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The Mass Media
and
Public Communication
in
the USSR

TrHOMAS REMINGTON

ONE OF THE CHANGES attributed to the de-Stalinization of Soviet
society is a greater role for the mass media in articulating and ag-
gregating public opinion.! It is held that the demobilization of
society as well as the greater social differentiation have enabled
“publics” to take form where only “masses” once existed.? This
refers to the emergence of a sphere of communication not identical
to the flow of official messages from leaders to masses, one in which
the exchange of ideas allows ordinary individuals some opportunity
to express and to form opinion, links individuals around issues, and
influences policy.> Soviet scholars have been willing to accept the

* 1 wish to express my appreciation to Ellen Mickiewicz, David Powell, and Zvi
Gitelman for helpful comments on an earlier draft. I am also indebted to searching
comments made by the anonymous readers of the JOP. A research grant from Emory
University made possible much of the research upon which this article is based.

! Jerry F. Hough and Merle Fainsod, How the Soviet Union Is Governed (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), 286-293.

2 Zvi Y. Gitelman, “Public Opinion in Communist Political Systems,” in Public
Opinion in European Socialist Systems, ed. Walter D. Connor and Zvi Y. Gitelman
with Adaline Huszczo and Robert Blumstock (New York and London: Praeger, 1977),
5.

3 Herbert Blumer, “The Mass, the Public, and Public Opinion,” in Reader in Public
Opinion and Communication, ed. Bernard Berelson and Morris Janowitz (2nd. ed.;
New York: Free Press, 1966), 43-50.
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804 THE JOURNAL OF POLITICS, VOL. 43, 1981

term public (obshchestvennoe, meaning civic or non-state) in
reference to opinion; they view opinion as an active social force even
when it remains unexpressed.* Likewise they have granted that the
media both shape and express public opinion, holding that the
credibility of the media depends on their success in reflecting the
voice of the public.®

The mass media, however, need not be the only or even the prin-
cipal carriers of public opinion in a society. While they are func-
tionally specialized to serve as channels over which nearly every
message of shared interest might pass, social and political cir-
cumstances can prevent them from fully playing this role. The
scope of discussion carried by the media may be a poor reflection of
the range of issues raised in other forms of public communication,
such as gossip, salons, handbills, songs, clubs, sermons, theater,
rumor, and lectures. The Soviet case is intriguing in this respect
because, despite a modern, elaborate media system, which is used
regularly (i.e., daily or several times a week) by fully 80 percent of
the population, studies show that strikingly high proportions of the
population—as many as half or more—also regularly obtain infor-
mation from informal social contacts such as neighbors, relatives,
and co-workers.® To what extent does this reliance on direct in-

4 Elizabeth Ann Weinberg, The Development of Sociology in the Soviet Union
(London and Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974), 82-83, discusses the Soviet ac-
ceptance of the term public opinion, implying a rejection of mass anonymity and
uniformity of thought. A good Soviet discussion is Evgenii Prokhorov, “Ruka na
pul’se,” Zhurnalist 7 (1979), 50-52.

5 Prokhorov, 52; Iu. Chubukov, “Zhizn’, problemy, poiski,” in Zhurnalistika i
zhizn’, ed. A. Shaposhnik (Voronezh: Izdatel’stvo voronezhskogo universiteta, 1973),
167.

¢ A large-scale media study of the Soviet city Taganrog at the end of the 1960s, with
a sample size of 688, found that half the group used information received from
neighbors and up to 20 percent information from relatives and co-workers. It is
unclear whether these are overlapping groups. It may be the case that the figures are
printed inaccurately since a different report about the same findings lists the results
differently: 18.5 percent received information from conversation with co-workers;
19.8 percent from relatives and acquaintances; and 80.3 percent from the media. The
first reference is 1.G. Petrov, “Problemy vzaimodeistviia gazet, radio, televideniia v
massovoi auditorii,” in Predmet semiotiki: teoreticheskie i prakticheskie problemy
vzaimodeistviia massovykh kommunikatsii, Materialy nauchnogo simpoziuma
‘Semiotiki sredstv oykh kom ikatsii’ (Moscow: Izdatel’svo moskovskogo
universiteta, 1975), 292-293. The second source is Ia. N. Zasurskii, Zhurnalistika v
politicheskoi strukture obshchestva (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo moskovskogo universiteta,
1975), 95. Gayle Durham Hannah has called attention to the importance of word-of-
mouth communication, both as a means by which the authorities pass along sensitive
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MASS MEDIA IN THE USSR 805

terpersonal communication reflect social variables, such as the per-
sistence of older village styles of face-to-face news exchanging, and
to what extent may we ascribe it to a political factor such as the
limitation on access to full, objective, and timely information about
society? The purpose of this article, accordingly, is to analyze the
relationship between use of the mass media and use of other forms of
public communication, particularly oral conversation and the fine
arts. Specifically, I hope to show that these patterns of social com-
munication are shaped by both social and political factors.’

Two sets of social factors, those that stratify society by class and
status and those that determine individual role norms, have often
been identified as determining patterns of media use in many
societies. In order to distinguish such effects from those specific to
Leninist political institutions, we shall compare the Soviet case both
with the United States and with other Eastern European countries.
The Soviet Union shares with the United States, where media use
has been studied extensively, a high level of media saturation of
society. Perhaps a more useful control will be the comparisons with
Eastern Europe, where the effects of variations in the political
restraints on the media can be observed.

Throughout Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union, there is, as in
the United States, substantial overlap between the stratified system
of media use and the ladder of social status. Two studies suggest
that in Eastern European societies strata with higher social and
political positions, such as skilled workers and intellectuals, tend to
use the broadest mix of information sources, including print, broad-
casting, and word-of-mouth; those at the bottom of the social
hierarchy, rural peasants, tend to be more dependent on word-of-

information and as an “alternative system of communication.” In elaborating the lat-
ter role, she treats it both as an uncontrolled channel and as an alternative value
system. In this article, I am avoiding the normative dimension and am seeking,
rather, to explain the persistence of the phenomenon despite the existence of an
elaborate national network of modern media. See Gayle Durham Hollander, Soviet
Political Indoctrination (New York: Praeger, 1972); Gayle Durham Hannah, Soviet
Information Networks (Washington, D.C.: Center for Strategic and International
Studies, Georgetown University, 1977); Gayle Durham Hannah, “Political Com-
munication and Dissent in the Soviet Union,” in Dissent in the USSR: Politics,
Ideology, and People, ed. Rudolf L. Tokes (Baltimore and London: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1975), 233-275.

71 am omitting from consideration in this article those surrogates for the official
media that the authorities barely tolerate, foreign radio broadcasting, and “samizdat”
and other hand-distributed material.
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806 THE JOURNAL OF POLITICS, VOL. 43, 1981

mouth channels alone. At intermediate levels, print media drop
out, with broadcasting (which is generally considered “easier” than
print) supplementing word-of-mouth.® In contrast, American
studies have shown that broadcasting remains at the lowest end of
the social scale, while print media, especially magazines, drop out.®
The curious finding about Eastern European media is not,
therefore, stratification but the heavy use of word-of-mouth for
news acquisition even among the most educated and privileged
strata.!® In the United States, only a very small proportion cite con-
versation with other people as one of the sources from which they
obtain most of their news.!!

The communist societies of Eastern Europe still contain a sizable
traditional, peasant-dominated sector. They are the products of a
far more recent and rapid period of industrialization. Therefore, it
is likely that at least some of this unmediated communication draws
upon traditional habits of public communication formed before the
era of mass media. It is safe to assume that among two groups the
habit of oral newsgathering is a product of such social factors:
among the aged and the rural, informal oral networks seem to
replace rather than to supplement the use of other media.!?

In contrast to such groups are those using word-of-mouth to fill in
and interpret information obtained from the press and broad-
casting. In discussing this phenomenon on the basis of their survey
of the Soviet refugees of the 1940s, Alex Inkeles and Raymond Bauer

8 Tamas Szecsk6é and Gabor Fodor, Communication Policies in Hungary (Paris:
Unesco Press, 1974), 21; Alex Inkeles and Raymond A. Bauer, The Soviet Citizen:
Daily Life in a Totalitarian Society (New York: Atheneum, 1968), 163. The possible
differences between the respondents of the 1940s whom Inkeles and Bauer interviewed
and today’s Soviet population in this respect are briefly discussed below.

¢ Philip E. Converse, “Information Flow and the Stability of Partisan Attitudes,”
Angus Campbell, Philip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller and Donald E. Stokes, Elec-
tions and the Political Order (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1966), ch. 8,
especially 152-153.

10 Cf. Gertrude Joch Robinson, Tito’s Maverick Media: The Politics of Mass Com-
maunications in Yugoslavia (Urbana, Chicago, London: University of Illinois Press,
1977), 216-7; Robert Blumstock, “Public Opinion in Hungary,” in Public Opinion in
European Socialist Systems, ed. Connor and Gitelman, 150-151.

' Ben H. Bagdikian, The Information Machines: Their Impact on Men and the
Media (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1971), 60.

12 Szecsko and Fodor, 21; Inkeles and Bauer, 171-4; Raymond A. Bauer and David
B. Gleicher, “Word-of-Mouth Communication in the Soviet Union,” in People, Soci-
ety, and Mass Communications, ed. Lewis Anthony Dexter and David Manning
White (New York and London: Free Press/Collier-MacMillan, Ltd., 1964), 419.
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MASS MEDIA IN THE USSR 807

hypothesized a “search effect” to explain the reliance on rumor.
Among more highly placed individuals, the quality of rumor was
likely to be higher. Inkeles and Bauer noted that word-of-mouth
was less often cited by upper strata as the principal source of infor-
mation, but was used more heavily than among lower strata. Con-
versation in such groups could be related to a need to find inter-
pretive cues to improve job performance in environments of extreme
uncertainty and insecurity.!® Today, perhaps, other needs and
roles generate the search for other kinds of cues.

This leads us to the other set of social factors, role-related search-
ing. Research in the United States has discovered that individuals
often seek and process information according to how they expect to
present it to a projected future audience.!* V.O. Key went so far as
to call “mass communication” a fiction, since the so-called mass is
composed of numerous group-centered audiences which perform the
tasks of screening, searching, reinforcing, and discounting messages
for individuals.'* To what extent, therefore, might patterns of
media use be explained by social role as opposed to social status?

There are several indications that socio-political role plays a
crucial part. One piece of evidence is a typology that a Soviet
researcher has proposed on the basis of an empirical study of clusters
of media use habits. It consists of three types of individuals: the
critical user, the professional-functional user, and the consumer.
Other studies have yielded some independent confirmation of the
utility of these categories. In each case, media use is closely related
to group or role norms.

Media “consumers” are those who passively and uncritically ab-
sorb the media’s messages. Generally, they possess low information
levels and rely extensively for evaluative cues and operational infor-
mation on their friends and co-workers. The critical user, in con-
trast, does not depend on interpersonal cues, but takes a
discriminating attitude toward media reports by employing his
background information to interpret them.!®

13 Inkeles and Bauer, 174-7; G.D. Hollander, “Political Communication and Dis-
sent,” 247.

' Raymond A. Bauer, “The Obstinate Audience: The Influence Process from the
Point of View of Social Communication,” American Psychologist 19 (May 1964), 324:
Jay G. Blumler, “Information and Democracy: The Perspective of the Governed,™ Il
Politico 37 (December 1972), 631.

15 V.0. Key, Jr., Public Opinion and American Democracy (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1964), 366-7.

' I.E. Kokorev, “K probleme tipologii auditorii massovoi kommunikatsii,” in
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The third category of users comprises individuals drawing infor-
mation from the media in order to instruct and organize others. In
this case particularly, it seems clear that the demands of a person’s
social role determine how the media are employed, because most of
them are activists in their workplaces and communities. Interper-
sonal contacts, we learn, are “wide” rather than “deep” among such
persons, and the use of the media is eminently practical since the
user searches for illustrative or didactic cues for application in con-
tacts with neighbors and co-workers.!” Other studies have similarly
pointed to the strong relationship between the role of functionary or
activist and the style of media use. A Soviet study of those who
write letters to the editor showed that they were twice as likely to be
leaders in social and political activity, twice as likely to have offered
suggestions at their workplace for improvements, and eight times
more likely to be party members than not.'® Studies by Nils Wessell
and Rosemarie Rogers have shown that those holding official
responsibility have different patterns of subscription to newspapers,
and different habits in reading newspapers, than non-officials.!®
Thus, whichever end one starts from—the activist role in society or
the activist use of the media— one finds a close association between
social role and media use.

Among those with official responsibilities, then, we find that an
active professional use of the media for organizing and instructing
purposes tends to displace recreational or critical uses. This pattern
is probably not well predicted by stratification variables such as
level of education (although this would be a better predictor of
“consumer” habits since most of the consumers are manual laborers
by occupation); but it is predicted by the nature of one’s position in
party, government, or mass organizations. Those serving as ex-
ecutives and volunteer organizers are more likely to spread the

Materialy nauchnogo seminara ‘Semiotika sredstv massovoi kommunikatsii,” ed. A.G.
Volkov (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo moskovskogo universiteta, 1973), 114-8. This typology
was also derived from an analysis of the Taganrog survey.

'7 Ibid., 116-7.

1% 1. Verkhovskaia, Pis’mo v redaktsiiu i chitatel’ (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo moskov-
skogo universiteta, 1972), 153-5.

'“Nils Hartley Wessell, “The Credibility, Impact and Effectiveness of the Soviet
Ceneral Press: An Analysis of Soviet Research on the Soviet Non-Specialized
Newspaper,” (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1972), 75-80;
Rosemarie Rogers, “Education and Political Involvement in USSR Elite Newspaper
Reading,” Journalism Quarterly 47 (Winter 1970), 735-45; also idem, “The Soviet Au-
dience Expects and Gets More from Its Media,” Journalism Quarterly 46 (Winter
1969), 770-1.
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MASS MEDIA IN THE USSR 809

media’s messages into a broad range of interpersonal contacts.
Among the consumers and intellectuals, on the other hand,
“private” needs, such as entertainment or reflection, shape media
use differently.

The activist pattern corresponds to Lenin’s conception of the
media as a “scaffolding” around the construction of the new
society.?® Their fulfillment of this role depends on a network of for-
mal and informal propagandists who extend, justify, and explain the
media’s messages to their peers. From the earliest days of the Oc-
tober Revolution, the Soviet leaders have employed such organizers
and instructors to carry word from the government to ordinary
citizens and to convey back to the leaders indications of the public
temper. Over fifteen years before October, in fact, Lenin had ap-
prehended the importance of an integrated network of oral and
print communications for political organization.2!

In the Leninist model, the media serve both to mobilize the masses
to action and to link local cadres and followers with central leaders
by means of closely supervised publicity. The fact that the same in-
struments have to be used for both tasks leads to contradictions in
the system of official communications. While nothing may subvert
the monopoly of the party-controlled media, there have repeatedly
been tendencies for exclusive elite channels to become differentiated
from mass channels, while the media are expected to maintain their
credibility among the masses. As a result, official public com-
munication is hierarchical and compartmentalized. The party
allocates access to information according to the ideological sensitiv-
ity of the information and the rank and responsibility of the recip-
ient. In our own bureaucratic realm these principles are familiar
under the headings of level of clearance and need-to-know, but the
principle of selective exposure applies to all authorized media in the
Leninist system. In order to protect these controls, the media are
sheltered almost entirely from the pressures of commercial competi-
tion. In contrast to the commodity principle that the capitalist
West applies to public information, the Leninist state employs a ra-
tioning system.??

20 V 1. Lenin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (5th ed.; 55 vols; Moscow: Izdatel'stvo
politicheskoi literatury, 1958-65), vol. 5, 11.

2! Alex Inkeles, Public Opinion in Soviet Russia: A Study in Mass Persuasion (3rd
ed.; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958), ch. 2.

22 Anthony Buzek, How the Communist Press Works (New York and London:
Praeger, 1964); Mark Hopkins, Mass Media in the Soviet Union (New York: Pegasus
Publishers, 1970).
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Lenin’s antipathy to Western-style political news supported his
devotion to didactic media. He wrote that political news concerned
only a small minority, whereas in the Soviet state, the press’s mass
appeal would derive from its concentration on “economic education
of the masses of the population.”®® The media were to direct public
opinion toward party-established objectives and to exclude discor-
dant messages. Although these rules were somewhat relaxed during
the NEP period, they were reimposed with a vengeance during
Stalin’s “revolution from above.” Loyalty to a single source of
authority, tendentiousness, and a readiness to reverse positions
rapidly became fundamental operating rules for the media. With
terror restricting unguarded private communication and censorship
surrounding the media, it became close to impossible for unspon-
sored opinion to gain public expression. Now, although the extreme
restrictions of Stalin’s time are removed, the Leninist model still
holds. Both positive and negative controls remain in force: “Party-
spiritedness” must suffuse all media, while, at least in principle, “all
forms of the public dissemination of information” are subject to
prior censorship.?

How then can we claim that publics are forming? The very ex-
istence of a “public space” requires that two conditions be met: that
private interests compete and that government not predetermine the
outcome of the process of consensus formation.?*> Recent Soviet

2 Lenin, vol. 36, 146-9.

24 On “partiinost,” V.P. Smirnov, Sovetskaia demokratiia i pechat’ (Moscow: Iz-
datel’stvo politsheskoi literatury, 1978), 13; on the universal applicability of the cen-
sorship principle, see Valery Chalidze, To Defend These Rights: Human Rights and
the Soviet Union, trans. Guy Daniels (New York: Random House, 1974), 77, fn. When
censorship prior to publication is not exercised (as in Poland, for example), self-
censorship or vetting by responsible editors generally is sufficient to produce the same
effects. So powerful an institution is Soviet censorship, that even the First Secretary of
the CPSU lacks the authority unilaterally to order the publication of a particular work.
See the discussion of the decision to publish Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan
Denisovich in Zh. A. Medvedev, Desiat’ let posle ‘Odnogo dnia Ivana Denisovicha’
(London: Macmillan, 1973), 17-18, which gives an interesting glimpse of the operation
of censorship.

25 | derive these simplified prerequisites from the far more complex view of the
“public space” elaborated by Hannah Arendt in The Human Condition (Chicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 1958), 28-71; also from Edward Shils” extremely
stimulating discussion of the perpetual competition between individual privacy,
governmental secrecy, and publicity in The Torment of Secrecy: The Background and
Consequences of American Security Policies (Glencoe: Free Press, 1956). Also see
Bernard Berelson, “Democratic Theory and Public Opinion,” Public Opinion
Quarterly 16 (Fall 1952), 313-330.
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MASS MEDIA IN THE USSR 811

thinking is not far from these propositions. Public opinion is con-
sidered a specific “sphere” of the consciousness of diverse collec-
tivities with their own diverse, if nonantagonistic, interests and
outlooks.?® The properties that public communication would
possess when these conditions are met, however, conflict with the
premises of the Leninist model of media. If government may not
dominate the public sphere, opinion must have the opportunity to
form autonomously and, within accepted limits, individuals taking
part in public communication must enjoy the right to convey and
receive information. In the United States the treatment of informa-
tion as a commodity in the economic marketplace has been the
mechanism which—imperfectly—by means of competition among
sellers of information, prevents any single partisan interest from
winning a monopoly of access to public consciousness. But in the
Leninist system, the right to publicize is a form of the unified
political power of the state.

If private interests collide and if government may not prejudge
the outcomes of the collisions, public communication must be able
to examine any matter of common concern and silence on some
topics is maintained by common consent. There cannot be infor-
mational black holes. A black hole is a mass that draws illumina-
tion into itself and therefore is invisible; by the same token, a system
requiring self-concealing secrecy removes entire regions from public
scrutiny. Despite the claim by a Soviet journalist that for the Soviet
press there are no forbidden themes—only a petty approach to them
is forbidden, it is still the case that many topics may not be men-
tioned publicly, including that of censorship itself.?”

If a message cannot be prevented by government from entering
the public sphere, it follows that no power may possess the right to
remove it from the public record, a property we may call irrevers-
ibility. The fluctuating standards of ideological truth applied in
Stalin’s time demonstrate that in the absence of an autonomous
public sphere, facts and ideas may be retroactively effaced.

Although Soviet writers on the media refer to “publicity” and
“universality” as tokens of the democratic nature of the Soviet

26 Prokhorov, 50-2. See also R.A. Safarov, Obshchestvennoe mnenie i
gosudarstvennoe upravlenie (Moscow: luridicheskaia literatura, 1975).

27 The Soviet journalist cited is E. Khudiakova, in Shaposhnik, 123. The secrecy
of secrecy is affirmed by Hedrick Smith, The Russians (New York: Ballantine Books,
1977), 499; and by Zh. Medvedev, Desiatllet, 17. The rules governing censorship
are also discussed by Chalidze, 76 ff.
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media,? existing rules on the media vitiate the claim. These rules
govern what may and may not be covered and how material of
various kinds is to be treated. We have examined how social
stratification and personal role identification affect the place of the
media in public communication; let us now consider how these
political rules affect it.

Even in Stalin’s time, certain competing positions could be
publicized by the media, and on occasion it pleased Stalin himself to
enter media “discussions.”® In the demobilized post-Stalin era, the
role of the media as a setting for the presentation of opposing view-
points has expanded substantially. An organ of the media may take
a major part in forming a consensus around a controversial issue of
local or even national significance. For this to occur, the strength
of the political interests on either side must be evenly balanced so
that the resolution of the issue is not prejudiced by the precedence of
state priorities. Under these circumstances, more than incidental
participation by unchartered voices may occur. A case in point is
the formation of an environmental movement in the 1960s, a process
chronicled recently by Donald R. Kelley.* From the mid-1960s on,
the media linked the authorized spokesmen in the environmental
field to broader citizen constituencies. Still, like Edmund Burke’s
“virtual representatives,” the writers represented neither organiza-
tions nor majorities, but a trust for the wider but shadowy general
interest.?!

In Eastern Europe there have been cases where the media became
more accessible to open public debate when the political rules were
relaxed. Four will be cited. In contemporary Hungary, as a result
of the NEM, ideological neutralization has extended to all but a
handful of subjects for discussion in the media. Understood but un-
written taboos on the most sensitive subjects exist alongside the most
free media system in the Eastern bloc. Media discussions are far less
propagandistic, particularly in the more specialized, low-
circulation publications, where open dispute is least likely to in-

28 Smirnov, 16-17.

2 A famous example is Stalin’s intervention in the question of the nature of
language, which took the form of a series of letters in Pravda in June, July and August,
1950. Collectively they have been published under the title Marxism and Problems of
Linguistics.

3 Donald R. Kelley, “Environmental Problems as a New Policy Issue,” in Soviet
Society and the Communist Party, ed. Karl R. Ryavec (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1978), 92-94.

3 Hannah Fenichel Pitkin, The Concept of Representation (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1972), 173.
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flame popular opposition.®? Just now (late 1980) the remarkable
emergence in Poland of an autonomous labor movement seems to be
exerting both a direct and an indirect effect on the media. The
movement successfully demanded direct access to the media for the
Church, so as to allow the televising of Sunday mass. The other ef-
fect, if the impressions reported by recent visitors may be trusted, is
the greater liveliness of the media in general and the concomitant
credibility they are said to have won among the general public. Fur-
ther research will be needed to judge the validity of these accounts.

In two other cases, the retrenchment of political controls was tem-
porary. Current Polish developments recall the 1956 crisis, when
some organs of the press published unusually frank and critical ar-
ticles about the regime and popular participation in media discus-
sions broadened with a series of letters from disillusioned youth.? Of
course, the most dramatic case in which the media were overtaken
by nonprogrammed communication is that of the Prague Spring.
In that period, public discussion ceased to honor the Leninist re-
quirement that it serve to reaffirm the state’s legitimacy and writers
increasingly demanded the right to address previously taboo sub-
jects. With the abolition of censorship and the activation of former-
ly inert publics, the controls of a Leninist system were overwhelmed
by open debate.** To prevent the risk that latent interests might
similarly gain autonomous access to the media, party controls con-
tinue to keep Soviet media discussions circumspect.

These examples indicate that shifts in the political rules governing
the media can lead to rapid changes in the scope and use of media
discussions. It is likely, therefore, that when political controls
restrict the role of the media in public communication but not the
level of demand for news and opinion, other settings acquire an
enhanced importance as functional substitutes for the mass media.*

32 George Schoepflin, “Opposition and Para-Opposition: Critical Currents in
Hungary, 1968-1978,” in Opposition in Eastern Europe. ed. Rudolf L. Tokes
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1979), 145. Visiting
Hungary in 1977, I was informed by a young intellectual that there were only two
topics excluded from debate: the events of 1956 and the alliance with the Soviet Union.

3 See Zbigniew K. Brzezinski, The Soviet Bloc: Unity and Conflict, rev. ed.,
(New York: Praeger, 1961), 240, 249-250.

3 H. Gordon Skilling, Czechoslovakias Interrupted Revolution (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1976), 192, 196, 199, and ch. 17.

3 A study which analyzes rumor as a means by which members of an interested
public satisfv a demand for news is Tamotsu Shibutani. Improvised News: A
Sociological Study of Rumor (Indianapolis and New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Co..
Inc., 1966).
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Two which are especially prominent in the Soviet Union are those
primary groups though which word-of-mouth communication
regularly travels, and the fine arts.

Interpersonal communication employs the resources of face-to-
face social relationships. Where the bonds of private loyalty are
strong, such channels are relatively enclosed from the larger society.
An important example is the social circle. In Britain, clubs and
circles composed of politically compatible notables were the nuclei
around which mass political parties formed.*® In Eastern Europe
and Russia, they are familiar forums of elite opinion on
philosophical, social, and political issues in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. We may recall, for example, the important
Petrashevskii circle in St. Petersburg in the late 1840s or the Petofi
clubs in Hungary in 1956. A circle is a stably bounded set of in-
dividuals who periodically associate to exchange views on matters of
common interest. They are especially likely to form in societies that
have a core of politically conscious intellectuals who are unable to
publicize their views because the official media are dominated by
the state. The exchange of opinion inhabits sanctuaries of privacy
where communication is sheltered from surveillance but at the same
time isolated from parallel channels.”

Circles are probably the most structured of the interpersonal sur-
rogates for publics. Other configurations of regular face-to-face
communication deserve mention as well. Casual and overlapping
networks of friends, acquaintances, relatives, co-workers, and
neighbors often pass along information of a public nature. Such
networks supplement the official media by extending information
further into face-to-face conversation, but they also take up some of
the searching and screening functions performed by the media in an
open society. As we saw, media “consumers” may be especially
dependent on such chains of information since they find the media

36 Samuel H. Beer, “Great Britain: From Governing Elite to Organized Mass Par-
ties,” in Modern Political Parties, ed. Sigmund Neumann (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1956), 13.

3 Yuri Glazov, a Soviet scholar who emigrated to the West in the mid-1970s, pro-
vides penetrating insights into the formation of intellectual circles in the post-Stalin
Soviet society. He points out that even the private discussions of political questions
that took place in circles of trusted companions were almost entirely impossible until
Stalinist terror had lifted. Yuri Glazov, “Background to Dissent,” Survey 19 (Winter
1973), 75-91; idem, “Chto takoe demokraticheskoe dvizhenie v SSSR?” Novyi zhurnal
no. 109 (1972), 216-239.
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difficult to understand.® Rumor illustrates the interdependence of
interpersonal and media communication well. Rumor conveys
both accurate and inaccurate news, sometimes contradicting
published reports, sometimes filling a vacuum. Sometimes rumors
are sufficiently disturbing to official repose that the media offer
authoritative responses, but because popular habits of discounting
official information are strongly entrenched, the response may be
taken as further evidence of a “cover-up.”®

Thus, for some groups, social status and role needs seem to explain
the patterns of combined use of the media and direct social contact:
media consumers seek clarification from their peers, while socio-
political activists extend propaganda directly from the media into
their workplaces and residences. In other cases, the politically im-
posed insufficiencies of the media stimulate audiences to seek other
channels of communication for news and comment. We have
discussed circles and other interpersonal networks as one such form;
let us now briefly turn to a final setting of public communication,
the fine arts.

As has often been pointed out, the arts are politicized in Leninist
systems because of the state’s demand for continuous symbolic
legitimation.*® Their political responsibility, of course, was higher
under Stalin than today, but the creative intelligentsia continue to
be subject to the risks and rewards of their peculiar position. Artists
must stay attentive to current issues while maintaining a proper

3 Kokorev, 118.

3 Anecdotal evidence, of course, about the pervasiveness of rumor is legion. Soviet
sources also refer to the problem of the “credibility gap” by means of illustrative tales.
Once when the authorities sought to refute rumors to the effect that Italian labor and
capital were building the auto factory in Togliatti, a television reporter was sent to the
scene and was filmed riding in a test model of the adapted Fiat. His narrative ex-
plained that the car was the only Italian in sight. A few days later in another city he
overheard people discussing the latest sensation: a television reporter had been trying
to deny the presence of Italians in Togliatti but had been caught by surprise by a group
of Italians driving up in a car. In this case, rumor had simply absorbed and adapted
the official correction. G.V. Kuznetsov, “Zhurnalist na televidenii,” in Masterstvo
zhurnalista, ed. V.M. Gorokhov and V.D. Pel't (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo moskovskogo
universiteta, 1977), 229.

40 This role has been discussed in numerous studies, including Harold Swayze,
Political Control of Literature in the USSR, 1946-1959 (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1962) ch. 1; Vera Sandomirsky Dunham, “Insights from Soviet Literature,”
Journal of Conflict Resolution 13 (December 1964), 386-410; George Roseme, “The
Politics of Soviet Literature,” in The Soviet Union under Brezhnev and Kosygin ed.
John W. Strong (New York: Van Nostrand and Reinhold Co., 1971), 176-192.
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symbolic distance from policy. The influence that is imputed to
them by state doctrine lends artists authority, but their very
privilege reinforces the danger that they may betray their “social
mandate.”

The power to dramatize the pathos of building socialism is a
special case of nominal authority the state grants to public opinion.
The arts, like the mass media, presuppose a sphere of autonomous
popular judgment, but the state attempts to dominate the outcomes
in both cases. The moral dilemma of Boris Pasternak’s protagonist
Zhivago is in wishing to stand aside from a totally politicized soci-
ety, but this option was ruled out by the leaders of the Writers’
Union in explaining why the novel could not be published: the
artist’s power bears with it a responsibility for social guidance.*!
Alexander Solzhenitsyn expressed much the same view in his famous
meta-statement from The First Circle: the great writer is, in a cer-
tain sense, a second government.*?

In some cases artists have been able to publicize opposing views
within the tolerated limits of artistic expression. Under Khrush-
chev, “right” and “left” wings in the artistic establishment diverged
over the appropriate extent of de-Stalinizing reform.® Under
Khrushchev and Brezhnev, a school of writers concerned with the
preservation of folk values, and implicitly critical of collectivisation,
has been able to publish.# Art is a form of public communication
not because of its power to create works in which actuality is trans-
formed symbolically, but because the readers, listeners, and viewers
of artistic works infuse them with historically grounded meaning.
An artistic work becomes a public event when its audience becomes
an evanescent community of opinion.4®

To review, the patterns of public communication in the USSR are
explained by both social and political factors. Since Stalin, the

4 Max Hayward, “Pasternak’s ‘Dr. Zhivago’,” Encounter 10 (May 1958), 48. A
full translation of the letter to Pasternak from the editors of Novyi mir rejecting the
manuscript appears in Richard Pipes, ed., The Russian Intelligentsia (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1969), 208-226.

42 Aleksandr I. Solzhenitsyn, The First Circle, trans. Thomas P. Whitney (New
York: Harper and Row, 1968), 358.

43 Mare Slonim, Soviet Russian Literature: Writers and Problems, 1917-1967 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1967), 312, passim.

4 Geoffrey Hosking, Beyond Socialist Realism: Soviet Fiction since Ivan
Denisovich (New York: Holmes and Meier Publishers, Inc., 1980), ch. 3.

45 Cf. Roy Medvedev, On Soviet Dissent: Interviews with Piero Ostellino, trans.
William A. Packer (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980), 59.
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media have come to play a greater part in publicizing competing
views and even in consensus formation around ideologically
neutralized issues. However, the party continues to dominate com-
munication in the media through positive and negative controls. In
response, Soviet citizens rely heavily on word-of-mouth communica-
tion to supplement the media. The persistence of word-of-mouth
communication is due to the strength of tradition, the demands of
an individual’s social role, status-related norms, and barriers to the
exchange of information in the official media. Much interpersonal
communication follows the ambits of private social relationships, as
in the case of relatively enclosed social circles; the state’s political ac-
tivists radiate the media’s messages into their surroundings directly.
Finally, we observed that the creative arts take up many journalistic
functions and that, because they are essential to the state’s need for
self-legitimation, they acquire the power to compete with the
ideological authority of the state itself.
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