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4.1	 INTRODUCTION
In Unit 1 of the block: Ideology, Discourse and Gender, we will study about 
the life and works of Louis Pierre Althusser, the French Marxist philosopher. 
Although we will be studying his essay, “Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatus” published in his book Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays 
(1971), you are strongly encouraged to read his other works listed in this unit 
for a good grasp of his theories.

Louis Pierre Althusser was a French Marxist philosopher relatively unknown 
until the mid 1960s when his works were published: For Marx (1965), Reading 
Capital (1968) and Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays (1971). He 
became famous for his revision of traditional Marxism in his understanding of 
ideology. Moving away from classical Marxism that spoke of the mechanistic 
base and superstructure dialectics, he spoke of the “relative autonomy” of the 
superstructure (see section 1.4). Feminists have found his notion of “ideological 
interpellation” very useful in understanding the operations of patriarchal 
ideology (See section 1.6).
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Throughout his life Althusser suffered from depression. It was during one of 
these fits of depression that he strangled his wife. There is confusion around 
the event. Some state he deliberately strangled her while others say it was a 
mistake. Althusser himself does not remember how it happened. There were no 
witnesses. In his autobiography, L’Avenir diure Longtemps, Althusser states 
that he used to massage his wife’s neck and one day while he was massaging it 
he pressed the front of her neck. He says, “Yet I knew she had been strangled. 
But how? I stood up and screamed: ‘I’ve strangled Hélène!’”

Despite these puzzling events in his personal life, Althusser’s theories about 
ideology have held a special appeal to feminists due to his trenchant critiques 
of the way power and ideology function. In this unit, you will learn about 
Althusser’s theorization of the ideological apparatus and its particular relevance 
to feminism.

4.2	 LEARNING OUTCOMES
After completing this unit, you will learn about:

	y Familiarising yourself with Louis Althusser’s life, works and key terms;

	y Basic ideas of Althusser’s theories within literary and political contexts;

	y The essay “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatus”; and

	y Feminist approaches to the essay, “Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatus”.

4.3	 LIFE AND WORKS OF LOUIS ALTHUSSER
Of Jewish origin, Louis Althusser was born in 1918, in French Algeria, in a place 
named Birmandreis, near Algiers, to Charles Althusser and Lucienne Berger. 
His father was a bank manager. Louis Althusser saw him as an authoritarian 
figure. Althusser got his name from his paternal uncle who died serving in 
World War I. He believed that his mother wanted to marry his uncle but due 
to his death married his father instead. Often, he believed his mother treated 
him as a replacement for his dead uncle, which he alleges, contributed to deep 
psychological problems in him. After the demise of his father, Althusser’s 
mother, along with Althusser and his younger sister moved to Marseilles. He 
spent his childhood here. In 1937 he joined the Jeunesse Etudiante Chrétienne 
which was a Catholic youth movement. He advocated some of the most 
conservative ideas of the church during this period.

Althusser performed brilliantly in his school, Lycée du Parc in Lyon, and was 
admitted in 1939 to Ecole Normale Supérieure. However, due to the Second 
World War his studies were disrupted. During the German occupation of north 
and east of France, Althusser was put in a German concentration camp in 
Schleswig for five years. The Nazi occupation of France made him engage 
with Marxism. He got involved with the French Resistance against German 
occupation. It was during this period that he met his future wife, Hélène Rytman, 
who was an activist in the Resistance movement and married her in 1946. She 
was eight years older than him and was of Lithuanian- Jewish origin. They were 
very compatible as partners. Rytman was a member of the French Communist 
Party (FCP). Althusser also joined the party in 1948 and continued to be its 
member until his death. After the Second World War Althusser returned to 
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Ecole Normale Supérieure and worked on his Master’s thesis on the German 
philosopher, G.W. Hegel. Althusser had learnt German while he was in the 
concentration camp in Germany.

It was during his stay in the concentration camp that Althusser developed 
physical and mental disorders that were to stay with him until his death. In 
1947 Althusser went in for mental therapy. He completed his work on Hegel the 
same year and was offered the position of a tutor at Ecole Normale Supérieure.

Althusser suffered from depression throughout his life. During the student 
revolts of the 1960s, Althusser was in a sanatorium recovering from depression. 
In any case, Althusser was silent on the issue of the 1968 student revolts in 
France. Later, he stated that it was due to their naive understanding of Marxism 
that the students got involved with the revolts. He was more interested in the 
later Marx who was a “scientific-theorist” more than a humanist. This made him 
unpopular in France and many of his supporters turned against him. However, 
he revised some of his earlier positions in his subsequent works.

During the period 1947 - 1980 Althusser had at least 15 bouts of depression. 
It was during one such period of depression that he killed his wife in 1980. 
Althusser was confined to Sainte-Anne psychiatric institution from 1980- 1983. 
After being discharged from the hospital he moved to Northern Paris where 
he saw few people and basically lived the life of a recluse. He spent the last 
ten years of his life in and out of sanatoriums although he continued with his 
writings. He died of a heart attack in 1990 at the age of 72 in Yvelines, France. 
His unfinished work on Ideology was effectively continued by his student 
Michel Foucault. During the last period of his life he wrote two autobiographies 
although they are not to be seen as completely factual: Les Faits and L’Avenir 
Dure Longtemps. This last was published in America as The Future Lasts 
Forever in which he describes the killing of his wife.

4.4	 ALTHUSSER’S BASIC IDEAS AND THEIR 
LITERARY AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

Althusser was a Marxist but unlike most left thinkers who focussed on Marx’s 
early works, he moved on to the later Marx who was more of a “Scientific-
theorist” and had moved away from his early humanism that was the influence 
of Feuerbach and Hegel. For him there was a radical “epistemological break” 
in Marx from 1845 onwards. Let us now look at Althusser in the context of 
Marxism.

4.4.1	 Althusser and Marxism
It is important to understand the background against which Althusser’s anti- 
humanism has to be understood. The Twentieth Party Congress of the Soviet 
Union started the process of de-Stalinization and was moving towards a 
humanistic Marxism in 1956. Nikita Khrushchev in her “Secret Speech” talked 
about the personality cult of Stalin and his dictatorial ways. These Marxists 
were looking for more humane alternatives to counter the Stalinism of the 
Soviet and also the Maoist brand of Marxism that was emerging in China. 
Many of the leaders from the Communist Party of France (PCF) were involved 
in the opening of dialogue among the various groups that included Socialists, 
Christians and Existentialists among others.
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Althusser did not want to align himself with them. He labelled himself as an 
“anti-humanist.” He saw Marxism as a science of society: “I should add that, just 
as the foundation of mathematics by Thales ‘induced’ the birth of the Platonic 
philosophy, just as the foundation of physics by Galileo ‘induced’ the birth of 
Cartesian philosophy, etc., so the foundation of the science of history by Marx 
has ‘induced’ the birth of a new, theoretically and practically revolutionary 
philosophy, Marxist philosophy or dialectical materialism” (Althusser, 1979, p. 
14). He felt that Marxists had not paid attention to Marx’s scientific approach 
to an understanding of history (“historical materialism”) in which he advocated 
a radical view of social change. In fact, Althusser states that Marx himself was 
not fully aware of it. Althusser wanted to re-read Marx and expand his theories 
to go beyond humanistic interpretations.

4.4.2	 Althusser and Structuralist Marxism
Structuralists do not see individual experiences as being determined outside the 
forces of the structures of society. Althusser too believed in structures affecting 
individuals. He wanted to show how individual acts were already influenced 
by the dominant ideology of the state. The individuals were “always-already” 
in performing their individual acts. In other words, individual acts were not 
carried out as the result of free will or agency, but were always and already 
dependent upon, and part of, larger social structures and influences. Like Marx, 
he believed that individual agency was subsumed by historical processes and 
history itself was seen as a “process without a subject” (1971, p. 167). In this 
Althusser extended Marx’s remark in The German Ideology where he said: 
“Morality, religion, metaphysics, all the rest of ideology…have no history, no 
development” (Marx & Engels 1932, p.6).

Althusser advocated a non-teleological view of history. That is, he did not 
believe in a unilinear notion of history that progressively develops towards an 
end or goal (Greek word, telos). At any given point the social formation of a 
society is influenced by the Ideological and Repressive State Apparatuses (see 
section 1.5) which emerge from the dominant mode of production. These social 
formations change depending on the mode of production and in the interest 
of those in power. His first articles on the subject were published in For Marx 
(1979). Many regard this book as the basic text of Structuralist Marxism. But, 
unlike the Structuralists, Althusser’s was not a language based philosophy. For 
him, the economic structure and its mode of production, were instrumental in 
social formations. It is because of this viewpoint that Althusser was called a 
Marxist Structuralist.

4.4.3	 Relative Autonomy of the Superstructure
Althusser pushed Marxism beyond its earlier theoretical positions (also 
acknowledged by Marx and Engels) by challenging some of its assumptions. 
For instance, he moves beyond Marxism and argues that the structures of 
society were not related to the economic base of society alone. There is the 
additional factor of the problem of social reproduction, which has an impact on 
the social structures. This “social temporality” is supplied by the Ideological 
State Apparatus or the ISAs. Althusser believed that rather than understanding 
social structures from bottom upwards through economic determination alone 
that affected the political, social and religious structures at the superstructural 
level, he spoke of how ideology had a role to play in social formations. He used 
the idea of “interlocking.” For him, the superstructure had relative autonomy. 
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The desires, decisions and preferences an individual makes were the influences 
of social practices, which in turn were related to the social formation of a period 
that moulded a person in its own image. Society imposes a role (forme) on 
the individual as a subject. By introducing these ideas and interrogating some 
Marxist assumptions, Althusser brought a refreshing elaboration of Marxist 
theory to give it a new direction.

4.4.4	 Other Influences on Althusser
Apart from the structuralists, Freud, Lacan and Hegel also influenced Althusser 
in different ways. Like Marx, Althusser, was influenced in his theory of 
ideology by Freud and Lacan. Captialism, he argues, gives the impression that 
we are free individuals who make our own choices. But, according to Althusser, 
our preferences, choices, desires (to name three among others) are a product of 
social practices in society that we have internalized. Society wants to mould us 
in its own image. It imposes a role (forme) on the individual as a subject.

Based on his reading of Freud and Lacan, he developed an understanding of 
the deeper structures that exist beneath the surface of the text. In his essay, 
‘Freud and Lacan’ (1994) Althusser discusses this idea. Although Marx was 
seen as being indebted to Hegel, Althusser tried to argue that he was anti-
Hegelian. Althusser points out that Hegel’s dialectics of the world view was 
essentially realized in terms of the “Absolute Spirit.” This is unlike Marx, for 
whom the dialectics of the world view was overdetermined by the economic 
base. Althusser argues that Marx’s approach to history as a “process without a 
subject,” transformed Hegel’s notion of history as evolving and being governed 
by the concept of the Spirit.

Althusser’s Influence on Theorists
Althusser’s works have held a great influence over other scholars. Several 
theorists such as Etienne Balibar (who was his student), Pierre Macherey, 
Jacques Derrida (whom he knew personally), Michel Foucault (who like Balibar 
was his student), Fredric Jameson and Terry Eagleton have been influenced 
by Althusser’s notion of ideology. Feminist theorists like Juliet Mitchell and 
Michelle Barrett have also used his ideas of “interpellation” to understand the 
workings of patriarchy. We will discuss this in Section 1.6 of this unit.

Check Your Progress:

i)	 Why were individuals “always-already” for Althusser?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ii)	 Why was Althusser labelled a structuralist?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

iii)	 Distinguish between Althusser and Marx in their understanding of 
the relations between base and superstructure?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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iv)	 Name three of the famous theorists associated with Althusser:

	 a)	 .....................................................

	 b)	 .....................................................

	 c)	 .....................................................

4.5	 ALTHUSSER’S ESSAY, “IDEOLOGY AND 
IDEOLOGICAL STATE APPARATUS”

Althusser’s essay, Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes Toward 
an Investigation, has been seminal in contributing to a broader understanding 
of Ideology. This essay was part of a larger project but Althusser was unable to 
complete it due to his bouts of depression and subsequent hospitalizations. The 
essay was published later in Lenin And Philosophy and Other Essays. While 
acknowledging Marx for his “discovery of human history: the discovery that 
opens for men the way to a scientific (materialist and dialectical) understanding 
of their own history as a history of the class struggle” (Althusser, 2006, p. xv), 
he nevertheless moves beyond Marx in his understanding of Ideology. The ideas 
in Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes Toward an Investigation 
have had an impact of feminists critics in their understanding of the workings 
of patriarchal ideology. This will be discussed separately in Section 1.6 of this 
unit.

4.5.1	 Production and Relations of Reproduction
Althusser’s essay, Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes Toward 
an Investigation, basically conceives of the subject not as an autonomous 
being but as mediated by his/her social formation. Broadly speaking, Althusser 
speaks of a distinct concept of social formation which relates to the dialectics of 
the economic base and the political and the ideological superstructures. These 
different levels have a capacity to influence one other. But, it is the economic 
base that “determines in the last instance” the political and ideological levels 
even as it is “overdetermined” by them (2006, p. 86). It is in this sense that 
Althusser speaks of the “relative autonomy” of the political and ideological 
levels. In other words, these levels are relatively independent but in the ultimate 
analysis they are determined by the economic base.

For Althusser, like for Marx, every social formation arises from a dominant 
mode of production. Karl Marx in Volume 2 of Das Kapital had stated that no 
production is possible without it reproducing the material conditions of its own 
production. But what is “the reproduction of the conditions of production?” 
(Althusser, 2006, p. 86). He states that “in order to exist, every social formation 
must reproduce the conditions of its production at the same time as it produces” 
(Althusser, 2006, p. 86). But in order to be able to produce one has to reproduce:

i)	 the productive forces; and

ii)	 the existing relations of production.

Let us take the first, that is, productive forces: here, Althusser distinguishes 
between reproduction of the means of production and the reproduction of the 
productive forces. The latter, for him, is linked to the reproduction of labour 
power. How is this labour ensured? One way, as Marx had stated, is to provide 
labour with the material conditions to reproduce itself viz. food, shelter, 
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clothing etc. But reproducing labour power alone is not enough. What is needed, 
Althusser states, is diversified skilled labour that is competent for “a complex 
system of the process of production” (2006, p. 88). How is this provided for 
in capitalism? He argues that during slavery and serfdom, the skill is acquired 
“on the spot” through trial and error and experience. Under capitalism this is 
not the case. It is “achieved more and more outside production: by the capitalist 
education system, and by other instances and institutions” by which he means 
the Church, and other “apparatuses like the Army” (Althusser, 1971, p.132).

The education system, according to Althusser, not only teaches children 
knowledge in their different disciplines but it also teaches them “proper” rules 
of society. That is, how to conduct themselves without crossing boundaries 
and learning to respect the job divisions in society, which “actually means 
rules of respect for the socio-technical division of labour and ultimately the 
rules of the order established by class domination” (Althusser, 1971, p. 132). 
The point Althusser makes is that the reproduction of labour power includes 
not only reproduction of its skills but also a “submission to the rules of the 
established order” (Althusser, 1971, p. 132). This allows for the ruling ideology 
to manipulate and exploit the workers. It is “in the forms and under the forms 
of ideological subjection that provision is made for the reproduction of the 
skills of labour power” (Althusser, 1971, p. 132). What has to be recognized, 
Althusser says, is the presence of a new reality: Ideology; that comes under 
“relations of reproduction”. Althusser states, that this aspect has been uniquely 
ignored remove the quotes from the last two words (2006, p. 89). In the Marxist 
tradition there is a “reciprocal action” between the superstructure and the base. 
He conceives of it as a building with different floors. The foundation of the 
building is the economic base. Althusser says the biggest disadvantage of 
Marxists in using the metaphor of the edifice in discussing society is that it 
makes it “descriptive.” He argues we have to go beyond descriptive category to 
a theoretical one. The former category for him is a transitional phase that is a 
necessary condition for the development of theory. This is what he elaborates in 
his essay. Ideology, for him, is the site where class struggles take place between 
the exploited and exploiting classes.

4.5.2	 Three Basic Ideological Concepts
There are three basic concepts in Althusser’s understanding of ideology.

i)	 “Ideology is the ‘representation’ of the imaginary relationship of 
individuals to their real conditions of existence” (Althusser, 2006, p. 
109).

	 For Althusser it is impossible to escape ideology. One is subjected to 
it. He states that “Ideology has a material existence” (2006, p.112). 
Different ideologies like religion, legal, political etc. constitute different 
world views. “Assuming we are not living in all these ideologies the 
‘world outlooks’ become imaginary. But even if they don’t correspond 
to reality (illusion) they allude to it (allusion)”. But he states, “it is not 
their real conditions of existence, their real world, that ‘men’ ‘represent 
to themselves’ in ideology, but above all it is their relation to those 
conditions of existence which is represented to them there” (Althusser, 
1971, p.164).
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ii)	 Materiality of Ideology:

	 The second aspect concerns the materiality of ideology. Althusser states 
that ideology has a material existence. That is “an ideology always exists 
in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices. This existence is material” 
(Althusser, 1971, p.166). Ideology is not just a set of ideas but it has a 
materiality in that the actions and decisions made by the individual are a 
result of his/her ideological socialization and orientation. In this regards, 
Althusser states:

Box No. 1.1

I shall therefore say that, where only a single subject (such and such individual) 
is concerned, the existence of the ideas of his belief is material in that his ideas 
are his material actions inserted into his material practices governed by material 
rituals which are themselves defined by the material ideological apparatus 
from which we derive the ideas of that subject...Ideas have disappeared as 
such (insofar as they are endowed with an ideal or spiritual existence), to the 
precise extent that it has emerged that their existence is inscribed in the actions 
of practices governed by rituals defined in the last instance by an ideological 
apparatus. It therefore appears that the subject acts insofar as he is acted by 
the following system (set out in the order of its real determination): ideology 
existing in a material ideological apparatus, describing material practices 
governed by a material ritual, which practices exist in the material actions of 
a subject acting in all consciousness according to his belief.

(Althusser, 1971, p.169-170)

iii)	 “Ideology interpellates individuals as subjects”

	 Althusser makes a distinction between the individual and the subject. 
It is ideology that changes the former into the latter. He says, “all 
ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects” 
(Althusser, 1971, p.173). He gives the example of the police hailing an 
individual as “Hey, you there!” In responding to this call, the individual 
will turn around and in this process he “becomes a subject.” “Why? 
because he has recognized that the hail was ‘really’ addressed to him, 
and that ‘it was really him who was hailed’” (Althusser, 1971, p.172- 
174). In this sense, the individual is “always-already” a subject. But, 
there is also another process involved in creating the subject. He gives 
the example from Christianity and its religious ideology. In this world 
view there is one Supreme Subject and several ordinary subjects. The 
ideology here presupposes a central Supreme Being in whose name 
other individuals are transformed into subjects. The human individual 
accepts and carries out rituals as a free subject without questioning the 
“interpellating ideology.” As he states “the subject recognizes itself as 
subject only because it subjects itself to the central Absolute Subject, 
which provides the possibility of this recognition, and circumscribes the 
forms of subjection in which the subject is constituted” (2006, p. 122). 
The human individual accepts and carries out rituals as a free subject 
without questioning the “interpellating ideology.” What is interesting 
is the fact that the subject sees its subjecthood as natural but it is this 
naturalness that Althusser states is the role played by ideology. There is 
a double bind here. That is, in order to be a subject who feels free one 
has to ironically enough subject oneself to the “Absolute Subject.”
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4.5.3	 Ideology, State Apparatus and Repressive State 
Apparatus

Althusser is very particular about pointing to the role of ideology in enabling 
the ruling classes to use the state in its domination over the working classes. In 
the Marxist tradition, Althusser states, the State is seen as a repressive apparatus 
that enables the ruling class to continue with their domination over the working 
class. This enables “the former to subject the latter to the process of surplus-
value extortion” (Althusser, 1971, p. 135).

Marx distinguishes between State power and State apparatus. The latter may 
survive even if the former is ousted. He gives the example of what happened 
after the socialist revolution in Russia in 1917. Although the state power was 
seized by the peasantry and the proletariat alliance, the state apparatus survived. 
Here, let us examine Althusser’s cogent summary of “The Marxist Theory of 
the State”:

To summarize the “Marxist theory of the State” it can be said that the Marxist 
classics have always claimed that a) the State is the repressive State apparatus, 
b) State power and State apparatus must be distinguished, c) the objective of 
the class struggle concerns State power, and in consequence the use of the State 
apparatus by the classes (or alliances of classes or of fractions of classes) holding 
State power as a function of their class objectives, and d) the proletariat must 
seize State power in order to destroy the existing bourgeois State apparatus and, 
in a first phase, replace it with a quite different, proletarian, State apparatus, 
“then in later phases set in motion a radical process, that of the destruction of 
the State (the end of State power, the end of every State apparatus)” (Althusser, 
1971, p. 141).

Althusser states that in Marxist theory, the State Apparatus constitutes the 
government, the administrations, the army the plice, the courts, the prisons. 
To the Marxists, the State Apparatus functions by violence. Althusser states 
that something else has to be added to the Marxist theory of the State. Apart 
from taking into account state power and state apparatus another reality has to 
be taken into account. This reality, he calls the ideological state apparatuses 
(2006).

What constitutes the ideological state apparatus? He says that there are a certain 
number of realities that form “distinct and specialized institutions.” He gives 
some examples of these:

i)	 The religious ISA (Churches and other such bodies / institutions)

ii)	 The educational ISA ( this refers to public and private schools)

iii)	 The family ISA

iv)	 The legal ISA. (This, Althusser states, belongs to both the RSA and the 
ISA)

v)	 The political ISA (includes different political systems, parties etc).

vi)	 The trade union ISA

vii)	 The communication ISA (this would include the media, press, television 
etc.)

viii)	 The cultural ISA (literature, arts, sports)
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However, Althusser states that we should not confuse the Ideological State 
Apparatus with the Repressive State Apparatus. He distinguishes between them 
in the following ways:

a)	 If there is one Repressive State Apparatus that is the STATE, there is a 
“plurality of Ideological State Apparatuses” (Althusser, 2006, p. 100).

b)	 The RSA belongs to the public domain but the ISA to the private (family, 
schools, churches etc.).

c)	 The RSA functions by violence. It uses law and the court initially 
against people or groups who threaten the dominant rule of ideology 
and if things are not contained to incarceration and police force and 
eventually the army itself.

d)	 It is important to note that both RSA and ISA have ideology but the 
main difference between the two is that the RSA functions “massively 
and predominantly by repression (including physical repression), while 
functioning secondarily by ideology” (Althusser, 2006, p. 101). That 
is, the army and the police are ideologically influenced to perpetuate 
and reproduce the values they represent. Similarly, the ISA functions 
basically as ideology and only secondarily by repression “this is very 
attenuated and concealed, even symbolic” (2006, p. 101). For example, 
schools and churches have their own methods of punishment for those 
who disobey.

e)	 Whereas the RSA “constitutes an organized whole” controlled by those 
in power, the ISA is “multiple, distinct, relatively autonomous and 
capable of providing an objective field to contradictions which express, 
in forms which may be limited or extreme, the effects of the clashes 
between the capitalist class struggle and the proletarian class struggle, 
as well as their subordinate forms” (Althusser, 1971, p. 143-144).

Check Your Progress:

i)	 What are the differences between ISA and RSA?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ii)	 What constitutes the ISA? What is the most important ISA?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

iii)	 What constitutes the RSA?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Althusser goes on to explain that although there are a plurality of ISAs, there 
is one thing that binds them together despite their contradiction and that is the 
ideology of “the ruling class.” He argues that since the state power is held by 
the ruling class, both ISA and RSA are at their disposal. The ruling class uses it 
to reproduce and maintain their power. He gives the example of how concerned 
Lenin was after the revolution to change the educational ideological apparatus 
so that the proletariat who had taken over state power could retain it.
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During ‘serfdom’ and its social formation what was dominant was the feudal 
mode of production. It had a single repressive state apparatus: absolute monarchy. 
The ISA too existed but at a smaller scale. The Church, for example, covered a 
lot of functions: cultural, educational etc. But these became independent over a 
period of time. In the capitalist social formations the school/family units have 
replaced the church /family units.

The reason why the educational State apparatus is important is because it 
contributes to the “relations of production” that is, “of capitalist relations of 
exploitation” (2006, p.101). Of course other ISAs like press, religion, family and 
culture also contribute variously to support the ruling ideology by instilling into 
individuals loyalty, patriotism, liberalism to name just three. But it is education 
within capitalism which is the most important ISA. It teaches children in school 
to be knowledgeable in the know-how of the ruling ideology. All of them, by 
the time they leave school are ready to maintain the relations of production in 
their society through their various roles as adults in society.

Althusser calls the ideological state apparatus “the site of class struggle” that is, 
ideology becomes the ground in which conflicting interests of the exploited and 
exploiting classes are embattled for supremacy. In this sense, the ideological 
territory is occupied either by the ruling class or by a new revolutionary class. 
He says:

It is only from the point of view of the classes, i.e., of the class struggle, that it 
is possible to explain the ideologies existing in a social formation. Not only is it 
from this starting-point that it is possible to explain the realization of the ruling 
ideology in the ISAs and of the forms of class struggle for which the ISAs are 
the seat and the stake. But it is also and above all from this starting-point that it 
is possible to understand the provenance of the ideologies, which are realized 
in the ISAs and confront one another there. For it is true that the ISAs represent 
the form in which the ideology of the ruling class must necessarily be measured 
and confronted, ideologies are not ‘born’ in the ISAs but from the social classes 
at grips in the class struggle: from their conditions of existence, their practices, 
their experience of the struggle, etc.

(Althusser, 1971, p. 185).

So far, we have examined Althusser’s understanding of ideology in terms of 
how it plays out in the form of social repression and even exploitation. What 
relationship do Althusser’s ideas have with feminist notions of class struggle 
and subjectivity which we have addressed in previous courses? Let us turn to 
this in the next section.

Check Your Progress:

i)	 Why is the educational system one of the most important ISA?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ii)	 What is the difference between State apparatus and State power?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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iii)	 What are the two important processes that ideologically interpellate 
individual as subjects?

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

4.6	 FEMINISM AND ALTHUSSER	
There is a basic debate in Feminism between the Humanists and the anti- 
Humanists regarding women’s subjectivity. Whereas the former speaks of the 
term ‘subject’ in relation to women as individuals, the latter speaks of it in more 
generalized terms.

Mary Eagleton, in her essay, “Finding the Subject” (2000), makes the distinctions 
clearly between these two approaches, “The actual term ‘subject’ is usually 
employed by the anti-humanist position; the humanist position tends to refer 
to ‘identity’ or ‘the individual’” (Eagleton, 2000, p.189). We can infer that, 
Althusser, because of his interest in the later Marx’s “Scientific- approach” was 
anti-humanist.

Humanists argue that women under patriarchy are represented in false and 
stereotypical ways. This makes it difficult for women to relate to the images 
used to represent them. What they would like to do is to create their sense of self 
and identity based on their individual experiences. The anti-Humanist wing, in 
its understanding of the subject, is influenced by theoretical discourses. They 
believe that there is no single self but multiple selves. Subjectivity, for them, 
is in process and not complete. They also argue that the subject does not create 
the world but is a product of it. Feminists from the anti-humanists group draw 
upon the theoretical discourses of Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytical theories, 
Louis Althusser’s theories of ideology, the discourse theory of Michel Foucault 
and post-structuralist thoughts in relation to language, as elaborated upon by 
Jacques Derrida.

Despite Althusser’s “anti-humanist” stance, many feminists were drawn to 
his essay on Ideology. In this section we will focus on a feminist approach to 
Louis Althusser’s theory of ideology. But before we do this, let us point out 
the problems with Marxism that feminists, who were Marxists, had with this 
ideology. Marxist feminists believe that traditional Marxism tended to erase 
gender in favour of class. Marxism with its definitive approach to societal 
transformation through class struggles reduced the issue of gender into a 
subcategory by subsuming women within class relations, labour process and 
the functioning of the state. Besides, women, irrespective of nationalities, 
were put together as a homogenized group. The Marxist feminists were trying 
to argue that women, regardless of class, were oppressed by patriarchy and 
the specificity of women’s situation varied and could not be generalized. 
Postmodern and poststructuralist theories with their shifting, deconstructive 
and mutable approaches have helped resolve some of these contradictions.

The debate between theory and practice so central to Marxist theory has also 
been foregrounded by some feminists. Annette Kuhn and Ann Marie Wolpe 
say this is “precisely because it has been one of the projects of the movement 
to construct knowledge of the nature and causes of our oppression, with a view 
to changing that situation” (Kuhn and Wolpe, 1978, p.6). The idea was to shun 
universalism and move towards material, historical specificity. For Marxist 
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feminists, such as Gayatri C. Spivak, this involved an understanding of the 
historical concreteness of a mode of production without losing the perspective 
on gender.

Michelle Barrett, in her essay, “Ideology and the Cultural Production of 
Gender” states that the concept of ideology has not been adequately tackled 
by Marxist feminists. This is partly because ideology has not been theorised 
well by Marxism or feminism. She points out that several feminists have talked 
about the centrality of ideology in women’s oppression but this centrality has 
never been analysed. This is seen best in literature. Many feminists have put in 
much work in the field of literature but little is written as to why literature is the 
chosen field. Nor are the links between literature and family made. Simone de 
Beauvoir and Virginia Woolf, Barrett says, tried to some extent to do this but 
this is not the case with contemporary feminism.

Barrett states that Althusser offers an analysis of ideology for feminists that 
traditional Marxism denied. She argues that as long as feminist theories 
of ideology work with a theory of representation, it is problematic, because 
representation is always a reflection of reality, which in itself is a set of “socially 
constructed” categories. She says that classical theories of representation should 
be rejected. Marxists see representation as a reflection of specific historical 
conditions. Representation is usually seen as ideology and explored through 
cultural products. Barrett argues that although means of representation are 
important they do not themselves account for what is represented.

Marxist feminists found that a reliance on the traditional Marxist base- 
superstrucure mechanistic view of social totality, or, the Hegelian view of the 
social whole was inadequate from their perspective. Rather, it was Althusser’s 
concept of the social formation with its distinct levels that compose the economic 
base and the political and ideological superstructures that enabled them to 
understand the workings of patriarchy. Marxist feminists, like Juliet Mitchell, 
have used Althusser’s notion of “relative autonomy” for an understanding of 
patriarchy. Even though, Althusser like Marx believed that it was the economic 
in “the last instance” that determines the political and the ideological, these 
systems still had “relative autonomy.”

Feminists were drawn towards Althusser’s explanation of ideology. For him, 
ideology was not just something that floated in the realm of ideas but it had a 
material basis. It is inscribed within social relations that in turn influence us as 
individuals. Althusser states, “ideology interpellates individuals as subjects” 
(see previous sections). These forms of subjection are accepted by the subject in 
such a way that this recognition of being a subject appears to be an obvious and 
natural fact. Althusser points out that this natural fact is the effect of ideology. 
Marxist feminists like Mitchell and Barrett feel that this is how patriarchy has 
been naturalized and influenced subject formations. In other words, women 
are forced into seeing their oppression and marginalization as something 
‘natural’ rather than as the result of a repressive patriarchal ideology. Feminists 
have worked towards making visible the hidden levels at which this ideology 
pervades culture so that women can begin to interrogate given subjectivities 
and explore new ones.

Agreeing with Althusser that ideology in general, like the unconscious, is 
both omnipresent and eternal, Barrett and Mitchell state that patriarchy and 
patriarchal relations are located within the unconscious. Juliet Mitchell in 
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her book, Psychoanalysis and Feminism states how Freud’s concepts of the 
unconscious and psychic representation can be used to understand women’s 
oppression within historical materialism with its specific mode of production 
rather than see it as an ahistorical, universalized process.

In the above discussion, we have primarily focused on one particular essay 
by Althusser, and its influence on feminism. In Section 1.9 below, we have 
provided you with an annotated bibliography of some of Althusser’s major 
works, which is intended to give you a wider understanding of his contributions. 
You will find it helpful, for your understanding of Althusser, to read some of 
these works on your own.

Check Your Progress:

List some points to show why Althusser was important to Feminists

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

	 ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

4.7	 LET US SUM UP
In this Unit we have discussed Althusser’s life, the influences on him and the 
works that he wrote. We have located these works along with his basic ideas in 
their literary and political contexts. Our main thrust in this unit was to discuss 
Althusser’s essay on Ideology. We have highlighted the main point of this 
essay by defining the roles played by the ISA and the RSA. Further, we have 
tried to show how feminists responded to this essay. That is, how they used his 
notion of “ideological interpellation” to critique the ideology of patriarchy. The 
glossary of key Althusserian terms the annotated bibliography will be helpful 
for you in deepening your understanding of Althusser’s theoretical viewpoints.

4.8	 GLOSSARY OF ALTHUSSERIAN KEY TERMS
Interpellation :	� At a very basic level the term refers to a form of ideological 

mediation. But for Althusser this mediation is a complex 
process. It refers to the subject’s complicity in being 
subjugated by the dominant ideology.

Ideology	 :	� Althusser, like Marx, was influenced in his theory of 
ideology by Freud and Lacan. Captialism, he argues, gives 
the impression that we are free individuals who make our 
choices but for him our preferences, choices, desires (to 
name three among others) are a product of social practices 
in society that we have internalized. Society wants to 
mould us in its own image. Althusser’s essay, Ideology 
and Ideological State Apparatuses: Notes Toward an 
Investigation basically conceives of the subject not as 
an autonomous being but as mediated by his/her social 
formation. He makes a distinction between the individual 
and the subject. It is ideology that changes the former into 
the latter.

Ideological State :	� The ISA are a certain number of realities that Apparatus		
form “distinct and specialized institutions”. These include 
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among others the education system, the family, religious 
institutions and the legal system.

Repressive State  :	� The RSA belongs to the public domain like the 
Apparatus		  police, the army, prisons etc. They 
are controlled by those in power and the RSA functions 
by violence.

4.9	 ANNONATED BIBLIOGRAPHY OF MAJOR 
WORKS BY ALTHUSSER

Reading Capital: This was a product of a seminar held in 1965 by Althusser 
and his students on Karl Marx’ Das Kapital (1970). It challenges some of the 
concepts of Marxist philosophy and theory. For example, the Marxist notion 
of history as being teleological, that is, moving in one direction progressively 
towards a goal, was questioned. The English translation has essays by Louis 
Althusser and Etienne Balibar. The original French version had essays by 
several of Althusser’s other students. Many consider the book as an important 
moment in the history of post structuralism.

For Marx: This book which was written in French in 1965 and has been 
translated by Ben Brewster in 1969 has seven essays. The essays address the 
political debate of the period when people had begun to see the distortions of 
Marxism by Stalinist communist parties. In this period people were moving 
towards the early humanist Marx that highlighted how the relationship between 
humans and nature and humans and humans had been ruined by capitalism that 
dehumanized people. Althusser was against this humanistic trend of the time. 
He argued that Marx himself had rejected his early humanism. Althusser was 
more interested in the structure of society rather than the people. The latter, for 
him, were subsumed by the dominant ideology and become products of social 
structures.

Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays: The work published in 1971 covers 
Althusser’s interest in philosophy, aesthetics, sociology, politics among others. 
The book is known for the essay, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” 
which broadened Marxist theories on ideology. Many Marxist critics have been 
influenced by this work and have re-worked Marxist ideas.

4.10	 UNIT END QUESTIONS
1)	 How does Althusser broaden Marx’s notion of ideology?

2)	 Althusser states, in order to exist, every social formation must reproduce 
the conditions of its production at the same time as it produces” Discuss.

3)	 How does Marxist theory conceive of the State? Discuss.

4)	 What does Althusser mean by the “materiality of ideology?” Why does 
Barrett contest the notion of “materiality of ideology”? Explain.

5)	 a) What are the problems that Feminists have with traditional Marxism?

	 b) �How has Marxism helped women to understand their subjugated 
position in society?
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