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THE 
GROUNDS 
OF AUTONOMY

 I.

_ The stakes of the Autonomy Project 

Summer School held at the Van Abbemuseum 

in June 2010 were high: the hoped-for 

outcome was no less than a blueprint for 

future research into autonomy. This proved 

an unreachable goal due to an intuitive 

suspicion that producing a blueprint on 

autonomy meant not only a certain curtailing 

of our own autonomy, but also our possible 

implication in inhibiting the autonomy 

of those that would “use” our blueprint. 

What set of beliefs form the foundation of 

the presupposition that autonomy must be 

the stuff of spontaneous combustion and 

is antithetical to any sort of external 

infl uence? My purpose here, then, is to 

examine the principles, in other words, 

the grounds on which our present “intuitive 

suspicion” about autonomy is established, so 

as to ultimately consider whether there are 

other, more fertile grounds for supporting 

autonomy today.

_ The probing of the historical formations 

of our notions about autonomy lay also at 

the core of art historian and critic Sven 

Lütticken’s lecture, around the title THE 

SUBJECT AND THE MARKET, delivered in the 

context of the Summer School, and which 

I will use as a means to structure the 

investigation into the question above. 

Although the way I am putting this is 

probably more formulaic than intended, 

Lütticken contended that the meaning of 

autonomy at any point in history 
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is variable, and that this variable is a 

product of the dialectical relation between 

two factors: subjectivity and the market. 

The reason this framework is constructive 

in that it allows us to consider how wider 

socio-economic networks (partially) ground 

our notions of autonomy, and how changing our 

notions of autonomy therefore necessarily 

means engaging with the foundations on which 

they are based.

 II. THE CIRCULARITY OF ABSTRACT AUTONOMY 

_ At the heart of Lütticken’s subject/market 

dialectics is the age-old debate in political 

philosophy regarding “substantive” versus 

“abstract” freedom (where each stands for a 

type of subjectivity) and the implications 

that the choice of one conception over the 

other has in determining the dominant social 

and economic system (what Lütticken calls 

‘the market’). As I will argue, our present 

notion of autonomy stems from a critique of 

and yet continues embedded in a society that 

subscribes to abstract freedom.

_ According to Hegel, abstract freedom 

stands primarily for an absence of external 

obstacles: I am free when I can do what I 

want and am not hindered by anyone. Although 

this is the most common notion of freedom 

in our neoliberalist times – and clearly 

echoes our concerns regarding impinging on 

and having our autonomy impinged upon during 

the Summer School – Hegel’s point was that 

not sensing external obstacles does not 

mean they are not there, gently influencing 

our innermost desires: ‘What the English 

call ‘comfortable’ is something endless and 

inexhaustible. Every condition of comfort 

reveals in turn its discomfort, and these 

discoveries go on forever. Hence the new want 

is not so much a want of those who have it 

directly, but is created by those who hope to 

make profit from it.’   In believing that our 

desires, needs and opinions – including the 

opinions regarding the nature of autonomy 

– are ours rather than seeing them for what 

they 

are, as manipulated by the market, we mistake 

society’s views for our very own “autonomous 

identity”.

_ Marx and the critical theorists – among 

whom Theodor W. Adorno – argued that because 

of this, abstract freedom became the free-

market’s most powerful ally. Philosopher Todd 

May summarises the argument thus: ‘we should 

first recognise that [abstract freedom] is a 

defense of free-market capitalism. In the 

name of autonomy […] [it] seeks to justify 

an arrangement in which people are entitled 

to whatever they have not stolen [and] can 

do with it what they like (so long as those 

doings do not coerce others).’   Adorno 

maintained that ultimately, the result 

of goods manufactured in accordance with 

capitalist production is the manipulation 

of the subjectivity of the consumer him – or 

herself. Thus, one had to resist the market 

in order to retain autonomous subjectivity. 

Consequently, any “art” produced by the 

culture industry was fundamentally a tool of 

social control because, since it was produced 

under capitalism, it actually also reproduced 

its logic. Diametrically opposed to this 

was autonomous art, whose most significant 

social function was precisely to not have 

one. Adornian dialectics results not only 

in the notion that autonomy is antithetical 

to the market, but most essentially, that 

autonomy cannot be instrumentalized for any 

purpose whatsoever or else it is no longer 

autonomous.

_ Now, depending on the inclination and 

agenda of the reader, it is possible to 

arrive at different conclusions regarding 

Adorno’s analysis. A first option is to focus 

on the core contradiction of his argument: 

in a bizarre twist, Adorno’s criticism of 

abstract freedom comes full circle and ends 

up suspiciously resembling a signatory to 

it – “I am autonomous when I can do what 

I want and society does not interfere with 
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my choices” – the very thing he set out to 

denounce in the first place. So one can accuse 

Adorno for instrumentalizing autonomy for the 

sake of autonomy. However, thus “relegating 

Adorno to the dustbin of history,” as 

Lütticken is fond of saying, “is also to miss 

his best parts.” In analogy to democracy, the 

critical project can be said to have been the 

worst option besides all others. And yet, in 

spite of itself, it arguably left us locked 

within an ultimately unfruitful circular 

notion of autonomy today, the cause of much 

frustration during the Summer School.

 III. SUBSTANTIVE AUTONOMY WITHOUT SUBSTANCE

_ Philosopher Jacques Rancière devoted a 

substantial portion of his oeuvre to the 

very question of how one could be thoughtful 

concerning the problems of the social without 

reproducing its logic and thereby locking 

our critique into a vicious circle as we 

saw above. The vigour of Rancière’s thinking 

about autonomy lies not so much in its 

novelty, but in its unconditional removal 

of the discussion about autonomy from the 

territory of abstract freedom altogether, and 

into the realm of substantive freedom.

_ For Hegel, ‘substantive freedom’ stands for 

a subjectivity in which the individual acts 

according to Kant’s ‘categorical imperative’ 

(which can be roughly understood as internal 

duty) rather than as a reaction to external 

coercion. Substantive freedom calls for 

action, as it implies that the individual 

will try to alter those worldly aspects 

necessary to enable him to act according to 

his internal duty. Insofar as the subject re-

shapes the world so as to live in accordance 

with the categorical imperative, there is 

no contradiction between subjectivity and 

society. From this perspective, autonomy is 

the subject actively engaging with society 

but according to his inner duty.

_ Also so in Rancièrian thought. For Rancière, 

subjectivity happens when a particular 

inequality in a (social-economic) hierarchy 

causes a person, or group of people, to rise 

up against it – thereby becoming autonomous 

subjects but only in relation to a particular 

wrong. However, autonomous subjectivisation 

ceases the moment this wrong is replaced 

by a new order, even if this new order is 

agreeable to the demands of those that rose 

up against the old order. Any new order, 

even if fair, is precisely that: a hierarchy 

necessarily bound up with new inequalities 

– in other words, but another form of “the 

market”. Autonomy, then, only exists in the 

moment in which an individual presents his 

inner belief in his equality against all 

hierarchies, thereby disrupting the social 

order but never supplanting it for the 

risk of becoming it. Rancière thus breaks 

with abstract freedom’s circular autonomy 

and proposes instead an autonomy that can 

in fact be understood as a form of Hegel’s 

substantive freedom – but then without the 

substance. In acknowledging that any order 

will always create new inequalities

anyway, Rancière does not prescribe what 

needs to be done – no Rancièrian blueprint 

on autonomy is likely to be forthcoming. 

But in its reliance on action guided by an 

inner duty that challenges and yet is not 

destructive of the social, Rancière’s thought 

clearly echoes Hegel’s. 

_ The subjectivity/market dialectics thus 

helps us understand how our circular notion 

of autonomy today relates to our present 

neoliberal circumstances, itself grounded 

in the notion of abstract freedom, and 

therefore, how changing our present notion 

of autonomy ultimately would also mean 

challenging the principles on which our 

circumstances are built. An autonomy grounded 

on substantive freedom instead, would then 

be without substance, happening only as 

particular and intermittent subjectivities 

intervening in today’s hierarchies grounded 

on abstract freedom – but never instituting 

or prescribing itself as a new plan.
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