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Introduction

• Althusser chiefly wishes to investigate:

why and how a social formation is reproduced i.e. 
continued, affirmed, made durable - how status quo 
is maintained,

 or how social change can be brought.



Some Key Terms

• Forces of production/ Productive forces: include material means of 
production, such as, raw material, technology, machines, tools, electricity 
etc. and 

• labour power - physical and intellectual skills of people.
• Relations of production: the relations that exist between the class of 

producers (workers, proletariat) and the class of non-workers - owners or 
controllers of the means of production.

• It is to be emphasized that in capitalist social formation the relations of 
production are always relations of exploitation.

• Mode of production: The distinctive inter-relationship of forces and 
relations of production, and their associated structures of economic 
exploitation, like the feudal or capitalist mode of production.  

• One dominant mode of production (feudal, capitalist etc.) may mark a 
distinctive epoch in history. 

• However, in periods of social change, more than one mode may coexist in 
the same society. 



Some Key Terms

• Reproduction of Conditions of production:
Maintenance / renewal / continuation of Exactly 

the previous conditions of production, or
Reproduction of conditions on an extended scale
• Conditions of production include:
The forces of production and
Relations of production
• A few other terms like base and superstructure,

State, state power, state apparatus etc. will be 
explained in course of the discussion . 



Reproduction of labour power

• It is ensured by wages, pay for housing, food, clothing etc. for
physical survival i. e. material conditions of its reproductions;

• It also requires diverse skills for different jobs and posts.

• Most importantly, it requires reproduction of submission to rules or
the ruling ideology, or the practices of that ideology, so that
domination of the ruling class continues.

• In capitalist society these are achieved outside production, in
capitalist education system, in the family etc.



Reproduction of the relations of production

• Reproduction of the relations of production is 
ensured by the Repressive State Apparatus (RSA) and 
the Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs). These are 
explained later. 



Base and Superstructure

• A spatial metaphor for the structure of every society. 
Society as an edifice, having a foundation and upper 
floors.

• Karl Marx first mentioned these terms in his ‘Preface’ 
to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy:
In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are
indispensible and independent of their will, relations of production which correspond to
a definite stage of development of their material productive forces. The sum total of
these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real
foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure and to which
correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material
life conditions the social, political and intellectual life process in general. It is not the
consciousness of men that determines the their being, but, on the contrary, their social

being that determines their consciousness. (Selected Works, Vol I, 503)



Base and Superstructure

• Base/infrastructure (economy): forces of production +
relations of production (worker and non-worker).

• Superstructure: all other spheres including state, politics,
family, religion, science, culture, art, literature, ideology.

• The model of base and superstructure is often taken to mean
that the economic base determines everything in the
superstructure, that the superstructure has no autonomy.

• Or, the character of the superstructure is determined, in the
last instance, by the economic base.

• Thus this model of the relation between base and
superstructure suggests an economic determinism.



Base and Superstructure

• However, Marx and Engels never had this view. According to
them, the superstructure has relative autonomy and its own
laws of development and can also influence the base.

• As Althusser says: In ‘the Marxist tradition’ there is ‘(1) a
relative autonomy of the superstructure with respect to the
base; (2) there is a ‚reciprocal action‛ of the superstructure on
the base.’

• One of Althusser’s main objectives here is to elaborate (‘go
beyond’) this ‘classical metaphor’ ‘from the point of view of
reproduction.’



State, State Power and State Apparatus 

• In Marxist tradition the State is a machine of repression, a repressive
apparatus which consists of:

- The police, the courts, the prisons, the army, the head of the State,
the government and the administration.

• In capitalist society, it intervenes in the interests of the ruling classes
against the proletariat.

• Althusser also distinguishes between ‘State power’ and the ‘State
apparatus’. The objective of class struggle is seizure of State power
and the use of State apparatus.

• Here he wishes to ‘add’ something to the Marxist theory of the State,
by undertaking ‘further supplementary development.’



State, State Power and State Apparatus 

• In this attempt, Althusser makes a distinction between
Repressive State Apparatus (RSA) and Ideological State
Apparatuses (ISAs).

• The ISAs are on the side of the State Apparatus, but they
function differently from the way the RSA functions.

• Althusser notes that Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) also had
the idea that the State could not be reduced to the (Repressive)
State Apparatus but also included certain institutions of ‘civil
society’ like the Church, the Schools, the trade unions etc. He
used the term hegemony to explain his point.



Ideological State Apparatuses (ISAs)

• Althusser gives a list of ‘certain distinct and specialized 
institutions’ as representing the ISAs:

o The religious ISAs (the system of different Churches),

o The Educational ISA (the different systems of public and private
Schools),

o The family ISA,

o The political ISA (the political system, including the political parties),

o The trade union ISA,

o The communications ISA (press, radio and television, etc),

o The cultural ISA (Literature, the Arts, sports etc. )



RSA & ISAs

• Althusser points out that

The RSA belongs to the public domain;

Most of the ISAs belong to the private domain;
family, private TV channels, private schools,
literature etc. apparently have nothing to do with
the State or State control.

• But he argues that the dominant/ bourgeois law
only makes these appear as private; private
institutions can perfectly function as Ideological
State Apparatuses.



What distinguishes RSA & ISAs

• The RSA functions ‘by violence’; 
• The ISAs function ‘by ideology’. 
• He corrects this distinction by saying that every State 

Apparatus functions ‘both by violence and by ideology’, 
with one important distinction:

• RSA functions predominantly by repression including 
physical repression, and secondarily by ideology.

• The ISAs function predominantly by ideology and 
secondarily by repression.

• The ideology of the ruling class unifies the disparate 
and diverse body of ISAs. 



Role of the ISAs

• The RSA secures the political conditions of the
reproduction of relations of production (relations
of exploitation) by physical force, administrative
commands , censorship etc.

• But the ISAs ‘largely secure the reproduction
specifically of the relations of production’ or of
the capitalist relations of exploitation, and ensure
the durability of the capitalist mode of production
through the intermediation of the ruling
ideology.



The following points have been discussed broadly by
Althusser: read the text for details.

• In the pre-capitalist feudal mode of production the Church
(the religious ISA) was the dominant ISA and it combined the
functions of education, communications and culture.

• Now these functions have devolved on several ISAs,
particularly the political, communications, and cultural
apparatuses.

• In mature capitalist social formation the Church has been
replaced in its role as the dominant ISA by the School or the
educational ISA.



•The ISAs ensure the reproduction of the relations of production or
continuation of the capitalist social formation.

•But Althusser also points out that as the ISAs are multiple, distinct, ‘relatively
autonomous’, they have their own contradictions and are the site of class
struggle.

•They provide ‘an objective field to contradictions which express … the effects
of the clashes between the capitalist class struggle, as well as the proletarian
class struggle. The exploited classes may utilize the contradictions or conquer
‘combat positions in them in struggle’ in their resistance.

•So the class struggle or resistance of the exploited classes ‘may also be
exercised in the forms of the ISAs, and thus [may] turn the weapon of
ideology against the classes in power.’ Thus there is the possibility of social
change / revolution, of the change of the dominant mode of production
through the change of the relations of production.



Note

This ‘Module-I’ will be followed by another 
Module-II on Althusser’s view of Ideology.

Thank You. 


