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Erica Kalberer: Social Critique Draft Feedback 
I think you’re onto something here, in looking at the ideological work that religion does. 
However, I’m not totally sure if you’re really exposing it until the end of the essay here, in part 
because the language surrounding ideology below feels inaccurate (at least when set against 
Althusser’s discussion). Here are some revision ideas: 
 

1) I think the first thing I’d do here is to think a little bit more expansively about Althusser’s 
notion of ideology. You’re right on when describing his the two theses—although I’d add 
a bit about ritual practice, because ideology doesn’t work on buildings, it works on us. 
More importantly, I would describe what that work is. Remembering that this is 
fundamentally a Marxist approach, it should come as no surprise that Althusser is really 
interesting in showing how ideology is there to maintain a society’s structure—to 
“reproduce the conditions of production.” I would also make sure to consider ideology as 
not as a thing, and definitely not as one among many things. Instead, it’s more like an 
overarching force that finds expression across a number of state apparatuses, and works 
in many venues to maintain social power structures. There is only one ideology. And 
there’s no being in a society without being worked on by ideology. At least according to 
Althusser. 
 

2) In general, I think that this means that religion as “an” ideology is a false notion. It’s  
actually one of many state institutions (like the family, the government, the education 
system) through which ideology operates. In many cases, you might actually consider 
whether or not a different state apparatus (or ISA) is at work, or how the material 
institutions and roles at stake (like a church or priest or king) are working ideologically. I 
don’t know if the bible shout-outs are helpful for this purpose, or even clear most of the 
time. That makes more sense in a contextual study, where you would provide the bible as 
a “background” source for reading Hamlet, which wasn’t really the assignment. 
 

3) Finally, I’d be more careful with your close reading. In the analyses I see below, you’re 
pulling bits of text and discussing them as if they weren’t part of the utterance that we’re 
looking at. See, for example, my note below about the ghost calling himself a “spirit.” 
This is prohibiting you from actually seeing ideology at work, as is the case with 
Claudius’s speech; you quote the little bit out of context, without actually describing he’s 
saying and how that bit fits in. 
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Religion as an Ideology 

 Within Shakespeare’s, Hamlet, the idea, practices, and beliefs in religion are displayed 

through different characters in many different ways. In taking a look at these actions and 

comparing them to Louis Althusser’s theories on ideology, we are able to confirm that religion 

plays a large role in the lives of Hamlet’s characters. Through proper analysis of religion 

displayed within Hamlet in comparison to Althusser’s ideas on ideology, it can be shown that 

religion within the play is considered an ideological concept.  

 Louis Althusser has two theories on the concept of ideology as explained within his 

article, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses.” Within this article, Althusser explains that 

he has two theories on ideology. The first being that “ideology is a ‘representation’ of the 

imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence” (Althusser 1498). His 

second thesis is that “ideology has a material existence” (Althusser 1500). These two theses, in 

order to be considered ideological, need to present in the concept being evaluated. For example, 

religion would be considered an ideology because it is a belief that exists within the lives of 

millions of people. It also has a material existence as it includes church buildings, statues of 

religious figures, and physical symbols such as the cross. These ideologies of religion are seen 

within Hamlet as displayed through different characters. 

Comment [Office1]: There is only one ideology in a 
given society. It’s more of a force than a thing. It is 
expressed through a number of state apparatuses, but 
ideology is really the same social force operating 
across those apparatuses. 
Comment [Office2]: Can you explain further? 

Comment [Office3]: …because why would you do that 
unless you have a question to answer using this tool.  

Comment [Office4]: I’m not sure if this needs proving, 
at least in Althusser’s formuation.  

Comment [Office5]: Theses. Theories are different. 

Comment [Office6]: ? 

Comment [Office7]: “Considered as an agent of 
ideology…” 
 
“considered to be functioning ideologically…” 

Comment [Office8]: you’re forgetting ritual, which is 
probably the most important thing here 

Comment [Office9]: I’d cut this. It’s not doing anything. 
And there aren’t many “ideologies of religion” in 
Althusser’s formulation.  
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 Religion is displayed through the ghost of Hamlet Sr. as he makes an appearance to 

Hamlet. This is the first time Hamlet has seen his father since his death. Here, religion is being 

displayed through symbolism in the analogy used by Hamlet Sr. He says to Hamlet: 

  I am thy father’s spirit 

  Doom’d for a certain term to walk the night, 

  And for the day confin’d to fast in fires, 

  Till the foul crimes done in my days of nature 

  Are burnt and purg’d away. (1.5.9-13) 

Religion is seen here as an idea within the line “I am thy father’s spirit.” This connects to the 

Holy Spirit as a symbol within religious beliefs and the idea that God is the father of Jesus. 

Religion as a material existence is displayed here in Hamlet Sr. physically presenting himself to 

Hamlet. Although his individual appearance is not a religious figure, the figure of a ghostly 

presence saying “I am thy father’s spirit” is a physical example of a religious experience. 

Althusser’s theses of an ideology are seen as displayed in Hamlet Sr.  

 Hamlet Sr.’s brother, Claudius, also shows Althusser’s ideas of ideology through religion 

as he speaks upon the sins he has consummated in reference to murdering his brother and 

marrying Hamlet’s mother. Within his speech, he admits to feeling guilty of his actions. This is 

seen as he says: 

O, my offense is rank, it smells to heaven, 

It hath the primal eldest curse upon’t 

A brother’s murther. Pray can I not, 

Though inclination be as sharp as will. (3.3.36-39) 

Comment [Office10]: ? Does it? Spirit seems to mean 
“ghost “ here, and this particular spirit is “confin’d to fast 
in fires” when he’s not walking around earth—as in, 
he’s in hell. Which is a weird place for the Holy Spirit to 
be. 

Comment [Office11]: How so?  

Comment [Office12]: I’d cut this. 

Comment [Office13]: Can you get more specific? 
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Claudius is declaring his guilt for his actions of killing his own brother. Religion as an idea is 

seen as he says, “a brother’s murther.” This related back to the story of Cain and Abel which is a 

biblical story of the murder of one brother from another. This takes on a physical existence in the 

action of Claudius killing his brother. Together, this supports Althusser’s ideological theses. 

 Religion as an ideology is supported in Hamlet’s decisions not to kill Claudius. Hamlet 

walks in on Claudius as he is praying. His vulnerable position would make an easy target for 

Hamlet but he changes his mind as he realizes Claudius would be sent to heaven if he were 

murdered while praying. Hamlet’s thoughts are seen as he speaks: 

  Now might I do it [pat], now’a is a-praying; 

  And now I’ll do’t -- and so’a goes to heaven, 

  And so am I [reveng’d]. That would be scann’d: 

  A villain kills my father, and for that 

  I, his sole son, do this same villain send 

  To heaven. (3.3.73-78) 

Hamlet would rather have Claudius end up in hell to pay for his actions of killing his father. The 

idea that if you are killed while praying, you will go to heaven is a religious belief and therefore 

supports Althusser’s first thesis. This is supported because it shows this belief as an idea. His 

second thesis is supported in Claudius’s actions of kneeling down and praying. His vulnerable 

position is what made Hamlet realize that he was praying and therefore changed his mind not to 

kill Claudius  right then and there. These actions as displayed by Hamlet help to support 

Althusser’s ideas of an ideology in that religion is present as an ideological idea.  

 Religion is displayed and exemplified within Hamlet through many different ways by 

many different characters. Althusser’s theses on ideology are seen through religion within the 

Comment [Office14]: You’re picking quotations almost 
at random, without actually explaining what Claudius is 
actually saying 
 
The reference is right, but I don’t think it shows 
“ideology” without actually explaining how that 
reference is used in the play. 
Comment [Office15]: ? 

Comment [Office16]: me? 

Comment [Office17]: Yes, this makes sense as 
ideology. But you’re missing Althusser’s major point—
that ideology is there to preserve a society that 
supports the ruling class. Which is basically exactly 
what the effect is here. The fact that it’s religiously-
oriented is less important than the ideological work that 
religion is doing for those in power. 
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play. Not only was it shown as an idea and belief through the different characters but there were 

also physical representations of religion as well. As these actions from different characters are 

analyzed, it can be found that religion as an ideology is supported within Hamlet as it connects to 

Althusser’s theses.  
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