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Summary:

Stuart Hall wants to address the debate of ideology as a general problem of theory. He wants to 
“identify the most telling weaknesses and limitations in the classical marxist formulations about 
ideology; and to assess what has been gained, what deserves to be lost, and what needs to be re-
tained — and perhaps rethought — in the light of the critiques.” (pg. 25) Hall states that it is the 
western interpretation of ideology that has created much of the debate and problems. Hall’s strat-
egy is to not emphasis the theory as the problem of ideology, he instead believes “the problem of 
ideology is to give an account, within materialistic theory, of how social ideas arise.” (pg. 26)

Hall defines ideology as “the mental frameworks — the languages, the concepts, categories, imag-
ery of thought, and systems of representation — which different classes and social groups deploy in 
order to make sense of, define, figure out and render intelligible the way society works.” (pg. 26)

Marx mostly uses the word ideology as linked to manifestations of bourgeois thought, but more 
specifically to the negative and historic features. “They were contesting the anti-materialist phi-
losophy which underpinned the dominance of those ideas.” (pg. 28) Hall discusses the ultimate 
reductionism of ideas and its relation to economic power. He questions the value of dominant ideas 
in relation to the “ruling class” and the ideas being the “exclusive property of that class.” (pg. 29)

Hall discusses how Althusser began to move the concepts of ideology away from an ‘expressive 
totality’ approach to a more linguistic or discursive approach. He also gives the reader a definition 
of discourse and psychoanalytic theory and then connects the problem of ideology with the way 
“ideological subjects were formed through psychoanalytic processes.” (pg. 31) 

One of the important points that Hall raises is the idea of interpretation of “falseness or distortion 
ideology, from a different standpoint.”(p. 33) Hall discusses the idea of ideologies through repre-
sentation — language as the “medium in which ideology is generated and transformed” and the 
context driven nature of meaning. 



Hall summarizes his article by discussing the on going ideological negotiation that takes place be-
tween classes. “Ideas only become effective is they do, in the end, connect with a particular constel-
lation of social forces. In that sense, ideological struggle is part of the general social struggle for 
mastery and leadership — in short for hegemony.”( pg. 43)

Response:

According to Hall, one of the origins of the problems of ideology is that Marx never intended for it 
to have law-like meaning — Marx himself used the term in many different ways. The idea of one 
class, the “ruling class” dictating ideological meaning is unrealistic because different classes are 
in constant negotiation. This connects to our past readings regarding the different approaches to 
representation — reflective, intentional, and constructionist — and meaning construction, and how 
people construct meaning utilizing their different cultural maps and codes. 

There is a strong connection between Hall’s ‘re-reading’ of marxist ideology and Barthes’ myth. 
Both are contingent on the ways that signs are created in meaning. Ideology is similar to myth in 
that it appears natural. 

This idea of ideology is transferable to design when we think of the way designers interact with 
the users/audience/consumers. We provide signs that we hope will frame a certain meaning in the 
users but we have no control over how they will construct meaning. We use simulation as a strategy 
to simulate not only the physical attributes of the “real” but their other symptoms as well—behav-
iors—in the digital space. Is this attempt to simulate our attempt to make the un-natural natural? 
Are we imposing our ideologies on the users? In a way, we respond to the needs of the users. We co-
create with them. Is the end product then a hybrid of user/designer ideologies? 

In advertising, designers try to represent certain values in the final product. Desire, sexuality, and 
elitism can be portrayed as necessities by making them appear natural or appear as something one 
needs to belong to a certain ideology. 
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