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W
hy W

e 
Should 

Rem
em

ber 
the Soviet 

Inform
ation 

A
ge 

KSENI
A
 TATA

R
C
H
EN
KO

!
e w

ork of m
em

ory is dem
anding. !

is is particularly 
true w

hen looking back at the com
puter-related techno-

logical aspirations of the Soviet U
nion, the geopolitical 

juggernaut that disappeared three decades ago. U
nlike 

the fam
ous successes, such as the atom

ic and space 
program

s, Soviet com
puting evokes a double failure: 

scarce hardw
are and a lim

ited netw
ork infrastructure. 

M
oreover, m

otivation alone is insufficient to fully 
appreciate the history of Soviet com

puting beyond 
enum

erating technological developm
ents. O

ur very 
notions about w

hat could be understood as a com
puter, 

w
hat the m

ain challenges w
ere in the com

m
unication 

betw
een m

an and m
achine, and w

hat the hopes and 
fears of Soviet people w

ere, are too often m
isleading. 

R
em

em
bering the Soviet version of the inform

ation 
age requires a synergy betw

een m
otivation and a 

leap of the im
agination. B

ut the w
ork of m

em
ory 

is also rew
arding. A

t stake is restoring not sim
ply a 

national history –
 one am

ong m
any others –

 but also 

a counter-narrative to the alleged digital trium
phs of 

capitalism
.

!
e "rst step in rem

em
bering the Soviet infor-

m
ation age is to suspend the received notions on the 

inevitable im
plosion of socialism

 as a breakdow
n of 

the planned econom
y. !

e reason is sim
ple –

 no one 
expected the events of #$$# to take place; on the con-
trary, autom

ation and digital transform
ation w

ere 
perceived as the m

ain item
s on the future-oriented 

agenda of the late Soviet U
nion. !

e second step is to 
break the association w

ith technical backw
ardness, or 

the com
puter gap, and to acknow

ledge the role of soft-
w

are. But the last step is the least intuitive: em
bracing 

the m
ultiplicity of experiences and contradictions 

encom
passed in the aspirations to digital socialism

. 
!

e authoritarian party-state that, in the late #$%&s, 
proclaim

ed to have achieved the “developed social-
ism

” or “real existing socialism
” –

 distinguishing it 
from

 the capitalist w
orld – did not operate in a uniform

 
continuum

 but allow
ed for and, som

etim
es non-volun-

tarily produced, conditions for m
ultiplying m

odes of 
the Soviet w

ays of digital existence. !
e notion of the 

socialist political subject, the entangled geography of 
technological m

odernity, and the alternative m
ateri-

ality of digitalization form
 three analytical axes that 

enable the reinterpretation of the history of Soviet 
com

puting.
H

ow
ever, im

agination know
s no end – it stocks up 

on details. !
e case under scrutiny here – highlighting 

the goals of personal transform
ation that w

ould not be 
subservient to an individual possession of devices – is 
that of the Soviet com

puter literacy cam
paign of the 

#$'&s. Initiated in the late #$%&s, it cam
e into public 

existence w
ith the C

entral C
om

m
ittee’s resolution 

appearing in Pravda on M
arch ($ #$'). 1 A

lthough 
relatively brief, ending in #$$#, the cam

paign encapsu-
lated the aspirations, singularities, and contradictions 
of the Soviet inform

ation age.
For som

e, the com
puter literacy cam

paign becam
e 

synonym
ous w

ith the absurdity of the Soviet system
: 

because the state w
as slow

 to supply educational com
-

puters to schools w
hen the reform

 w
as introduced on 

Septem
ber # #$'), jokes w

ere m
ade dom

estically about 
the futility of learning to ride a bike w

ithout the bicy-
cle or learning to sw

im
 w

ithout w
ater. O

ne in*uential 

A
m

erican observer pointed out that the cam
paign’s 

very notion of com
puter literacy as rooted in algorith-

m
ic reasoning and program

m
ing skills w

as m
isplaced 

and the Soviets w
ould be better o+ learning from

 the 
m

ore technologically advanced W
est:

!
rough the experim

ents gained from
 thousands 

of di+erent ad hoc program
s of introducing per-

sonal com
puters into schools over the last ten 

years...w
e now

 know
 that com

puter literacy is 
not-know

ing how
 to program

. It is not-understand-
ing how

 a com
puter w

orks. It is not-know
ing about 

bits and bytes and *ip-*ops and gates. W
e know

 
that true com

puter literacy m
eans having the skills 

to use advanced application program
s such as 

w
ord processing and spreadsheet system

s. 2

Back in the #$'&s, such criticism
s 

held a lot of sw
ay. Indeed, the appli-

cation-based usage of the com
puter 

prevailed. Yet, today, “w
e now

 know
” 

these optim
istic w

ords describing 
the interface-based inform

ation 
society seem

 ironic at best. 
U

nlike the critics of the #$'&s, 
w

e have observed several genera-
tions of digital natives grow

 into 
algorithm

ically naive users: con-
sum

ers turned products. If anything, w
hen com

pared 
to the intellectual agenda of the m

ovem
ent for com

-
putational thinking gaining traction in elite W

estern 
institutions of learning since the (&&&s, the Soviet 
em

phasis on the m
ind and not on the device seem

s 
visionary, not backw

ard. “First hum
ans com

pute. 
Second, people can learn com

putational thinking 
w

ithout a m
achine”, a,

rm
ed one of the m

ovem
ent’s 

leaders, Jeannette W
ing. 3 Yet, both interpretations 

of the Soviet com
puter literacy reform

 –
 either as 

a sym
bol of technological backw

ardness or as the 
unrecognized prophecy – are m

ore lim
iting than fruit-

ful. A
s one astute observer of the reform

s noted at the 
tim

e of their im
plem

entation, their m
ost salient fea-

ture w
as an inclusive debate about digital technology 

and Soviet generations. In this sense, the key bene"t 
of rem

em
bering the m

eaning of the Soviet com
puter 

literacy cam
paign is not in draw

ing direct lessons 
on how

 to solve the problem
s of digital capitalism

. 
W

e can, how
ever, appreciate the dem

onstration that 
today’s technopolitical outcom

es are not determ
ined 

by any inherent characteristics of digital technology; 
w

e can gauge the inform
ation age w

e w
ant for our 

children via a scenario featuring a di+erent form
 of 

society –
 neither backw

ard nor visionary –
 in tim

es of 
transform

ation.
To understand the com

puter literacy cam
paign 

as a site of debate is to listen to the voices of its par-
ticipants. In fact, the com

pulsory new
 subject, “!

e 
basics of inform

atics and com
putational technology”, 

introduced into Soviet schools in the fall of #$'), w
as 

not m
et w

ith w
idespread enthusiasm

. By the end of 
the school year, a group of ninth-grade students from

 
the m

iddle school N
o. ## in K

habarovsk, a m
ajor city in 

the R
ussian Far East, w

as desperate 
enough to pen a letter of com

plaint 
to the academ

ician A
ndrei Ershov, 

the initiator and the public face of 
the reform

. C
oncerns w

ith the lack 
of access to the com

puters them
-

selves w
as a typical feature of the 

m
ass of correspondence received 

by Ershov’s team
 dealing w

ith 
educational inform

atics and local-
ized at the N

ovosibirsk Scientific 
C

enter. M
ost such letters w

ere special requests used 
to gam

e the Soviet system
 of centralized allocation of 

resources. !
e letter from

 the K
habarovsk students is 

di+erent, as their concern w
ith the absence of the com

-
puter transform

ed into a bold critique of the content 
of the course. But even m

ore am
bitiously, the letter 

challenged the core value of the com
puter literacy pro-

gram
, its universalism

. !
e schoolchildren suggested 

that there should be specialized classes for those w
ho 

have a professional interest, instead of w
asting every-

body’s tim
e by m

aking it required across the board. 4

H
ow

ever, the com
pulsory character of the course 

w
as not sim

ply a feature of a centralized educational 
system

. Part and parcel of the transform
ative aspira-

tions of the reform
 w

as not professionalization but 
the loftier goal of bringing up a novel type of socialist 
citizen. !

e m
etaphor of “program

m
ing –

 the second 

“First hum
ans 

com
pute. Second, 

people can learn 
com

putational 
thinking w

ithout  
a m

achine.”
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W
ithout the algorithm

, w
ithout a plan, there is no 

point in sitting in front of the com
puter.” 6 A

dopting 
the problem

-solving attitude advized by Ershov 
entailed concerted actions. !

e resources indicated 
in his letter illustrate how

 Soviet centralization cam
e 

hand in hand w
ith bottom

-up action. C
ollectivism

 w
as 

one key m
echanism

. A
s the students in question w

rote 
collectively, Ershov also responds to an interlocutor 
that is not an individual but a collective. !

is collective 
is in fact the "rst resource that Ershov draw

s attention 
to. A

s there m
ust be at least several highly achieving 

students am
ong them

, im
plied by the letter, the solu-

tion he proposes is for them
 to learn together. K

om
so-

m
ol obligation is a form

at for institutionalizing such 
m

utual help and obtaining infrastructural resources 
at school. O

n the other hand, Ershov also encourages 
them

 to look for com
puter tim

e elsew
here. N

o less 
essential than collectivism

 w
ere the Soviet patronage 

netw
orks. Ershov points to industrial and scienti"c 

com
puter centers of a large city such as K

habarovsk 
and that the local adm

inistration of the party-state 
is m

andated to help. In practice, m
any urban settle-

m
ents w

ere operated as com
pany tow

ns and industrial 
enterprizes patronized local learning establishm

ents.
T

he geographic entanglem
ent transpiring in 

this epistolary exchange, connecting w
hat m

ight 
appear to be tw

o rem
ote points –

 N
ovosibirsk and 

K
habarovsk –

 w
ith the M

oscow
-m

andated cam
-

paign extends beyond the tensions of centrifugal 
and centripetal dynam

ics. !
e letter also reveals the 

infrastructural divide betw
een urban and non-urban 

and the interdependencies betw
een digital and envi-

ronm
ental dim

ensions as characteristic of both the 
socialist and capitalist versions of m

odernities. To 
stress the possibilities open to urban youths, Ershov 
evokes the di,

culties and creative solutions found 
by enthusiastic students and teachers in the rem

ote 
N

orthern settlem
ents. In fact, in the late Soviet con-

text, both the rem
ote N

orth and the Far East becam
e 

the bearers of futuristic potentiality. M
ore prosaically, 

they w
ere sources of hard currency exports. Ershov’s 

idealistic depiction of the N
orthern regions as a fron-

tier of com
puter literacy w

as not a "ction. R
etracing 

the reference in his correspondence reveals the cam
-

paign’s dependency on industrialization associated 

literacy” w
as at the core of the universalizing goals 

underlying “the basics of inform
atics.” Ershov coined 

it as a title of his #$'# keynote address at the -rd W
orld 

C
onference on C

om
puter Education held in Lausanne, 

Sw
itzerland. A

lthough delivered in an international 
setting reflecting Ershov’s status as an active and 
respected m

em
ber of the transnational com

m
unity of 

com
puter scientists, the agenda of the talk relied on 

a creative adaptation of M
arxist notions and com

m
u-

nist vocabulary. W
hile the reference to the early Soviet 

literacy cam
paign is an obvious source of inspiration 

for the m
etaphor, the connections to Soviet ideology 

are deeper. In particular, the m
oral dim

ension of his 
broad description of the second literacy, as “not only 
the ability to w

rite com
puter instructions, but also a 

w
ay to bring up a m

an w
ho is resolute and prudent 

at the sam
e tim

e” w
as dependent on a criticism

 of 
the bourgeois self, disengaged from

 social action to 
an isolation of abstract thinking. 5 Ershov’s vision of 
the universality of program

m
ing w

as grounded in a 
naturalizing ontology of inform

ation postulating the 
com

puter as a self-actualization device, am
plifying 

hum
ankind’s innate capacity to goal-oriented action. 

!
is idea of universal program

m
ing literacy w

as con-
ceived not in a narrow

 reading as a skill that w
ould 

subvert professional know
-how

, but, on the contrary, 
as the highest professional aspiration to defuse the 
role of m

ediation betw
een hum

an and m
achine. 

A
ccording to this perspective, the ultim

ate expression 
of the pow

er to actively engage in the w
orld by trans-

form
ing abstractions into actions w

as not localized 
in the device. !

is pow
er resided rather in the hum

an 
m

ind and its capacity to bring m
achines to life.

!
e dialog betw

een the K
habarovsk youths and 

the academ
ician highlights how

 these ideals trans-
lated into particular arrangem

ents across vast Soviet 
spaces. D

espite his elevated status and trem
endous 

w
orkload, the academ

ician found tim
e to w

rite back. 
H

is personable letter is anything but condescending: 
it identi"es the problem

 and indicates sources of sup-
port. Ershov em

phasizes that it is w
rong to ascribe the 

students’ di,
culties to the absence of the m

achine. 
“!

e teacher m
ay have pity on you”, w

rites Ershov in 
a *ight of poetical anim

ism
, “but the m

achine has no 
pity, it w

ill rem
ain an unresponsive piece of m

etal. 

produced by the m
illions and sold at a+ordable prices. 

D
i+used across the country far beyond their intended 

consum
er base of scientists and engineers, these cal-

culators gave rize to a youth subculture of calculator 
gam

ers and hackers, as m
ost non-scienti"c activities 

involved exploring the lim
its of hardw

are and pro-
ducers’ speci"cations. !

e late Soviet digital age w
as 

thus not only an aspiration of the Soviet experts to 
dissem

inate their professional ideals in a top-dow
n 

m
anner, but w

as also a bottom
-up m

ovem
ent con-

necting m
ultiple com

m
unities and distant locations. 

A
lthough the system

 supporting the infrastructures 
for these com

m
unities disappeared in the years follow

-
ing #$$#, the strengths of the R

ussian IT sector w
ere 

the strengths of its m
anpow

er as em
ployed in the face 

of digital scarcity, and its playfulness w
ith both soft-

w
are and hardw

are lim
itations. !

ese hum
an-centerd 

repercussions of the reform
 reached across political 

ruptures and borders: facing econom
ic hardships, the 

generation that m
atured in the #$$&s often saw

 their 
versatile skills as an opportunity for em

igration.
W

ith capitalism
 rem

aining as the only option for 
the global political econom

y, the source of our m
otiva-

tion to recover these forgotten m
odes of the digital and 

the algorithm
ic is con*icted. It com

es from
 a sense of 

bew
ilderm

ent split betw
een the com

placency gener-
ated by the convenience of digital technologies and a 

w
ith the extraction of natural resources: w

hile w
ait-

ing for the state to supply the specialized classroom
s 

it had prom
ized, schoolchildren in the Tum

en region 
w

ere gifted w
ith the program

m
able calculator popular 

in the Soviet oil and gas industry. 7 !
e signi"cance of 

this particular instance is beyond anecdotal. If the 
ideal of algorithm

ic thinking underlying the com
puter 

literacy reform
 w

as nurtured w
ithin the transnational 

com
m

unity of com
puter scientists, its m

aterial realiza-
tion w

as coupled w
ith the global carbon econom

y. !
e 

delays in the Soviet governm
ent’s capacity to supply 

the hardw
are considered necessary to raize the new

 
generation of Soviet citizens w

ere due to the #$'. oil 
price collapse.

By the late #$'&s, the Soviet-produced m
achines 

"nally reached classroom
s, but by that tim

e the par-
ty-state itself faced a m

ajor crisis and its last attem
pts 

at social engineering, such as the com
puter literacy 

cam
paign, w

ere discredited. Ershov succum
bed to 

cancer at the end of #$'', and the cam
paign lost its 

m
ost authoritative expert and tireless prom

oter. O
n 

the level of the general public, the abstract goal of 
algorithm

ic thinking lost its luster in the face of the 
alluring new

 m
icros and PC

s im
ported from

 the W
est, 

even if few
 could a+ord them

.
!

e unexpected tw
ist to this rise-and-fall storyline 

is that, in a sense, both Ershov and his young critics 
turned out to be right. !

e reform
 did not succeed in 

inculcating a universal algorithm
ic m

indedness. But 
the broader ecology of state support for the com

puter 
literacy cam

paign nurtured the generation of future 
entrepreneurs of the post-Soviet digital infrastruc-
ture and com

m
erce. A

long w
ith his letter, Ershov sent 

a couple of issues of the popular journal K
vant w

ith 
his ow

n and his colleague’s publications on program
-

m
ing. !

ese w
ere but a drop in the ocean of popular 

scienti"c and technical literature on the subject. M
ore-

over, the journals that published m
aterials com

bining 
education w

ith entertainm
ent w

ere devoured hot o+ 
the press by the com

m
unity of avid gam

ers. !
e gam

es 
in question w

ere not necessarily com
puter gam

es, 
how

ever. A
nother digital device w

ith a very lim
ited 

display capacity, the program
m

able calculator, led to 
a creative fusion of textual and digital im

aginaries. 
U

nlike the Soviet-m
ade m

icros, such calculators w
ere 

This idea of universal 
program

m
ing literacy w

as 
conceived not in a narrow

 
reading as a skill that w

ould 
subvert professional know

-
how

, but, on the contrary, 
as the highest professional 
aspiration to defuse the role 
of m

ediation betw
een hum

an 
and m

achine. 
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grow
ing anxiety as w

e learn of its price, nam
ely that 

our data constantly feeds the surveillance m
achinery 

of Big Tech. Even as epithets of “digital” and “sm
art” 

becom
e associated w

ith a planet-w
ide prom

ize of sus-
tainability, social divides are already am

pli"ed by the 
interdependency of the online and o/

ine w
ords. !

e 
C

ovid-#$ pandem
ic, propelling digital infrastructures 

to centerstage, has exposed the digital divide as a 
calculable factor of risk. A

 critical challenge to capi-
talism

, the disappeared socialist past does not harbor 
solutions to our problem

s. N
evertheless, the socialist 

hum
anistic aspirations to equality, self-realization, 

and solidarity alone o+er a reason to persist in envi-
sioning the unfam

iliar w
orld of the Soviet Inform

ation 
A

ge. R
em

em
bering is a rem

inder that an alternative 
history bears the potential of alternative designs.
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