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Friends as seen by Althusser and Hall 

 The sitcom Friends was popular in the late 90’s and early 2000’s, but it first appeared in 

1994. One specific episode entitled, “The One with All the Poker” came out March 2nd 1995. It is 

the 18th episode in the first season and featured some aspects that relate to Louis Althusser and 

Stuart Hall. Louis Althusser had several ideas he believed in called interpellation and the 

ideological state apparatus, found in his essay, “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”. 

Stuart Hall had three views that relate to this episode called the dominant/ hegemonic, 

negotiated, and oppositional written in his work, “Encoding, decoding”. 

 Before explaining the relationship between each of these concepts and the episode, one 

must understand what is going on in the episode. There are five friends living in New York City 

by the names of Ross, Joey, Chandler, Rachel, Phoebe, and Monica. In this episode, Rachel is 

trying to find a job and hopes to get one working as an assistant shopper for an upscale 

department store that she normally goes to. The other bit of action going on in the episode refers 

to the weekly poker game in the guys’ apartment. When the girls find out about the game, they 

want to play with the guys although they had never played before. Throughout the rest of the 

episode, the guys try convincing the girls not to play poker, but instead it turns into battle of the 

sexes. The guys win the first few tournaments and rather than giving up, Monica decides to ask 

her Aunt Iris to come over and teach the girls how to play poker. Even after Aunt Iris’s help the 

girls lose a few more times. During one tournament, Rachel seemed to have some luck and began 
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winning until she received a call from the department store saying she didn’t get the assistant 

shopper job. At that point there’s a shift where Ross and Rachel are the last two in the 

tournament and Rachel begins recklessly betting; but eventually Ross says he has the lower hand 

and the girls celebrate Rachel’s win. 

 From Louis Althusser’s point of view, this episode demonstrates interpellation. In his 

essay Louis Althusser states, “…All ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as 

concrete subjects, by the functioning of the category of the subject (162).” 

 This concept refers to the idea that a person should act and think a certain way because of who 

they are. They are also seen as subjects or categories based on their actions. In the episode, there 

are a couple examples of interpellation going on; one being Rachel and the other being the girls 

in general.  

As Rachel is looking for a job, she applies to many locations hoping to get a job anywhere. 

Monica sees one of the envelopes and says, “Do you really want a job with Popular Mechanics?” 

Rachel responds with, “Hey guys I’m going for anything here. I cannot be a waitress anymore I 

mean it. I’m sick of the lousy tips, I’m sick of being called excuse me.” Interpellation plays a 

role in Rachel’s job search because she is willing to work wherever, even if it is in mechanics, 

which she doesn’t have a background in. Monica questions this job choice because it isn’t the 

typical job for a woman. According to interpellation, Rachel shouldn’t consider mechanics 

because that isn’t how a woman should think or act upon. Later in the episode, Rachel receives 

an interview with a department store and getting paid for what she loves to do, shopping. Her 

other friend Phoebe makes a comment, “It’s like the mother-ship is calling you home.” The idea 

of interpellation here suggests that this is how Rachel should act and think because shopping is 



Nesci	  3	  

what women are known to do. It is also the only interview she gets in this episode, which shows 

that out of all the jobs she could have gotten the only one fitting for her is an assistant shopper. 

 The other example of interpellation in this episode refers to poker. The guys tell the girls 

about their poker game the night before, which leads to the girls questioning why they can’t play 

poker with them. Phoebe states, “Is that some kind of guy thing, like some kind of sexist guy 

thing? Like it’s poker so only guys can play?” Ross responds by telling the girls women can 

play, but they don’t know any women that know how to play. Rachel suggests the guys teach 

them, but they refuse. In the next scene, the guys are trying to teach the girls, but they don’t fully 

understand the concept and end up losing. Interpellation refers to the girls as a whole in this 

example. The girls believe that gender roles play a part in why the guys don’t invite them to 

poker because that isn’t something girls understand. Once the guys attempt to teach the girls, this 

shows how they were right all along and the girls don’t understand how to play. Althusser would 

suggest that girls don’t usually act or think that way, which is proven by the girls in the episode 

because they still don’t understand poker. 

 Another point Althusser makes refers to the ideological state apparatus, which is defined 

as a way to gain power through knowledge. He explains this concept by saying “…The 

repressive state apparatus functions ‘by violence’, whereas the ideological state apparatuses 

function ‘by ideology’ (Althusser, 154).” In the episode, Monica invites her Aunt Iris over to 

help teach the girls how to win in poker. She gives them valuable lessons and is seen as an ISA 

because through this new knowledge of how to play poker, the girls can gain power over the 

guys by winning. In this example, the power would be bragging rights and the money they put in.  

 Stuart Hall has some different perspectives that can also be applied in this episode. This 

is more of the audiences’ reaction to what they see in media and how it relates to them. One of 
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the first views from Hall is called the dominant/hegemonic. “When the viewer takes the 

connoted meaning from, say, a television newscast or current affairs programme full and straight, 

and decodes the message in terms of the reference code in which it has been encoded, we might 

say that the viewer is operating inside the dominant code (Hall, 101).” This quote from Hall 

refers to accepting the intended message or meaning portrayed by the media. By the way the 

guys interact with the girls in this episode show that the director is portraying how women can’t 

play poker because they don’t understand and it is seen as a guy’s game. This is the 

dominant/hegemonic view because that is what the intended meaning of the episode is and what 

it focuses on.  

 The negotiated view can be taken as a person understanding what the intended meaning 

is, but having some opposition.  In his essay, “Encoding, decoding” Hall states, “Decoding 

within the negotiated version contains a mixture of adaptive and oppositional elements: it 

acknowledges the legitimacy of the hegemonic definitions to make the grand significations 

(abstract), while, at a more restricted, situational (situated) level, it makes its own ground rules- 

it operates with exceptions to the rule (Hall, 102).” For example, the girls instantly thought they 

couldn’t play poker because the guys were being sexist. However, the guys inform the girls that 

this is not what it’s about, but instead how the girls don’t know how to play the game. Eventually 

they do convince the guys to teach them. That shows how they get the intended meaning about 

how the girls don’t understand poker and can’t play, but there is some opposition within that 

view. The opposition leads to the guys teaching the girls how to play, and allowing them to join 

in poker night. 

 Stuart Hall’s last view is called the oppositional. In other words, the person completely 

rejects the intended meaning. In Hall’s words he explains this concept by saying, “Finally, it is 
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possible for a viewer perfectly to understand both the literal and connotative inflection given by 

a discourse but to decode the message in a globally contrary way (Hall, 103).” At the end of the 

episode, Rachel begins to bet drastically and antagonizes Ross to call her bets. It turned out that 

Ross had a higher hand than Rachel, but told her and everyone else that he didn’t, giving her the 

win. Since the intended meaning is how girls don’t understand poker and can’t play, Ross is 

exhibiting the oppositional view by allowing Rachel to win the poker game for her, and the other 

girls. 

 It is interesting how media portrays different messages and ideology. Louis Althusser 

would have been able to view the sitcom Friends as a means of interpellation, and the ideological 

state apparatus. Stuart Hall, on the other hand, would have found the dominant/hegemonic, 

negotiated, and oppositional views in this episode. 

“…All ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as concrete subjects, by the 

functioning of the category of the subject (162).” 

 


