On Marx: 

Marx views the commodity as a micro-element of capitalism through which relationships of labour power (i.e. between the capitalist and the proletariat) are objectified and repackaged as things within the world of  production.  Within a commodity, labour  used to produce the object  such as sewing can be reduced into an interchangeable unit with a use and price value and forgotten as the object is given an inherent meaning and an ability to pull other objects into economic relationships of exchange.  For Marx, the commodity mystifies capitalist realities, by obscuring the subjective realties behind the production process which determine the exchange value of the product . Because the object is given a new meaning in the market and valued for its use and physical properties, the work contained within it and the social relations of labour behind its production become invisible.  


Through the fetishism of commodities, social relationships are objectified, legitimated and sold and given an exchange value.; their price comes to be seen as natural and their traces are left in  the physical characteristics of  the end products of the labour. As commodities are then exchanged for other products, the profit gained from keeping the price of labour power lower than the cost of commodities veil and silence unequal relations of power in production that are necessary for profit to be possible in capitalism.  Within every commodity are hidden tensions between classes which threaten to disrupt the chain of production and exploitation. The sublimation of these forces of labour as commodities with exchange values are given a collective value as they are bought and sold between labourers in the market and given a price. Contained within every commodity is a class struggle which is given a new inherent meaning in the object. For the self-expanding engine of capitalism to continue,  these unequal relationships of exchange which happen in the production process  between the capitalist and the proletariat are reiterated within every commodity.


The relationship within the object is always hierarchical and imbalanced because profit is only drawn from unequal relationships. The worker sells  his/her labour power at a disadvantage as s/he has no other way to earn a living and there is a surplus of workers available who are unemployed. With this advantage, the capitalist is able to create a process of production  that will allow the appropriation of the surplus value,drawn from the difference between the value of labour power sold by the worker and the value of the product of that labour power. This unequal access of wealth and decision making is tolerated by the worker through a wage contract where s/he will sell labour power in exchange for money to earn a living.  These workers cooperate with the capitalist system by fabricating the commodities which will maintain existing hierarchical relationships of domination under relations of production which will defend the upper class. Workers do not choose the pace and intensity of their work or the price of their labour but yet they must tolerate these conditions under which they have no control to survive. Furthermore, as the commodity enters the market and the employer faces competition, the conditions under which the worker will work for a wage become dependent on ore external factors.


The worker also becomes an interchangeable element in the capitalist production chain with an exchange value that can be replaced as the employer wishes. Labour is also an impersonal element in capitalism as it is specialized and organized repetitively and traded for a price like any other commodity by the employer. The worker no longer feels that the work is a part of himself  work is connected to human activity at work and afterwards on the market. The lack of control over conditions of  production for wages alienates the worker from the product she creates on a psychological and social level. In the process of capitalist advancement, workers become alienated from their work so that his/her own actions are measured and surveyed per hour to the beat of someone else’s economic agenda. As this work is then passed on as commodities through another chain of work at the counter, the relationships production become more estranged and legitimated at the same time.

Part B: 


With friendly but unfamiliar radio announcements, personal but authoritarian ‘buy me’ advertisements and glamorous but yet sadly predictable film characters, the political rhetoric of contradictory language fueled the consumption of mass produced commodities through the regulation of desire. The convergence of entertainment with business in the cultural industries brought control and order of cultural production in a way that it would be compatible with the capitalist imperative to produce profit through consumption on a mass scale.  Adorno and Horkheimer claimed that the culture industry programmed individuals to buy incessantly by standardizing and repeating content that would rationalize and trivialize hierarchical imbalances of power in the modes of production where profit often signaled the exploitation of human labour. By promoting stereotypes and recycled cultural information, patterns of thinking were molded to produce instantaneous reactions of oblivion and conformity masked by a veil of “happiness”. With technological tools to match the assembly line character in the content of the culture industry, dominant interpretations of reality were reinforced and consumed in  paradoxical form to guarantee instantaneous reaction and confinement into a world of well-planned illusions.  


As propaganda which restricts and directs thinking towards consumption, the cultural industry  gives the impression that it provides creative experiences when in fact it allows no room for independent thinking. Images and words are means to an end  in the media and do not open up self-expression, reflection  and free association as art can. “Words that are not means appear senseless, the others seem to be fiction.” (p.14. Adorno/Horkheimer) Film , advertising and television are predigested, calculated and classified before programming to create spaces in culture where ideas can be manipulated in systematic and predictable patterns, giving the “physical” impression of rationality and order instead of domination.   For example, the predictable style of radio announcements give the impression of familiarity, authority and objectivity even if the messages are misleading and censored. The recycled characters and stories with new faces and updated commodities only served to push culture into a formula that would reiterate, complement and normalize working patterns. (p130, Adorno/Horkheimer) With continued renewal of the same kind of programs, the audiences would be positioned to end with the same kind of desire for escapism and diversion that led them to seek the cultural product in the first place. The culture industry would continue to thrive as long as audiences were left with a thirst for creativity, beauty and pleasure. 


Repetition of stereotypes and clichés taught audiences to consume ideas passively, conform quickly and react automatically so that new products would find their market and the status quo cold be sustained by means of consumption. The same pattern of standardized functioning at work was being extended in a serial manner to the masses by providing them with repetition in content and form. The only way the cycle could continue to spin in  perpetual motion was to divert audiences from thinking to the point where they might fall off the capitalist wheel.  Once the repetition of a story or character became an unquestioned, interchangeable and a meaningless pattern,  the viewers could be locked into the style of standardization and mechanization which sustains the social conditions for capitalism.  To be “out of style” in the fantasy world of objects meant economic and social exclusion for Adorno and Horkheimer . Even though there was never any novelty in the content of the culture industry or in its mechanical tempo of rationality and order, the audiences did conform  because dissasociating from the false and mixed messages of the culture industry where friendliness is authoritative, luxury  is cheap and familiarity is instantaneous would demand unwinding of these double binds and acknowledgment of economic and environmental exploitation a la volonte. 


For Adorno and Horkheimer, “happiness” in the culture industry served to distract audiences from reflection and deprived them of the kind of thinking that could bring liberation and stir active civic engagement. The gutteral and instantaneous reaction of laughter may have given the impression of satisfaction on a physical level but it did not ever reach an intellectual or structured level to bring systematic change in society.  The automatic pavlovian reactions to predictable information pulled audiences away from the possibility of inward reflection and critical evaluation of  capitalist ideology in entertainment and the use of its technologies. Because propaganda in the media and everyday business came to resemble one another, consumers lost their ability to conceive of an alternative reality where thinking could end the never ending desire for immediate gratification in the capitalist exchange process. Locked in a process of instantaneous rewards in a system of organized hierarchy and bound back and forth to spiraling double binds, audiences of the cultural industry certainly did not have access to freedom as they were positioned to conform to happiness and forget about any form of resistance.
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