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Technologies of State Socialism: Between Emancipation and Control 

Ideological predicaments of historical materialism in its (post)-Stalinist version posited 

technologies into the center of the societal and economic transformation interpreting them as the 

trigger for progress. In particular, Eastern European communist leaders, theoreticians, and 

specialists identified large-scale automation and mechanization as both a crucial instrument of 

human emancipation and a tool for building up the material base for a leap into the future (see 

eg. Josephson 2005, Groys 2014,etc…). 

This ideological framework translated into a set of relatively coherent policies 

characterized by explicit focus on scientific-technological development and cooperation within 

socialism to enhance it. By early 1960s, Soviet authorities launched a loosely defined program of 

so called `Scientific and technical revolution (STR)‘, designed as a framework for planning of 

technological progress. Instead of implementation of scientific discoveries in practice, 

development of science should have been clearly directed and planned towards serving social 

and political needs. STR literally implied that science and technology development could be 

controlled, intensified, and used, in other words, the humans and institutions were themselves the 

creators and instigators of technological progress. In this imagination, the technology was 

simultaneously embedded into the competitive and cooperative dynamics in relations with the 

West, socialist cooperation, and post-colonial projects of European socialist states being a site of 

exchange between Cold War geographies and ideologies.  

The political and economic implications behind state-socialist technologies deserve a 

further scholarly discussion. Recently, historiography moved beyond the simplistic Cold War 

narratives emphasizing 1) either the inability of state-socialist countries to compete with 

„Western“ innovativness due to their bureaucratic, authoritative regime and planned economy, 

describing them as simply lagging behind without having anything original to contribute, 2) or 

the predominance of ideological constraints hampering successful development. First, it has been 

shown that (Freeze 2007, etc.) the latter claim was clearly wrong, second, it started to be taken 

into account that socialist countries have taken a bit different approach towards innovations and 

their implementation than it was interpreted before. This brings the crucial question about the 

specific socialist moving to modernity and the roles of technologies in it. Can we speak of 

alternative socialist technology and its particularities in the context of socialist Eastern Europe? 

Furthermore, recent critique of global capitalism (environmental, social, etc) pointed out 

to the necessity for alternatives to currently dominating trajectory– which would require certain 

level of top down regulation (see eg Ben Tarnoff 2019, etc.). Could be there something to learn 

from the state-socialist attempt to direct technological development at the age of global crisis, 

and look for harmonization between quintessentially contradictory terms of emancipation and 

control? 

We would like to somehow map the current discussion from the perspective of historians. 

The panel will discuss individual contributions of participants into the field, literature overview 

and the state of our knowledge about „socialist technology“.  

Format: round table discussion on theory and practice of state-socialist policies of 

technological development.  
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