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Which new order?
W h o Knows: lnformation in the Age of
the Fortune 500 b y H e r b e r t I.
Schiller. Norwood, N.J.: Ablex,

1981. 179 pages. $17.50.
“Pessimism of intellect, optimism of
spirit!” Gramsci’s motto concisely captures
the narrative tenor of Schiller’s latest book,
a cogently argued and carefully documented analysis of the social stratification
of knowing in the Information Age. Contra
the predictions of the “post-industrial’’ and
“new class” theorists of the 1960s and
1970s who maintained that the high-tech
communications revolution would usher in
an era of unprecedented social and economic equality, Schiller argues that the
present worldwide economic crisis renders
all such projections untenable. Rather than
creating an ecologically responsible, individualized, global commune, he contends,
instantaneous international communications are in reality imposing a new form of
hierarchical organization on much of the
world. The transnational corporation, not
the non-aligned state free of the shackles of
cultural dependency, is in fact the flagship
of the New International Information Order!
Schiller so effectively dashes any lingering leftist hopes that adversarial domestic
media, enlightened government regulation, or UNESCO interventions can deliver
the eighties from the hegemony of (US.dominated) transnational corporatism that
he seems to feel compelled to acknowledge that the focus of his study-on the
structure and operations of the electronic
information industries within the overall
context of the transnational business system-may project an exaggerated image of
the omnipotence of the business systems
examined. He stresses that this acknowledgment is not a gesture of academic
modesty. To the contrary, it is made to
“alert the reader not to be overcome and
consequently paralyzed by what may ap-
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pear to be the emergence of a powerful and
unassailable information apparatus, at the
disposition of a system of concentrated,
corporate capital.”
Schiller reminds us that as awesome as
the new technologies are, they remain human creations and that it is our acceptance
that permits them to operate. He contends
that “we possess the power to use or modify them to our own purposes, or, if that is
not feasible, to thwart, resist or abandon
them.” Schiller foresees the primary
source of such resistance in as-yet-unformed populist coalitions which will unite
“displaced” workers, students, women,
and minorities rendered jobless by “productivity-increasing” programs, and others
who find the new corporate-directed technocracy physically intolerable and socially
repressive. Thus he suggests that the new
international division of labor fostered by
the Information Age may, paradoxically,
find its most vehement opposition in its
own privileged center.
Schiller’s arguments are secured by a
vast amount of qualitative and quantitative
data, much of it based on published statements of apologists of informatics drawn
from such sources as Computerworld, Datamation, Computing, Fortune, the Wall

Street Journal, Business Week, the New
York Times, and Chemical Weekly, as well
as congressional hearings and court proceedings. Critics will undoubtedly dispute
Schiller’s interpretations of the data. But
they will be hard pressed to dispute the
thoroughness or adequacy of his coverage.
No other book provides as comprehensive
or up-to-date a critical analysis of such
topics as the new international economic
and information order, the infrastructure of
the Information Age, corporate media and
the appropriation of new communication
technologies by the Fortune 500, transborder data flows and the global integration of the world business system, remotesensing satellites, computerization in the
transnational system, and the structural
weaknesses in the foundations of the For-
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tune 500 Information Age. In spite of the
topical range, the book is tightly organized,
never straying very far from a central narrative focus on the institutional arrangement
of the electronic information industries:
how they are organized, who their directors are, what their operational procedures
are, and what role they play in the larger
economy.
In my judgment, Schiller does not overestimate the dangers. But if he does, the
risks of his error are personal and professional, small risks compared to the global
risks of remaining silent and playing it safe.
W h o Knows: Information in the Age of the
Fortune 500 is a courageous exemplar of
the best of contemporary media-critical
theory.

SUE CURRY
JANSEN
State University of New York at Buffalo

Self-imposed prison
The Bureaucracy of Truth: How
Communist Governments Manage
the News by Paul Lendvai.
London: Burnett; Boulder, C o . :
Westview, 1981. 285 pages. $24.75.
Few are better qualified than Paul Lendvai to analyze the mass media systems of
the Soviet bloc. A senior journalist in Hungary until he came to the West in 1957,
Lendvai has studied the theory and practice of Communist journalism in Europe
for more than thirty years. Based partly on
documentary evidence and partly on discussions with highly placed media representatives in Soviet bloc countries, Lendvai has put together a vivid account of the
elaborate structure of control, manipulation, and censorship of the mass media in
Soviet Russia and Eastern Europe, something he refers to as the bureaucracy of truth.
Lendvai’s analysis should put to rest any
speculation as to whether the improving

standard of living and more frequent contact with the West might be contributing to
press freedom in Soviet Russia and its
European satellites. With a few exceptions
in Hungary and Poland at one time or
another, the Soviet bloc press consists of
newspapers without news. The main function of the media is not to inform the
public, but to serve the ruling party, which
in turn maintains its claim to be infallible.
Information is regarded as a state monopoly, and truth is defined by the current
prophets of the Marxist-Leninist faith.
The concept of newsworthiness is based
on the premise that it is up to the party to
decide what the citizens may or may not
receive in the way of information. Good
news is news; bad news is not. Air collisions, earthquakes, and labor strikes, to cite
a few examples, are therefore hardly mentioned. Lendvai provides many examples
of how news is managed or suppressed,
partly through the week-to-week and dayto-day meetings of the party apparatus, and
partly through tight censorship. The control is so rigid that not only major policy
issues, but even news that borders on
trivia, require consultations with the top
leadership. For example, the president of
Czechoslovakia had to leave a theater in
the middle of a performance to decide that
it would not be in the interest of his people
if they were told about the East German
price reductions for shoe polish and marmalade.
Censorship and control sometimes lead
to unexpected results. Lendvai tells of a
deputy chief in the Soviet censorship office
who managed to have two flats in Moscow,
keep two mistresses, and fly several times a
year to the Black Sea for vacation, all by
selling confiscated books on the black market. The modern technology of television
also makes the tasks of the censor more
complicated. This was vividly illustrated
during the visit to Poland by Pope John
Paul I1 in 1979. Polish television planned
the coverage down to the last detail so that
nothing was left to chance. The Polish
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