moral law reveals to me life independent of animality and even of the whole sensible 
world, at least so far as this may be inferred from the purposive determination of my existence 
by this law, a determination not restricted to the conditions and boundaries of this life but 
reaching into the infinite.12

For Kant, as for most of the Western philosophers before him, nature manifested 
itself also in the instinctual drives, needs, and emotions of humans. Thus, freedom 
from the causal laws of nature requires that one must transcend these instincts and 
choose one’s actions independently of them. In this framework, it is not surprising 
that rationality is the main source for autonomy. Rationality is constitutive of freedom 
because it enables the subject’s self-determination. In other words, autonomy is the 
capacity of an individual to apply to him- or herself the self-given rational laws. The 
subject is free when acting according to the principles that he or she has self-imposed, 
because as a lawgiver the subject is not governed by nature.13 Due to the assumption 
of emotions as a part of nature and of reason as important for self-governance, Kant 
also consolidates the ancient philosophical dichotomy14 of reason and emotion.15 

Adorno is not concerned about the philosophical problem of determinism, but 
about the human inclination to internalize and follow the distorted moral rules of 
one’s culture and society. Furthermore, his interpretation of the key concepts in re-
lation to autonomy — that is, the concepts of freedom, nature, and reason — differ 
fundamentally from the Kantian interpretation of these concepts. 

In Adorno’s view, understanding oneself as a part of nature is actually a key 
feature of autonomy.16 He emphasizes that not only do human emotions and in-
stincts originate from nature, but reason does as well. The main obstacle to human 
autonomy is not nature — either inside or outside of humans — but, rather, humans’ 
instrumental and repressive relationship to nature. In Adorno’s words, “[w]hat makes 
the subjects aware of the bounds of their freedom is that they are part of nature, and 
finally, that they are powerless against society, which has become independent of 
them.”17 Adorno sees as fatal for the development of the autonomous subject that, 
in suppressing one’s needs and emotions, and in promoting instrumental relation-
ships toward other persons and nature, the rules of modern society work against the 
requisites of the balanced structure of a personality.18 

Although Adorno criticizes “instrumental reason”19 and its repressive role over 
nature, rationality also plays an important role in his conceptualization of autono-
my. Adorno defines humans as reflective parts of nature.20 Even though the person’s 
potential for developing into an autonomous personality has, in Adorno’s view, at 
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least partially developed earlier than the higher cognitive functions, rational reflec-
tion, once developed, is crucial for a subject’s self-understanding. The problem of 
modern society is that it tends to leave to reason only the role of suppressing and 
rationalizing, instead of facilitating a subject’s genuine relationship with the self, 
others, and nature. 

The crucial question for Adorno, of course, is how it is possible for the subject 
to transcend the limits of modern society and reconstruct his or her relationship to 
nature. As already mentioned, Adorno aims to develop a non-ideal theory and builds his 
account of autonomy not merely on philosophical but also on “empirical”21 grounds. 
For this purpose, he constructs his eccentric interpretation of psychoanalytic theory. 

Adorno’s InterpretAtIon of psychoAnAlysIs
People who blindly slot themselves into the collective already make themselves into some-
thing like inert material, extinguish themselves as self-determined beings. With this comes 
the willingness to treat others as an amorphous mass.22 

Like the Critical Theorists in general,23 Adorno thinks that the structure of society 
and the structure of its members’ personalities are fundamentally intertwined. For 
Adorno, psychoanalysis is a tool for relating the concept of autonomy both to the 
current conditions of society and to the processes of development of its members’ 
personalities. The significance of psychoanalysis, in Adorno’s view, is twofold: it can 
make visible the distorted principles of society that were earlier internalized by the 
subject,24 and it can bring into awareness the resources of a subject’s “inner nature” 
that were previously suppressed by instrumental reason. In what follows, we will 
first consider briefly the centrality of the concept of nature in Adorno’s interpreta-
tion of psychoanalysis and, in particular, the role of “inner nature” in the Adornian 
conception of autonomy. Second, we will discuss Adorno’s critique of late capitalist 
society as suppressing this source of genuine autonomy. 

A central concept for understanding Adorno’s idea of nature within humans is his 
interpretation of the psychoanalytic concept of the unconscious. Adorno’s idea of the 
unconscious differs from that found in Freud’s theory: Adorno sees the unconscious 
as a potential source for the person’s reconciliation with nature. 

For Adorno, the origin of the experience of freedom lies in the archaic impulses 
prior to such cognitive functions that developed later as reasoning. 25 These impulses 
direct our attention and motivate our action, and are thus crucial both for the devel-
opment of morality and in giving force and motivation to moral action.26  

According to Adorno, the modern self suffers from separation both from ex-
terior and interior nature, where the latter refers to one’s own archaic impulses. 
A repressive and controlling attitude thus determines the subject’s relationship to 
nature in both senses. In psychoanalytic terms, the problem of the current society 
is that ego (the part of the psyche whose task should be that of mediating between 
natural impulses and the demands of society) is inclined to take overall control of 
the subject’s impulses. This control, together with late capitalist values, results in 
problems with developing morality and an autonomous personality. For example, 
one must restrict feelings of compassion and empathy in order to get along in the 
world of competition and “self-entrepreneurship.” Or, in order to learn to be critical 
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consumers, children in late capitalism must learn that people are allowed and even 
expected to fool others in advertisements and sales talks. Emotions of empathy and 
compassion are of crucial importance for moral development, and the cynical attitude 
toward others forms an obstacle to moral behavior. 

The possibility for exercising agency in a particular society requires that one (at 
least to some extent) adapt the norms and ideals of this society. Furthermore, one’s 
psychological well-being necessitates that the contradictions between a person’s 
inner and outer realities are not overwhelming. Therefore, both in order to protect 
oneself from unbearable feelings of discomfort and anxiety, and also enable one’s 
agency in current social conditions, one must mold either one’s inner sphere or the 
outer conditions. The molding of the inner sphere can be fatal for the development 
of a mature personality and genuine autonomy. For example, in order to survive the 
desensitizing demands of competition, one may (sometimes unconsciously) choose 
a strategy of seeing others as means instead of as ends.27 

According to Adorno, surviving the demands of the current society inclines one 
to substitute the more genuine functions of the psyche with the unthinking processes 
of self-governance.28 In this process, the structures of society operate as intrapsychic 
mechanisms. This leads to the misconception of freedom as repressing the noncon-
scious impulses,29 which results in fundamental distortions in the developmental 
processes necessary for an autonomous personality.30 For Adorno, psychoanalytic 
theory is first and foremost a tool for accessing the suppressed parts of nature and 
humanity and bringing them into a genuine dialogue with reason. This process, 
when successful, provides the subject the possibility of seeing the world, oneself, 
and others in a different, nonrepressive manner.31 

Adorno’s creative interpretation of nature enables him to construct a theory in 
which a subject can transcend the limits of current cultural and social conditions. 
As Adorno also admits, however, the subject is a product of the society in which 
he or she is brought up. In Adorno’s view, society has its effect not only within the 
cognitive sphere, but society also partially determines our (social) needs and emo-
tions. However, Adorno thinks that by getting in touch with our inner, more “private” 
source of emotions and needs, we can learn to accept the vulnerability and fragility 
of nature, ourselves, and others, and ultimately to achieve at least some level of 
autonomy in the Adornian sense.

conclusIon

Adorno’s motivation for constructing a non-ideal theory of autonomy was the 
Holocaust. In this catastrophic context, the philosophically sophisticated Kantian 
escape from the alleged dangers of determinism seemed beside the point. Adorno 
was interested in studying the real-life obstacles that prevent people from following 
the Kantian maxim of the respect for persons. In his search, he explored both the 
psychological and the political obstacles to the genuine exercise of autonomy. In 
linking the possibility for societal change to the reconciliation between human beings 
and nature, Adorno’s theory provides important conceptual tools for understanding 
in much greater depth the tendencies of our era toward economic competition and 
ecocatastrophes. 
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Adorno argued that the conditions of late modern society work against the 
development of mature personalities. To see others as ends in themselves, and act 
accordingly, requires the feelings of empathy and compassion. These feelings, how-
ever, contradict demands of the current society, such as competition with others and 
cynicism about the motives of others. 

Our psyche is not independent of the norms and values of the society within 
which it has developed. Society shapes both our emotions and our cognition during 
their development. Furthermore, the capacity for exerting agency in a particular 
society requires that one has, to some extent, adopted its norms and rules. However, 
Adorno sees that in the psyche, there is the possibility of seeing both oneself and 
society in a different light. This possibility is related to giving up repressive attitudes 
toward one’s inner emotions, needs, and drives. In seeing oneself as a part of nature 
and as being vulnerable, together with nature and others, opens the very possibility 
of personal and societal change. 

Due to its parallel theorization of the political and psychological dimensions 
of the development of autonomy, Adorno’s theory provides important conceptual 
tools for the philosophy of education. Within the frame of this article, we present 
two perspectives. First, in relation to more individualistic interpretations of auton-
omy, Adorno’s philosophy emphasizes a sense of subjectivity that is not based on 
traditional individualistic premises. Rather, the Adornian account of autonomy builds 
on the understanding of how subjects are materially combined as one and the other 
as well as with nature in a wider sense. This means that the subject’s relations to 
others and to nature become an irreducible part of his or her autonomy. Second, in 
relation to the political emphasis of critical pedagogy,32 the Adornian version of the 
combined analysis of the political and psychological causes of oppression concep-
tualizes the emotional dimensions necessary for genuine autonomy, such as coming 
to terms with one’s own vulnerability and dependency on others, and the ability to 
feel empathy with others.

Of course, many of the intrinsic values of the late capitalist society work against 
this educational aim. For example, there is a Finnish saying, usually chanted, that 
is a widely accepted maxim: “One is not foolish for asking, but for paying.”33 The 
point of this saying is that fooling others is morally acceptable, and consequently, 
the right attitude toward others is mistrust. The transmission of this view of morality 
through education serves as a paradigmatic example of the antithesis of what educa-
tion should be in light of Adorno’s thinking. However, encouraging children to face 
the difficult emotions within themselves, and to change their views regarding their 
relation to others as well as their own self-image, might offer new perspectives to 
the canon of embedded capitalistic attitudes and social structures.
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The second discourse refers to the increasing role of empirical psychology in educational research, 
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