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Preface 
 
This pamphlet tries to begin to explain interpellation, which is a theory of ideology that the 
French philosopher Louis Althusser came up with in the 1960s. You probably haven’t read the 
word “interpellation” before - maybe at all, and most likely not in the context of society and 
politics. Try not to worry. Hopefully, these stories and suggestions will help. I wrote the 
pamphlet specifically for this class: teachers studying how school is part of the story of society. 
 
Part I tells a few stories using the word interpellation, and a few other important words. Part II 
gets a little deeper with explanations of certain ideas, like ideology, reproduction, and social 
structure. Part III contains illustrations, suggestions, and anecdotes for further thought. 
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Part I 
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Getting in trouble 
 
Everyone gets in trouble. Especially children. My first memory of getting in trouble was at a 
shopping mall. I was with my father. I think I was four years old. We were getting pizza for 
lunch after shopping at a children's clothing store called Kids ‘R’ Us.  
 
At the store I saw a keychain I liked. It had a little plastic Batman attached to a short chain. 
While my father paid for whatever other products we were purchasing, I took the keychain and 
pocketed it, not knowing - I think - that this was wrong. We went to get pizza.  
 
I had to go to the bathroom, or my father had to go to the bathroom, and we went together. As he 
was washing his hands at the sink I wanted to show him the keychain. I decided to bring the feet 
of the plastic figure out of my pocket, showing just the blue boots on gray legs. I said, "Daddy, 
look, Batman's feet!"  
 
What happened next is blurry. I remember my father seeing the stolen keychain, his eyes 
widening. He took me back to the toy store, back to the register where I'd taken it, and had me 
apologize. I remember going home with him in the car, his anger. What I remember most clearly 
is a feeling. A hot, anxious, nervous feeling - even now I have it when I recall the memory. The 
sensation is like my stomach and intestines are in boiling water, or the feeling of being outside 
too long on a hot day. Gut-wrenching.  
 
This feeling was the feeling of being seen by my father, and being the object of his anger. More 
specifically though, the feeling came from a change: everything went from normal and fine to 
not normal and not fine, with the added sense that I was the reason for the change. That it was 
me, in fact, who had done something wrong. My soul turned: I was the one responsible for the 
change in the situation. I realized that it was me that my father was angry at, for something that I 
had done with the keychain.  
 
That was when I learned that stealing - not paying for a product at a store with money - is wrong. 
In our economy, our government, and our culture we pay for things we want with money. We 
cannot just have them or take them if we want them. Even now, when I think about stealing, I 
have that hot fear, the gut-wrenching feeling from when my father was angry and turned my 
soul.  
 
I was interpellated. Getting in trouble is a good example of being interpellated. I was 
interpellated when I got in trouble, and I got with the program of not stealing. 
 
Interpellations like this happen all the time all over the place: family, school, media, sports, 
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shops, government offices. Interpellations get us with the program of daily life in society. They 
are the concrete moments when we learn to live in our society. Teachable moments. 
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At School 
 
The first memory I have of getting in trouble at school - though I'm sure there were many - was 
in first grade. I was seven years old. Mrs. Saunders was our teacher. The room was bright with 
colored posters students had made at some point during the year. The sun was shining. I sat in 
the second or third row at a little pupil desk. Just like all the other students, I looked forward and 
paid attention to the lesson, whatever it was. Then picked my nose and ate the mucus.  
 
Mrs. Saunders saw me. She had been on her way to the blackboard, or maybe to her desk at the 
front of the room. In any case she stopped what she was doing when she saw me. In front of 
everyone, she faced me. She stopped and turned her shoulders, standing over us at the front of 
the classroom, and addressed me, just me. The full force of her whole body was oriented right at 
me. Unlike the moment with my father, I remember exactly what she said:  
 
"David, that is disgusting!" 
 
I even remember the way she said it. She drew out the "dee" sound of the word "disgusting" in a 
crescendo, which ended with a guttural emphasis on the "guh" sound in the middle of the word. 
It sounded to me like "deees-GUH-sting!"  
 
I got that feeling again, that transition from okay-to-not okay feeling where I was, in fact, the one 
who was responsible. My soul turned. 
 
This time I had a big audience: my classmates all looked at me. I don't remember their reactions 
so much as the feeling as being singled out, that it was me, in fact, that Mrs. Saunders was 
talking about; me, in fact, who was doing something disgusting.  
 
I maybe had been aware that picking my nose and eating it was illicit, unclean, or unhygienic. 
But I didn't really know it. I learned at that moment - I was interpellated - that we do not to pick 
our noses and eat it in this society.  
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Get with the program 
 
Both the Batman's feet and nose-picking anecdotes show something else. In that soul-turning 
moment when my gut wrenched because I'd been seen doing something wrong, there was an 
individual behavior - something I was doing - that society does not permit. Essentially, my father 
and Mrs. Saunders were saying, “David, we don't do that around here. Get with the program.” 
 
There's a mixture of the individual and collective at this moment, a dissonance when an 
individual - me, in fact - did something that society - we, us - have decided to prohibit. There is a 
collectively agreed upon imagined relation to the world that tells us "do not steal" and "do not 
pick your nose." And there are concrete moments when we learn these things deeply, so that we 
do not do them anymore. 
 
Other societies at other times or places may not have the same imagined relations, but ours does. 
We do not steal. We do not pick our noses. I had to learn that our society has a program, that 
there is a way we do things around here.  
 
Interpellation is a moment of forced integration into that program - when consent to the program 
gets configured. 
 
I didn’t know, but then I learned: we do not take things without paying, we do not pick our 
noses. The interpellation is the moment someone confronts me to tell me this and it sinks in so 
that I get with the program. When I believe-suspect-know that I am the one, in fact, who has not 
understood.  
 
Interpellation is the completed "teachable moment." It is when I go from being an idiot to a 
citizen, an individual to a subject of ideology. The soul turns, the gut wrenches, and I now 
imagine the same imagination that others do when it comes to taking things and picking my 
nose. After the interpellation, I am with the program: my imagination prohibits and permits the 
things that others’ imaginations prohibit and permit.  
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Not anything impactful 
 
An interpellation isn't just something that made an impact on you, or shaped who you are today - 
not all impactful experiences are interpellations. But all interpellations are impactful experiences, 
just ones of a certain kind. They are the kind of impactful experience whose impact leaves an 
impression that orients you to what others do around you, sometimes called norms, patterns of 
acceptable behavior. The interpellation makes you the kind of person that does the acceptable 
behavior. It makes it so that acceptable behavior is now part of who you are. It is second nature. 
To not do it would betray yourself. 
 
You follow the pattern because it - this image - is part of who you are now.  
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I don't remember what I learned in school  
 
I don't remember exactly what I learned in my classes at school, and it's common to hear this 
from students studying education: “What was the point of all that school? I don't remember a 
single thing!”  
 
Yet these comments typically occur in conversations where all kinds of rules, lessons, patterns 
are occurring to keep the situation going. If you’re saying that you don’t remember anything 
from school, you have made a life for yourself within our society based in some part on what you 
learned in school - or at least that we went to school and completed the process. For instance, 
there are a number of things you learned in school that make it possible for your say - in that way 
at that moment, politely - that you don’t remember what you learned in school. 
 
Why don’t we remember what we learned in school, exactly? 
 
First, there is no need to remember because what we learned in school was to become the kind of 
person that does this and that, which we are doing all the time. It's not memory of facts that 
happens in school learning but rather the incorporation of patterns, codes, and expectations 
which we act out in the everyday. If we had to remember these things, then school would be less 
effective at achieving its goal. The point is that you don’t have to remember what you learn. 
 
Second, it makes sense that we wouldn't remember these patterns because through interpellations 
they have become part of ourselves - we are in fact the people that behave in this and that way 
because we learned it at school. It would be like saying, “what’s the point of having lungs, I 
never remember to breath!” The things we learn at school are second nature, like breathing.  
 
Third, interpellations compose how we see not just what we see, and it’s hard to always 
remember how we’re seeing things. I wear glasses, for instance. I rarely remember that what I'm 
seeing through my glasses are images focused by my glasses. I just see through the glasses and 
then assume that the world is the way it looks. I don't remember to think about my glasses all the 
time, I just don't think about them, because they are a part of what makes my world appear the 
way it does. But I’m always wearing them - and I can take them off whenever I want. Or put 
different ones on when I want.  
 
So it is with what we learn in school through interpellation: the real lessons are the ones we 
forget because they've been so deeply woven into the fabric of who we are that to remember 
them would mean that we didn’t learn them correctly - the point is to not remember and continue 
believing.  
  

9 



Testing 
 
The summer of 1994 was a particularly exciting one summer: I’d be going to a camp for two 
weeks for the first time, and then traveling with my parents on vacation. I was ten years old. 
 
Earlier that year I took several state-mandated standardized tests in reading, writing, and 
mathematics. I was in fourth grade. I remember feeling nervous while taking the tests: everything 
at school stopped, the normal routines and lessons to which I’d grown accustomed ceased and 
the test became our focus.  
 
On the day of the test our teacher handed out the workbooks with the image of the state of 
Connecticut on the front. The paper was gray, thin, and smelled like grassy pulp. I don’t 
remember the questions themselves, but I do remember looking around and seeing my 
classmates taking the test also. I remember the time written in chalk on the chalkboard in front of 
us, alerting us to when we’d started and when we would have to stop. I remember our teacher 
waiting for us to finish, watching to make sure we didn’t cheat. It was a little unpleasant, but 
largely unmemorable. 
 
After school ended, maybe the week after school was over and summer was about to begin, I 
remember sitting in my room. My mother knocked on the door and asked me to come outside, 
where our house had a small deck. I followed her. My father was sitting there in shirtsleeves. The 
sun was strong and my mother sat next to him. In his lap was an envelope with the image of 
Connecticut on the front. He reached into the envelope and pulled out a single sheet of paper, 
which had lines of text printed in block letters. There were numbers and words placed next to 
one another: my state test scores. 
 
My father asked me to come over and look at the piece of paper. I did, and saw that under one of 
the categories it said “unsatisfactory.” He said that if I did not score higher on such tests in the 
future, then I wouldn’t be allowed to go to summer camp. I remember feeling nervous and 
confused. It got under my skin. The feeling was a kind of anxious disturbance, a guilt without 
understanding. It was the first time a state test had affected my life in some way, and I didn’t 
understand why it might be so important that I get certain scores on them. But I did understand 
that I had to get better scores on them in the future. The same was true for grades.  
 
The test interpellated me in this case: I learned that I had to behave in a certain way with these 
tests, that around here we perform well on state tests - or else. 
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Where did my friends go? 
 
I went to a private elementary school from four years old until I was eleven. The school served 
the wealthier Jewish community in the part of central-western Connecticut where I lived. After I 
graduated Maimonides Academy, I went to a public middle school, Rogers Park, serving the 
entire town. Danbury had roughly 60,000 people at that time. A good number of those residents 
were immigrants and people of color.  
 
Rogers Park had a tracking system for its students according to "ability" and "intelligence." 
High-performing students with good grades took "honors" level classes, while students with 
mid-range grades took "regular" classes. There were "special education" and "remedial" 
programs as well.  
 
The public school system can sometimes have difficulties processing information, and the school 
administration could not confirm that the content I learned at Maimonides met the criteria for the 
honors level, except for reading and writing. I was put in regular level classes for science, math, 
and history, and then an honors level literature course (extra classes such as art, home 
economics, gym, and shop class were exempted from this stratification).  
 
I made good friends in my science classes. I remember them distinctly. I was close to Enrique 
and Jose. They had brown skin, and spoke with accents inflected with Latin American Spanish. I 
saw them in most of my classes, except for literature, where there were other students I met 
named Jeff, Chris, and Andrew. These students had the pinkish color of skin known as white.  
 
But race is only one social category. A friend of mine in math named James had white skin, but 
lived in a small house a few miles from me. His father was a truck driver and his mother had an 
illness and could not work. I remember his Rottweiler dog. I do not remember going to Enrique 
or Jose’s houses, and have only one memory of Jose coming to my house. I do not know if this 
was intentional. Andrew and Jeff, however, lived in bigger houses. Their parents were doctors 
and businesspeople.  
 
In seventh grade I was moved to honors science classes, as well as honors history. The mistake 
with my grades from Maimonides had been corrected. I saw my friends Enrique and Jose less 
and less, and saw people like Andrew and Jeff more and more. Interestingly, I saw James some 
more and spent time with another white friend, whose father was a construction worker, Mike.  
 
But by then I'd noticed the change, and wondered - with a light sense of confusion that I never 
raised nor did anyone raise it with me - where Enrique and Jose had gone. They were not in the 

11 



honors level classes.  
 
The sense of confusion about their disappearance from my life, through the subtle neglect 
created when no one asks, settled into a kind of obviousness and normality. Again, there was a 
change. This transition was not gut-wrenching, but yet my soul turned: I learned that people like 
Enrique and Jose - and increasingly people like James - were not, in fact, the kind of students in 
honors classes. I was the kind of person that was in honors classes, like Andrew and Jeff.  
 
This remained true throughout high school, where I sometimes saw my former friends passing in 
the hallway. We barely recognized each other. We did not say hello. When I went off to an 
expensive private university in Washington, DC, I was not surprised to see that most people 
there were not like my friends in the sixth grade, when the public school had made a mistake.  
 
To say that I was not surprised at university is not really correct. Being surprised assumes that 
you are actually thinking about something - expecting it - and then something different happens. 
I was not actually thinking about the kind of person who attended classes with me at college or 
high school. I was not expecting that people with different skin colors and economic resources 
than mine would or would not be present. I just didn’t think about it. 
 
The tracking system had interpellated me in this case. It had turned my soul so that I did not 
think about race and class stratifications, and how schools reproduce them. I learned that it was 
not something to think about.  
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Falling in love  
 
Interpellation is not only a gut-wrenching, difficult, unpleasant moment. It is also deeply 
personal. some have said that it is like falling in love.  
 
I fell in love with my partner at a bar. It was our first date. I didn't know I was falling in love but 
when I think about it now that's when it happened. We'd been dancing bachata, a South 
American dance. The date had been going well, better than most dates I'd been on at that time. 
We took a break from the dance floor. I sat on a stool, ordered us two drinks, and Shelly put her 
arm around my neck and leaned on me. Her hand rested on my collar bone, a friendly gesture. 
She didn't say anything, just put her arm around me and waited for the beers, listening to the 
music. It was so intimate. That's when I fell in love with her, if I had to guess. It was a 
transformational feeling, as though my inner life were a galaxy and there was a shift in the 
gravitational forces between the parts of myself. This person had arrived. When she put her arm 
around me I remember thinking to myself "who are you?" Something transformed within me. 
The physical space was the same. The bar was the bar, the stool was the stool, but I was no 
longer what I had been. There was something new about me and what was new about me was 
this person. There was a shift, a movement--something changed. I was moved. I became so 
interested in this person that I shifted my life significantly around her. If someone were to ask me 
who I am, for example, pretty soon I'd start talking about Shelly.  
 
We describe the process of establishing this deep connection 'falling in' love. I don't know why 
we say that. Maybe we fall because there is such a significant change, a reorientation of who we 
are, that it is outside our control. Like we're falling. But we always fall in love with someone: 
there is another person there. It's this other person who shifts our inner life so significantly, and 
the sense of the depth of that connection, is like a gravitational force.  
 
For some psychologists, love names how we become who we are: babies fall in love with their 
parents and through this process develop into personalities that inherit and reject certain of their 
features. This process of incorporating features and elements from our surroundings doesn't stop 
either. It keeps going, all the time.  
 
There are things other than love that we can 'fall into'. Falling is a metaphor. We can also fall 
into ideology - that’s an interpellation. While Shelly didn’t interpellate me, being interpellated is 
like the experience of falling in love. 
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Part II 
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Is Interpellation Passive? 
 
Interpellation makes it seem like there is something that is being done to us. It seems like we are 
passive creatures that receive the social order, which is active. It is tempting to say society 
interpellates us, and that: "I was interpellated by society." But we are actively doing things to be 
interpellated. We learn. And it is not clear at all who or what interpellates. Certainly my father, 
Mrs. Saunders, the Connecticut state test, and the tracking system at Rogers Park interpellated 
me. But what are they, exactly?  
 
They were the bearers of a structure that they maintain through their actions. In saying and doing 
what they said and did, they reproduced imagined relation to real conditions - an ideology that 
codes a structure, a society that is immanent in its effects.  
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Ideology = imagined relations to real conditions 
 
Interpellations are all about ideology. Ideology is a set of imagined relations to real conditions.  
 
Real conditions are the complex layers of stuff that make up reality. Having an imagined 
relationship to the real conditions means thinking that this complex reality is one or way or 
another, that it is “cut and dry” or “is what it is.”  
 
When someone says "well, it is what it is," then you know they are talking about an ideology. 
 
Reality is always more complicated than how ideology alludes.  
 
Ideology presents a world that people extract from reality for certain reasons. People allude to 
the way things are - this is an ideology. They are not under an illusion, but rather are alluding to 
a world that is never as complex as reality. They allude to their imagined relation to the real 
conditions - which is never just "their" individual relation, but rather the social structure’s.  
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Wings 
 
Every time an interpellation happens, an ideology gets it wings.  
 
 
  

17 



Race and Gender 
 
Race, for example, is an ideology that imagines that people with certain physical or cultural (skin 
color) features belong to a certain kind of category (black, white) which becomes associated with 
certain meanings (inferior/superior).  
 
Gender too: people with certain physical or cultural features (penis, vagina) should behave in 
certain ways (be manly, be lady-like). 
 
People get interpellated into their race. They get interpellated into their gender.  
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Reproduction 
 
Interpellations reproduce ideologies. 
 
Reproducing means to create anew, maintain, continue, perpetuate. It’s like biological 
reproduction: living things create themselves a new when they reproduce. They maintain the 
existence of their species. They continue the passage of their traits and genes.  
 
Reproduction is making sameness during changing circumstances. 
 
Schools are one of the most important sites of interpellations: they mostly reproduce society as it 
is, but can also reproduce other kinds of societies.  
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Consent 
 
Interpellations create consent to ideologies.  
 
  

20 



Individuality  
 
We are not born knowing we are individuals, we must learn to become individuals by being told 
that we are individuals and that individuals are thus and so. We are interpellated as individuals 
and we become individuals when those around us and our environment alludes to our 
individuality. Isn't it funny that we are all individuals? It means we're all the same. 
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Images 
 
You can't see your own eyes. While you can see sunsets and movies and taxi cabs with your 
eyes, your eyes can't see themselves as they are. Even if you took out your own eye and looked 
at it, still that would be one of your eyes seeing the other, and it's not clear that the eye you've 
taken out is still your eye.  
 
You can see a reflection of your eye, but this is only a reflection - not the eye itself. This is a big 
problem for humans.  
 
Your eye is the thing that sees, and because it is the thing that sees it will never see itself like it 
sees other things. If you think about your eye as if it were a person, they would be a tragic figure: 
always trying to see but never able to see themselves.  
 
Well, it would only be a tragedy if this person wanted to see everything, including themselves, or 
took a particular interest in seeing themselves.  
 
As babies, humans are exactly this way: wanting to see and discover. At a certain point - in the 
first six months of life - a baby wants to see themselves, but they can't. Frustrated, they look 
around wondering if other things are themselves and find other people and objects and creatures. 
In this phase, they are constantly asking, without language, “is that me?”  
 
Anything will do to answer this urgent question. Faces, voices, objects, reflections. All of these 
partially answer the question, but never in full.  
 
So it never works, fully. Only partially. Just as the eye cannot see itself, the self cannot know 
itself. I’m not the reflection I see in the mirror. I’m not the people around me. I cannot know who 
I am, fully. 
 
But I get enough of an answer that I’m satisfied. The baby sees their parents, familiar objects and 
people, their own reflection in a mirror. They say, “yes, that must be me.” That sentence of 
consolation - it must be me - turns into a kind of thought, layering into what becomes the 
ever-expanding thought about the self.  
 
The “it” in “it must be me” is a presentation, a painting done by the senses and drives, added to a 
gallery engaged in a never-ending exhibition called Who I Am. “It” - the thing that must be - is a 
portrait of a moment, a memory in color. Race, gender, class and other social categories emerge 
from these portraits and get digested into the interior exhibition of the self.  
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The search continues well into adulthood for “is that me.” People are always sort of doing and 
asking this question, answering it to themselves by painting a portrait of whatever they find and 
adding it to the collection. They’re images. The images form into an imaginary relation to the 
real conditions of existence - and thus an ideology. 
 
Interpellations happen because of this constant searching for an answer to the question. An 
interpellation adds images to the collection. Interpellations happen because we are always open 
to them, always asking who we are and never getting the full answer.  
 
Before going to a party, I look in the mirror to see how I look, if I look good, if I will look good 
to others. I'm always frustrated by the fact that I know others don't see me that way, that my 
appearance is reversed in the mirror, but the problem is too difficult to solve so I just believe the 
image: yes, that is me. But it's not. I go the party anyway, still unconsciously wondering. 
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Being guided  
 
Because the images make up the self, they are how the self makes decisions. Certain images 
become “should” images and others “should not” images. When the self follows the should and 
should not images it is being guided by those images.  
 
And because we don't know every part of ourselves, we are guided by things we don't know 
about. 
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Part III  
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Interpellation machine 
 
Imagine a machine. It’s about the height of a person. It looks like a coat rack, with a box-like 
"head" on top of a spine, and legs holding it steady on the bottom. 
 
The machine's "head," or top part, is a set of very thin picture frames connected by rails along 
their sides. There are thousands of them stacked together very tightly.  
 
There is a cage-like structure holding these frames to the spine. It contains the frames in it, and 
it's spring-loaded, such that the frames - when deployed - extend outward, sort of like one of 
those joke boxing gloves at the end of an extending coat rack. When a trigger is pulled, it springs 
out.  
 
The machine moves in this way: a frame in the cage shoots out from the others in a certain 
direction, extending on an arm, so it is still connected to the machine because of the rails.  
 
The frame comes out at you from the cage, like a blank painting on a wall that wants you to be in 
it and starts to chase you.  
 
The machine is secured by bolted wood to a wall, or some structure. The machine can also be on 
wheels and do its work, ambling around.  
 
The frames aren't empty, though. They have a translucent, putty-like substance that is pliable and 
flexible, like a thin clay, that can capture the features of whatever it makes contact with. At first, 
the substance is wet and shapeable in the cage, like new concrete. But after it makes contact with 
whatever it aims to capture, the substance hardens, like concrete setting. It’s not as hard as 
concrete - more like the tough rubber on a plunger or a thick rubber band.  
 
So the machine sends out a frame of shapeable rubber in some direction, to capture something - 
typically a person's face, but it could be a non-human object too. It lets the arm linger on this 
target for just long enough to take an impression of it. Then the arm retracts back, so the frame - 
now hardened into a rubber portrait-impression of the target - returns to the cage.  
 
There's a second part of the process.  
 
On the other side of the cage with the empty frames waiting to go outwards, there is another 
cage. This second cage, attached to the other side of the spine, contains a complex amalgam of 
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hardened rubber impressions - the results of the frame process completed by the other side of the 
machine.  
 
The rubber impressions are all grafted and layered onto one another. This combination of rubber 
impressions looks like a twisted ball-square, a polygon made of faces, words, places, objects...all 
smushed into one another so that the objects themselves maintain much of their original features, 
but also get stretched or compacted, distorted, as they become part of the mass.  
 
This second cage is slightly heated to keep the rubber pliable. The resulting bolus is like a 
terribly made  spherical cake, having no distinct form except the idiosyncratic result of piling 
rubber impressions one on top of the other.  
 
The entire process of the interpellation machine: A frame goes out and takes the impression of 
it's target, the machine retraces the frame back to the first cage, but then a series of little 
mechanical arms grab the rubber impression, now hardened, and pass it back to the second cage, 
where another set of arms add the new impression to the bolus. The whole thing buzzes.  
 
This is what it’s like to be interpellated. 
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Intersectionality 
 
An imagined relation to real conditions is as expansive as the imagination. Everything that 
makes a social structure go must be imagined, and categories have been helpful over the 
generations to properly place beings in the right way to make sure the structure continues.  
 
Beings must have races, genders, species, classes, abilities, religions, and nationalities.  
 
The beings must, to the extent that they can, understand they are in fact a certain gender, race, 
class, ability.  
 
Any given interpellation has categories riding it. Multiple categories. The categories will be 
ordered in a certain way, primary and secondary and tertiary salience, and the categories will mix 
with one another like chemicals or ingredients such that the interpellation will be idiosyncratic 
for each individual to become subject to the ideology.  
 
Intersectionality shows us the myriad ways one social structure can conjure its single relation of 
production among such difference.  
  

28 



Counter-interpellation 
 
Not all interpellations are successful. For an interpellation to succeed, there has to be an 
imagined relation to real conditions. There has to be someone who has not gotten with the 
program. In a concrete moment, the person has to believe-suspect-know that they are the ones 
who are not with the program. Then they get with the program.  
 
But a lot has to happen for this to be successful. It doesn’t always work. A lot of times, people 
just don’t get it. And sometimes, they consciously or unconsciously change the program. They 
change the imagined relation to real conditions.  
 
When someone takes up and takes on an ideology in a concrete moment, reversing the 
interpellation so that it serves a purpose that goes against its original intent, that is a 
counter-interpellation. 
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A grain of sand 
 
A completed interpellation is like dropping a grain of sand on a beach. The grain comes to rest in 
either a big, well-developed pile or becomes part of a small heap.  
 
After millions of interpellations over time a topography develops with contours and high mounds 
and ditches. If enough counter-interpellations happen against the grain, the topography can 
change, but the balance of forces are usually greater than any given grain-placer will want to 
admit.  
 
Society is like a beach, or layers of rock. It has a complex structure that shifts all the time, grains 
moving this way and that, each having tiny effects which accumulate into other bigger effects 
and then ultimately turn into volcanic eruptions, tectonic shifts, and the creation of continents. 
 
Society therefore has a structure, and there are different forces in the structure that we can point 
to. One force keeps the existing structure the way that it is (a “top-down”, repressive, 
superstructure force). Another force roots the structure (a “bottom-up” base force), arranging the 
grains and levels and regions in a certain way. Each of these forces continue forward in time, 
reproducing themselves until something changes.  
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A hut 
 
Societies are not like beaches or layers of earth exactly though, since they are fashioned and 
maintained for certain purposes according to certain interests. Another metaphor for a society 
could be a hut.  
 
The repressive force is like a roof, holding things in place from the top down. This roof 
represents government, police, military, law, and court systems. It is the way society makes sure 
it does not fall down, and keeps the rain and sun out. (Key term: repressive state apparatus.) 
 
The base or bottom-up force that arranges that layout of the hut is like the floor and basement. 
This floor represents the economy, or mode of production. It is the way the society is rooted to 
the earth, connects with basic resources without which the society could not function in anyway. 
(Key term: modes of production.) 
 
The middle of the hut, or the posts and walls, are where we live: family, school, culture, sports, 
media, religion. It is the space created by the government and economy, and so is the thing that 
we experience directly over time, but also the thing that helps to maintain consent to living in 
this hut at this time. (Key term: ideological state apparatuses.) 
 
Ideologies tell us how the hut should be designed, maintained, and fashioned. They tell us how to 
live within the walls of the society. They are things in our heads that create our consent to living 
in a particular hut.  
 
Interpellations are how we learn to live in this hut and keep it going, either as it is or differently.  
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A play 
 
The best metaphor for society would be a combination of the beach and the hut. A play does this. 
In a play, there is no single author, yet there is a clear series of roles that combine to form the 
action. There is also a house-like structure, the theater.  
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Our society: capitalism and democracy 
 
Our society has a capitalist economy for its floor and a representative democratic government for 
its roof. Our culture is a complex mess of religions, nationalities, musics, foods, and routines.  
 
United States capitalism is an economic arrangement where a few own most resources privately 
(key term: capitalists, bourgeoisie), and these few pay everyone else to work for them (key term: 
proletariat, workers). Capitalists and workers, whether they can feel it or not, are always fighting 
with each other to get more for themselves (key term: class struggle). Most things - most 
importantly nature and human life - are worth some amount of money and are exchanged in 
markets. In capitalism, to make a living, you have to work for money. This a noble scam: the 
amount of value you generate by working is always more than you get paid for it - it couldn't be 
otherwise when someone else pays you work (key term: exploitation). You have to buy things 
you need with money. This is all very competitive. The few who own most resources compete 
with each other to make the most money, while most people compete for opportunities to make 
enough money to live. It is up to individuals, who are “free” to compete in this setting, to make 
their lives together. It is possible in principle for anyone to be very rich in this arrangement, but 
unlikely that anyone in particular will be rich or even well taken care of. There is great wealth 
and poverty, with most people in the second category but always hoping to be in the first, while 
some have made benefited from compromises made by the wealthy. Debt is everywhere. 
Sometimes the people who work for the people that own everything get together and demand 
better pay and working conditions. These are unions. Sometimes they strike to make sure the 
capitalists know they mean business. Without unions, only capitalists can look out for workers 
best interests. Only 11% of workers are unionized in the US.  
 
Yet the government does provide some measure of help to workers. Because of our local, state, 
and federal government the United States has multiple repressive state apparatuses. Each of these 
have executive, legislative, and judicial branches by which decisions are made and implemented. 
We elect officials to each level of government, who then appoint officials to other posts that 
make our government run. We have a partially social-democratic arrangement where government 
provides services to citizens using tax dollars. These services include schools, infrastructure, 
libraries, transportation, housing healthcare, social security. Recently, these programs have been 
weakened. We also have the largest most powerful military in the world, as well as a police force 
that uses military tactics and resources.  
 
The culture emerging from, reproducing, and resisting our government and economy is complex. 
Some things that unite and divide us, each of which is shaped by a dominance of one aspect over 
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another: urban/suburban/rural geography; Christian/non-Christian/secular religious belief; 
chosen/forced immigration heritage (white versus black races, e.g.); male/female/intersex 
hierarchies; levels of education; access and usage of technology.  
 
Interpellations are coded with mixtures of the structures mentioned above - they are how we 
come to consent to living in this hut right now.  
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Important lessons for teachers from this pamphlet 
 
One of the most important lessons for teachers in this book is that students come in 
unconsciously wondering who and what they are in ways described above. They have been 
interpellated by thousands of moments in their lives, built distinct selves out of others, and are 
still building. They are interpellation machines that have layers upon layers of clay in their cages, 
each very different, but, depending on the conditions in their society, their place in the social 
structure, there can be similarities and idiosyncracies - they are eccentric bearers of the social 
structure.  
 
The second important lesson is that teachers interpellate. Schools are places to reproduce 
ideology and teachers do this work whether we like it or not. We are sending out interpellations, 
some of which land and others don't.  
 
If you think about these things together you'll see that it's important to do the following: 
 

A) You have been interpellated in some way. Over time you have been integrated into an 
ideology. You will not be fully conscious of this ideology but you can become conscious 
of it. Here are some important questions to ask. What is the program you're with? What is 
the story of how you got with that program? How does this program guide your thinking 
day to day? How do you try to get other people to get with this program? What parts of 
this program - once you've become aware of it - do agree with? What don't you agree 
with?  

B) Know about your students’ experiences outside the classroom. What are they bribing in? 
You won't be able to know everything exactly in advance, but you could make some 
guesses. These guesses should be provisional though. Never think you know about 
students until you yourself have observed them.  

C) Listen and watch students very carefully to see how they've been interpellated. Focus on 
counter-interpellations.  
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