Fetishism or Ideology? A Contribution to the Political Economy of Television
To the editor

Notes on the revised version

I would first like to thank the two readers of the text. Their comments immensely helped me improve the article. I apologize that as a result it considerably grew in length (even after cutting out some pieces of the original version). I did my best to address all the comments, but due to length consideration, there remained few comments which are referred to only in passing. The main revisions are highlighted in the text (some parts, which went through lighter rewriting to improve and clarify the argument, are not highlighted).
Here are the main revisions:

1. Introduction + conclusion. As suggested by reviewer A, I have added an introduction that explains the main argument of the article and outlines its structure. I have also added a conclusion

2. False consciousness. Reader A rightfully pointed out the long tradition that ascribes to the notion of false consciousness. The revised version does not refer to it as a "naïve" interpretation of the concept of ideology. Instead, the introduction and section 1 (p. 3) clarify more precisely what is at stake in the theoretical choice between fetishism and ideology. Both concepts are indispensible, and the difference is in the questions they give rise to in the context of television. While ideology turns our attention to the role of television in reproducing a social order, fetishism allows us to inquire after its direct involvement in the economy (or in other words: while the framework of ideology typically positions television in the superstructure, fetishism allows us to conceive of it as part of the economic infrastructure).
3. I have doubled the bibliographical list following reviewer A's advice.
4. The dichotomy between fetishism and ideology. Both reviewers commented that the paper presents a simplistic, clear-cut dichotomy between fetishism and ideology. I have elaborated and refined the relation between the two concepts in a way that I hope will satisfy both reviewers. Reader B raised the possibility that ideology and fetishism are not only alternative theoretical frameworks but can be seen as two "practical paradigms" or "two discourses that direct the valorization of media products."  I found this suggestion extremely helpful for addressing various comments of the reviewers. Thus, I present the concepts as correlates of two historical modes of television production, broadly corresponding with Fordist and post-Fordist economies. I show how this correspondence is evident in respect to both celebrities and advertising. Section 2 (pp. 7-8) argues that the production of "traditional" celebrities was itself "ideological" in nature as it relied on a pretext, a real distinction that rationalizes or justifies celebrity status (I broadened the reference to Boorstin and added some reference to John Langer for that purpose). But the telling point is that in Fordist economy, prior to branding, advertising too followed a parallel ideological mode (section 3, pp. 9-10). That was the crux of Michael Schudson's conceptualization of advertising as "capitalist realism", where apart from selling a product, advertising “sells” capitalism itself. Schudson's analysis of advertising may seem today outdated, as it refers to stylistic conventions that the profession has long ago forgone. But it is indicative of a period when television itself, as well as consumer culture, practically followed an ideological framework.


I took this proposal also as an opportunity to elaborate more on the theoretical relation between fetishism and ideology (pp. 7-8), which I present now not as a clear cut dichotomy but as an opposition which represents two poles of a continuum. I hope this discussion would satisfy reviewer A, who suggested I add a separate section dedicated to the question (the paper being already quite long, I thought to refrain from burdening it further – if you find it nonetheless essential, I can add such a section).

I have also added in passing to the discussion of fetishism some arguments from the early work of Baudrillard, from Debord and from Žižek.
5. More detailed discussion of Smythe. Following reviewer A comments, section 3 contains now a more detailed discussion of Smythe (p. 8). It follows the outline presented in the previous comment. Smythe is indeed suspicious of certain versions of "ideological" critique of media, which he conceives of as deeply idealist, relying too much on "subjective mental entities," yet his own approach is not fully freed from such terminology, as it eventually explains audience-labor in terms of "learning to buy" and creating demand. In the revised version, however, I present this ostensible lapse into subjective explanations not as a theoretical drawback, but as reflecting the ideological mode of production typical of advertising in the Fordist economy. Relying on Arvidsson and Schudson, I suggest that Smythe's terminology was appropriate to its time, when marketing indeed sought to "educate" consumers. Accordingly, I present my own contribution as completing a trajectory outlined by Smythe.
6. More detailed account on Jhally. Section 3 (pp. 10-11) contains also a more detailed account on Jhally, and presents his work as an essential step in the theoretical trajectory starting with Smythe. The trajectory aims at freeing the theoretical perspective on media from its reliance on "subjective mental entities," in order to conceptualize its objective role in capitalist economy. Jhally’s work is an essential step in that direction because it marks as its target the task of understanding how advertising partakes not just in the production of demand, but in the production of commodities themselves. For that purpose he indeed turns to the concept of fetishism. My claim is that his step is still partial, and I present its limits as a way to underscore the contribution of my paper. These limits concern two points in Jhally's discussion. First, he eventually relies on "meaning" in explaining what is produced by advertising – that is, he lapses again to the epistemological perspective characteristic of the framework of ideology. Second, he relies on analyzing the visual content of advertising, showing that it explicitly "stages" or visualizes commodities as fetish objects. I argue that this is actually a partial use of the concept, as it ignores the fact that fetishism is primarily a mode of seeing, rather than unique visual content. Consequently, Jhally's analysis is indifferent to questions of medium, or to differences between various media through which we confront advertising. I have somewhat expanded the discussion on the main example in the paper (The Coca-Cola commercial) to emphasize the point that it does not “stage” fetishism (and in a sense disavows it, assuring viewers that they do not have to believe the mysterious powers of Coke). The analysis I offer does not exactly deduce fetishism from the content of the commercial, but aims to interpret it under the assumption that its mode of seeing is fetishistic.
7. Surplus enjoyment. Reviewer A suggested to clarify the relation of my argument to Žižek and his Lacanian reading of Marx. I referred to this in passing by adding the Lacanian concept of "surplus enjoyment" (footnote 4, p. 12). I also expanded on the claim that price confers reality on un-real brand images. (p. 12 + footnote 3).
8. Baudrillard. Reviewer B asked "what is the critical point we gain from this perspective, for example, relative to the point made by Baudrillard?" I have added a footnote that clarifies the difference (footnote 4, p. 12)

9. Television and technology. Reviewer B wondered over the theory of technology underlining the argument, and posed three questions: 1. "Is it a problem of capitalism (which TV is merely a reflection of), or is it a tendency of television itself?" 2. "what does the author mean by television? Sometimes it seems he refers to the medium itself, the technology – the box. And sometimes he takes a more socio-cultural approach, thinking of television as a constellation of genres, texts, production companies, finances, etc." 3. "The author suggests that only television can create the fetishistic view, which is the type of work needed to create brands, but doesn't really pursue this thought or gives it a systematic attention."


I have addressed these questions mainly by elaborating on the relation between television and celebrities, (p. 8, pp. 15-16) and also in some more minor additions (p. 13, and p. 10). To clarify: I do refer to television as technology, but not to the technology of the screen ("the box"). Rather, I refer to the technology of broadcasting. Conceived thus, technology is, to begin with, social – it is a unique form of "being together" (enfolded, among other things, into celebrities). By returning to Boorstin's classic text on celebrities, I try to show that: 1. television has a special relation to the institution of celebrity ("known for their well knownness" – Boorstin's definition – can now be read as a phenomenological counterpart of the technology of broadcasting, in distinction from the Internet), and 2. that celebrities are symptoms of the fetishistic mode unique to television (I am not sure that I would go as far as claiming that "only television can create the fetishistic view," but that is its unique way of creating it). I hope this addisition answers the reviewer's questions 2 and 3. As for the first question, which is rather a big one, I think that in focusing attention on the inherently social aspect of technology (i.e. broadcasting) the question is reconfigured in a less binary manner. It is no longer the question of either technology or capitalism. Some social relations, characteristic of capitalism, become articulated in the social space of broadcast television. The fetish character of the medium explains both how it inherits social relations of industrial capitalism, and how these relations persist in time (fetishism can be understood, in general, as a concept that explains persistence – social relations carried in time as they are embedded in objects. More specifically, regarding television: this connection seems to explain the current "celebrity craze," which can be comprehended as part of television's economic struggle to persist vis-à-vis the Internet).
I hope you will find these revisions satisfactory.
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