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UNDERSTANDING
LOUIS ALTHUSSER:
IDEOLOGY AND
THE POWER OF
THE STATE

T h e  c o n c e p t  o f
ideology is one of the
most  contested  and
debated terms in social
and  political  theory.
While  many  thinkers
have grappled with its
meaning,  few  have
r e s h a p e d  t h e

c o n v e r s a t i o n  a s
profoundly  as  the
F r e n c h  M a r x i s t
phi losopher  Louis
Althusser.  His  essay,
" I d e o l o g y  a n d
Ideo log ica l  S ta te
Apparatuses  (Notes
t o w a r d s  a n
I n v e s t i g a t i o n ) , "
published  in  1970,
remains a cornerstone
of  critical  theory.  It
offers  a  radical
reth ink ing  o f  how
power  operates  in
modern  capi ta l is t
societies.  Althusser
moves  beyond  simple
notions of  ideology as
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"false  consciousness"
o r  a  m e r e  s e t  o f
beliefs.  Instead,  he
p r e s e n t s  a
sophisticated model of
h o w  s o c i e t y
reproduces  its  own
conditions of existence.
T h e  c o r e  o f  h i s
argument  lies  in  the
distinction  between
two  forms  of  state
power:  the  Repressive
State  Apparatus  (RSA)
and  the  Ideological
State  Apparatuses
(ISAs).  This framework
provides  a  powerful
too l  for  analyz ing
e v e r y t h i n g  f r o m
education  and  media
to  religion  and  family
s t r u c t u r e s .  T o
understand  modern
society's  abil ity  to
maintain  its  structure
without constant brute
force,  one must  delve
d e e p  i n t o  L o u i s
Althusser's  theory  of
i d e o l o g y  a n d
ideo log ica l  s ta te

apparatuses.

THE
PHILOSOPHICAL
FOUNDATIONS:
FROM MARX TO
ALTHUSSER

To  fully  appreciate
A l t h u s s e r ' s
contr ibut ion,  i t  i s
essential to understand
the theoretical context.
Karl  Marx  famously
a r g u e d  t h a t  t h e
economic  base  (the
relations and forces of
production) determines
the  superstructure
(politics,  law,  culture,
and  consciousness).
H o w e v e r ,  t h i s
framework  was  often
i n t e r p r e t e d  i n  a
m e c h a n i c a l  w a y ,
suggesting  that  ideas
w e r e  s i m p l y  a
reflection  of  economic
interests.  Althusser
sought  to  refine  this
model. He argued that
the superstructure has
a  "relative  autonomy"
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and,  crucially,  that  it
acts  "back"  upon  the
base.  For  Althusser,
ideology is not just an
i l l us ion  o r  a  t r i ck
played  by  the  ruling
class.  Instead,  it  is  a
material  practice.  It  is
embedded  in  rituals,
c u s t o m s ,  a n d
institutions.  This  shift
from  ideology  as  an
idea  to  ideology  as  a
p r a c t i c e  i s  t h e
foundation of his entire
project.  He  aimed  to
p r o v i d e  a  m o r e
rigorous,  structural
explanation  for  why
revolutions  often  fail
and  why  capitalism
persists  even  in  the
face of deep inequality.

DEFINING THE
STATE
APPARATUS: A
DUAL SYSTEM OF
POWER

Althusser  begins  by
distinguishing between
t w o  d i s t i n c t  b u t

interconnected  forms
of  state  power.  It  is
vital to note that he is
not  just  talking  about
the  government  or
elected  officials.  The
"State" for Althusser is
a much broader entity
that ensures the ruling
class  maintains  its
d o m i n a n c e .  T h e
distinction he makes is
between  how  th i s
dominance is enforced.

The
Repressiv
e State
Apparatu
s (RSA)
The  Repressive  State
Apparatus,  or  RSA,  is
what  most  peop le
immediately  think  of
when  they  hear  the
t e r m  " s t a t e . "  I t
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functions  primarily
through  violence,  or
the threat of violence.
This  category includes
institutions like:

The police force
The military and
armed forces
The court system
and judiciary
The prison
system
The government
and
administration

The defining  feature  of
t h e  R S A  i s  t h a t  i t
o p e r a t e s  " b y
repression" in the last
i n s t a n c e .  I t  u s e s
phys i ca l  f o r ce  t o
ensure  compliance
with  the  ruling  order.
When  a  p ro tes t  i s
broken up by police, a
law  is  enforced  by  a
court,  or  a  country
goes to war, the RSA is
in  action.  Althusser
emphasizes that  there
is  one  single,  unified

RSA, controlled by the
r u l i n g  c l a s s .  I t
functions as a cohesive
whole, ready to deploy
force when the system
is directly challenged.

The
Ideologic
al State
Apparatu
ses (ISAs)
In  cont ras t  to  the
singular RSA, Althusser
identifies  a  plurality  of
Ideo log ica l  S ta te
Apparatuses. These are
i n s t i t u t i ons  t ha t
function  pr imari ly
through ideology. They
shape  our  thoughts,
beliefs,  and  values  in
ways  that  make  the
existing  social  order
s e e m  n a t u r a l ,
inevitable,  and  even
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desirable. They do not
p r imar i l y  r e l y  on
physical  force,  though
they are backed by the
threat  of  it.  The  key
Ideo log ica l  S ta te
Apparatuses  identified
by  Althusser  include:

The
Educational
ISA: The school
system (arguably
the most
powerful in
modern
capitalism).
The Religious
ISA: The church
and organized
religion.
The Family ISA:
The nuclear
family structure.
The Political
ISA: Political
parties and the
system of liberal
democracy.
The
Communication
s ISA: The press,
television, radio,

and now the
internet.
The Cultural
ISA: Literature,
the arts, sports,
and
entertainment.

Unlike  the  unified  RSA,
the  ISAs  are  multiple,
relatively  autonomous,
and can even be a site
of  class  struggle.  A
particular  newspaper
might  publish  critical
articles,  or  a  teacher
might  challenge  the
curriculum.  However,
Althusser  argues  that
despite  this  apparent
divers i ty,  they  al l
ultimately  serve  the
s a m e  f u n c t i o n :
r e p r o d u c i n g  t h e
relations of production.
They  ensu re  tha t
workers  arrive  at  the
factory  gate  each
morning  wi l l ingly,
believing in the system
that exploits them.
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THE CRUCIAL
DISTINCTION: HOW
RSA AND ISAS

WORK TOGETHER

The  true  genius  of
Althusser's  framework
is  not  just  the  list  of
institutions  but  the
relationship  between
them.  He  argues  that
the  RSA  provides  the
"ultimate sanction" for
t h e  I S A s .  I f  t h e
i d e o l o g i c a l
indoctrination  of  the
school  system fails  to
produce  a  compliant
workforce,  the  police
and  courts  (the  RSA)
are  waiting.  However,
the  reverse  is  also
true.  The  ISAs  create
the  social  consensus
that  makes  the  RSA's
v i o l e n c e  s e e m
legitimate.  We  accept
that  the  police  have
authority  because  our
education  and  media
have  taught  us  to
respect  the  law.  We

think  of  the  state's
monopoly  on  violence
a s  a  n e c e s s a r y
protect ion,  not  an
instrument  of  class
rule.  The  RSA  is  the
"stick,"  while  the ISAs
form  a  network  o f
"carrots"  and  soft
persuasion.  In  stable,
mature  cap i ta l i s t
societies,  Althusser
argues  that  the  ISAs
take  the  leading  role.
The  ruling  class  does
not need to constantly
threaten  v io lence
because  most  people
h a v e  a l r e a d y
i n t e r n a l i z e d  t h e
dominant  ideology.

THE CORE
MECHANISM OF
IDEOLOGY:
INTERPELLATION

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
powerful  and  original
concepts in Althusser's
work is interpellation.
This is the mechanism
through which ideology
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creates what it  claims
to simply describe: the
individual  subject.
Althusser  argues  that
ideology  "hails"  or
" i n t e r p e l l a t e s "
concrete individuals as
subjects.  This  is  not
s o m e t h i n g  t h a t
happens  after  we  are
born.  Instead,  we  are
a l w a y s - a l r e a d y
subjects.
Consider  his  famous
example  of  someone
wa lk ing  down  the
street.  A  police  officer
calls  out,  "Hey,  you
there ! "  When  the
person  turns  around,
they recognize that the
cal l  was  for  them.
Through this simple act
of  recognition,  they
become  a  subject  of
the  law.  They  place
themselves  within  the
ideological structure.
T h i s  c o n c e p t  h a s
profound  implications.
I t  means  tha t  ou r
s e n s e  o f  b e i n g  a

un ique ,  f ree ,  and
autonomous  individual
is  itself  an  ideological
effect. We are "free" to
choose  wi th in  the
system, but we are not
free  to  choose  the
system  itself.  We  are
bo rn  i n to  a  wo r l d
already  structured  by
language,  fami ly ,
religion, and education.
We become "subjects"
by submitting to these
s t r u c t u r e s .
Interpellation  explains
how ideology works not
b y  f o r c e ,  b u t  b y
r e c o g n i t i o n .  W e
willingly  take  on  the
ro les  ass igned  to
us—student,  worker,
p a r e n t ,
citizen—because we do
not  perceive  them  as
r o l e s  b u t  a s  o u r
essential  identity.

THE MATERIALITY
OF IDEOLOGY:
IDEAS BECOME
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ACTIONS

A  c o m m o n
misunderstanding is to
equate  ideology  with
"false ideas." Althusser
forcefully  rejects  this.
He insists that ideology
h a s  a  m a t e r i a l
existence.  It  is  not
merely  in  people's
heads.  It  is  expressed
in  their  actions.  An
ideology is a system of
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s
(images, myths, ideas,
concepts)  that  have a
material  existence  in
the  apparatuses  and
their  practices.
Fo r  examp le ,  t he
ideology  of  Christian
faith does not just exist
as  a  belief  in  God.  It
exists  in  the  material
practices  of  going  to
church,  kneeling  in
p r a y e r ,  t a k i n g
c o m m u n i o n ,  a n d
donating money. These
are  material  rituals
performed  within  a

material institution (the
church).  Similarly,  the
ideology  of  capitalism
exists  in  the  material
practice  of  going  to
w o r k  e v e r y  d a y ,
obeying the boss, and
spending  our  wages.
Our  actions,  governed
by  material  r ituals
w i t h i n  m a t e r i a l
a p p a r a t u s e s ,
reproduce the ideology
that,  in  turn,  shapes
our  consciousness.
Althusser  summarizes
this  with  a  powerful
logic:  "the  individual's
ideas  are  his  material
actions  inserted  into
material  practices
governed  by  material
r i tua ls ,  which  are
themselves  defined  by
the material ideological
apparatus  from  which
derive the ideas of that
subject."

THE SCHOOL AS
THE DOMINANT
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ISA IN MODERN
CAPITALISM

Althusser  argues  that
i n  p r e - c a p i t a l i s t
societies, the dominant
ISA was the Church. It
was  responsible  for
r e p r o d u c i n g  t h e
dominant  ideology
from  cradle  to  grave.
However,  in  modern
capitalist societies, the
Educational  ISA  has
taken the leading role.
The  school  system  is
the perfect  ideological
instrument  for  several
r e a s o n s .  I t  i s
compulsory,  and  it
takes  children  from
their earliest years for
many hours a day. It is
a  mass  institution,
enveloping  almost  the
entire population.  It  is
presented as a neutral,
meritocratic  space
where  children  are
judged on their ability.
What  does  the  school
actua l ly  teach?  I t

certainly teaches some
technical  skills,  like
reading,  writing,  and
arithmetic.  But  more
importantly,  Althusser
argues that it  teaches
"know-how"  wrapped
in  a  th ick  layer  o f
ideology. It teaches:

Respect for
authority (the
teacher, the
principal).
Discipline and
punctuality.
The acceptance
of hierarchy and
competition
(grades,
streaming).
The idea that
success is based
on individual
talent and hard
work.
The belief that
society is fair and
just.

Students  are  sorted
into groups. Some are
trained for a lifetime of
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m a n u a l  l a b o r
(obedience).  Others
are trained for  middle
m a n a g e m e n t
( b u r e a u c r a c y ,
rhetoric).  A select few
a r e  t r a i n e d  f o r
d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g
positions  (the  ruling
ideas).  The  school
reproduces  the  class
s t r u c t u r e  n o t  b y
explicitly  saying  "you
are working class," but
by  providing  different
classes of people with
different  class
ideologies. The system
appears  to  be  about
i n d i v i d u a l
achievement,  but  it
functionally  ensures
that most children end
up  in  the  same  class
p o s i t i o n  a s  t h e i r
parents.

CRITIQUES AND
LIMITATIONS OF
ALTHUSSER'S
THEORY

L i k e  a n y  m a j o r

theoretical  framework,
Althusser's  concept  of
i d e o l o g y  a n d
ideo log ica l  s ta te
apparatuses has faced
substantial criticism. It
i s  i m p o r t a n t  t o
c o n s i d e r  t h e s e
crit iques  to  gain  a
b a l a n c e d
understanding.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
common  criticisms  is
tha t  h i s  theory  i s
overly  deterministic
and  structura l is t .
Cr i t ics  argue  that
Althusser  reduces
individuals  to  passive
"bearers" or "supports"
of the structure. There
is  l itt le  room  in  his
m o d e l  f o r  h u m a n
agency,  resistance,  or
spontaneous  rebellion.
If  ideology  is  so  all-
encompassing,  how
does  anyone  ever
deve lop  a  cr i t i ca l
perspective?  Althusser
seems  to  struggle  to
explain  the  origins  of
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r e v o l u t i o n a r y
consciousness.
A n o t h e r  c r i t i q u e
concerns his  typology.
The  l i s t  o f  I SAs  i s
somewhat  arbitrary
and  has  no t  aged
perfectly  in  the  21st
century.  Where  does
the  internet  or  social
media fit? Is  it  a single
I S A  o r  a  c h a o t i c
battlefield  of
competing  ideologies?
Furthermore,  some
cr i t i cs  argue  that
Althusser  conflates  the
state  with  the  ruling
class  too  neatly.  In
complex  democratic
societies,  the  state
a p p a r a t u s e s  c a n
sometimes act against
t h e  s h o r t - t e r m
interests  of  capital  to
secure  the  long-term
stability of the system.
F ina l ly ,  there  is  a
femin ist  cr i t ique.
Althusser's  work  pays
little  attention  to  the
family ISA as a site of

gender  oppression.
Feminist  theorists  like
Michèle Barrett argued
t h a t  t h e  f a m i l y
reproduces  not  just
capitalist  relations  but
a l s o  p a t r i a r c h a l
relations.  Ideology
interpellates  subjects
as  men  and  women,
with  specific  roles  and
expectat ions  that
cannot  be  reduced  to
class alone.

THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
ALTHUSSER TODAY

Despite these critiques,
Althusser's  framework
remains  remarkably
r e l e v a n t  f o r
understanding  modern
society.  In  an  age  of
rolling  news,  targeted
advertising,  and social
media  algorithms,  the
concept  of  Ideological
State  Apparatuses
feels more urgent than
e v e r .  T h e
"Communications  ISA"



12

12 Louis Althusser Ideology And Ideological
State Apparatuses

2024-11-15

h a s  b e c o m e  a
s p r a w l i n g ,
decentralized,  and
e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y
powerful force.
Cons ider  how  the
e d u c a t i o n a l  I S A
continues  to  justify
i n e q u a l i t y .  T h e
narrative of "work hard
a n d  g e t  a h e a d "
pers i s t s ,  desp i te
o v e r w h e l m i n g
evidence  that  l i fe
outcomes  are  heavily
determined  by  class
background.  Consider

the  political  ISA.  The
ritual  of  voting  every
few  years  gives  the
illusion  of  democratic
con t ro l  wh i l e  the
fundamental  economic
structure  remains
unchallenged.  The
family ISA continues to
socialize  children  into
gendered  roles  and
consumer  culture.
Althusser's  model  is
also  incredibly  useful
for  analyzing  populist
and  author i tar ian
movements. When a


