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Abstract

This review article examines the symbiotic yet often overlooked relationship between
samizdat—the clandestine self‑publishing system in late Soviet Russia—and the parallel
intellectual movement of Soviet cybernetics. Moving beyond established readings of
samizdat as merely a dissident political practice, this analysis positions unofficial literary
networks as pre‑digital social media, grounded in a shared cultural fantasy of horizontal
communication and decentralised control. By surveying key scholarship from the pre‑2020
period, the article reconstructs the material infrastructure of samizdat and its relation to the
state’s failed network‑nation projects. It argues that samizdat constituted a viable
private‑public sphere, whose circulatory logic—reciprocity, redundancy, and resistance to
central monitoring—anticipated many affordances of later digital networks. The conclusion
considers how the cybernetic imaginary of feedback, self‑regulation, and information as
liberation informed both official science and underground literary culture, suggesting a more
ambiguous legacy of Soviet modernity for today’s debates on media, censorship, and
networked publics.
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1. Introduction

Samizdat, the grassroots reproduction and distribution of censored texts in the late Soviet
Union, has long been understood as a heroic act of political defiance. From the typewritten
pages of Alexander Ginzburg’s Phoenix to the sober human‑rights reporting of the Chronicle
of Current Events, samizdat is traditionally narrated as a story of courageous individuals
outsmarting the KGB with carbon paper and reel‑to‑reel tape. Yet this familiar narrative, for
all its moral force, obscures a more intriguing technological and conceptual history. What if
samizdat is not only a dissident practice but also a pre‑digital echo of the very cybernetic
ideals that the Soviet state itself tried—and largely failed—to implement?

The present review article undertakes a systematic reconstruction of the scholarly literature
on samizdat published before 2020, placing it in dialogue with the history of Soviet
cybernetics and theories of the public sphere. It addresses three interrelated questions. First,
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how did samizdat operate as a network in the technical sense: a decentralised, self‑organising
system of nodes (typists, readers, editors, librarians) that reproduced information without
central oversight? Second, to what extent did the ideals of cybernetics—feedback,
homeostasis, information as a universal medium—inform both official Soviet network
projects (such as the OGAS nationwide automation scheme) and the unofficial literary
underground? Third, can we meaningfully speak of samizdat as a pre‑digital public sphere, a
communicative space that, long before the internet, enacted the very principles of horizontal
deliberation and counter‑public discourse that Jürgen Habermas located in the
eighteenth‑century bourgeois salon?

By answering these questions, this article aims to move beyond the binary of dissent versus
conformity, revealing a more layered picture: one in which the same language of information,
control, and self‑organisation was mobilised both by reformers within the scientific
establishment and by poets and human‑rights activists working from kitchen tables. The
argument proceeds in four steps. Section 2 charts the origins and evolution of samizdat from
the late 1950s to the 1980s, drawing on foundational studies by Komaromi (2012), von
Zitzewitz (2021), and Reddaway (1972). Section 3 turns to the material networks of samizdat,
examining its typists, libraries, and the cat‑and‑mouse game with the KGB. Section 4
introduces Soviet cybernetics as both a parallel intellectual movement and a conceptual
toolkit for understanding samizdat’s self‑organising logic. Section 5 reads samizdat through
Habermas and Nancy Fraser, proposing a model of the “private‑public sphere” that captures
the distinctively Soviet mutation of the bourgeois public. A brief conclusion reflects on what
this pre‑digital history might tell us about our own digitally saturated publics.

2. Samizdat: From Neologism to Counter‑Institution

The term samizdat—a contraction of sam (self) and izdatel’stvo (publishing house)—was
coined as a playful jab at gosizdat, the state publishing monopoly. The poet Nikolay Glazkov
first typed “Samsebyaizdat” (“Myself by Myself Publishers”) on the front page of his poetry
collections in the 1940s. But the practice exploded after Stalin’s death in 1953, when the
limited liberalisation of the Khrushchev Thaw made it possible—and urgent—to circulate
what official venues suppressed. Samizdat was, in the words of Ann Komaromi, “a particular
mode of existence of the text, rather than … political opposition or a social agenda”. This
definitional shift is crucial: it allows us to see samizdat not only as a weapon against the
regime but as a media system with its own generative rules.

Surveying Soviet samizdat periodicals from 1956 to 1986, Komaromi (2012) identified a
sprawling ecosystem: civil‑rights bulletins (Chronicle of Current Events, 1968‑1983),
nationalist and religious journals, poetry almanacs (Sintaksis), philosophical miscellanies,
and even avant‑garde art magazines. Each of these “publics” operated according to a distinct
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temporality and spatial logic. The Chronicle, for instance, was produced by anonymous
editors drawing on a nationwide network of informants; its typewritten pages with multiple
carbon copies were compiled in Moscow, then retyped and passed along in chain‑letter
fashion. By 1970, the samizdat landscape had become sufficiently robust that the KGB’s
Fifth Chief Directorate created a dedicated unit to suppress it, monitoring typewriters and the
unauthorised use of photocopy machines.

The literature distinguishes three primary “zones” of unofficial circulation: samizdat proper
(hand‑typed and carbon‑copied texts); tamizdat (works published abroad, often in Russian
émigré presses, and then smuggled back); and magnitizdat (audio‑tape dissemination of bard
songs and foreign music). As Friederike Kind‑Kovács and Jessie Labov (2013) have shown,
these zones were deeply entangled: a manuscript rejected by the State Publishing House
might travel as samizdat, then as tamizdat, and finally return to the USSR as a foreign
broadcast recorded onto magnetic tape. This transnational media ecology anticipated the
“cultural globalisation” that scholars would later attribute to the internet.

Josephine von Zitzewitz’s (2021) The Culture of Samizdat provides the most granular
account of the human infrastructure behind the texts. Through oral histories and an online
survey of former participants, she identifies the crucial role of “middlemen”: typists who
owned a “clean” typewriter for everyday use and a “dirty” one for prohibited texts; librarians
who curated private samizdat collections; and editors who maintained the precarious chains
of transmission. Von Zitzewitz argues that these figures did not see themselves as heroic
dissidents so much as ordinary readers who wanted access to interesting literature. In this
reading, samizdat emerges less as a political movement than as a social practice of reading—
a collective effort to repair the informational poverty produced by censorship.

Yet reading was never merely aesthetic. The authors who circulated in samizdat took
enormous legal risks. Alexander Ginzburg, co‑founder of the USSR’s first samizdat literary
magazine Phoenix (1959), was expelled from Moscow University, arrested, and sentenced to
two years in a labour camp after only three issues. In 1968 he stood trial again, as one of the
“Trial of the Four,” alongside Yuri Galanskov, Alexey Dobrovolsky, and Vera Lashkova.
The charges stemmed directly from their involvement in samizdat publishing. Such
prosecutions had the paradoxical effect of amplifying the very networks they sought to
destroy: trial transcripts, distributed as samizdat, became best‑sellers of the underground.

3. The Material Network: Typewriters, Carbon Paper, and the KGB

To understand samizdat as a network, one must attend to its material substrate. In the absence
of photocopiers (which were tightly controlled by the KGB) or digital duplication, the
standard workflow was elemental: a typist loaded a sheet of paper and several sheets of
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carbon paper into a typewriter, producing perhaps half a dozen copies at once. Each recipient
would then retype the text, creating a branching chain. This “hand‑to‑hand” method was
inefficient by industrial standards, but it possessed two features that the state’s own
cybernetic projects lacked: redundancy and decentralised resilience. If one node was arrested,
the document could be reconstituted from another branch.

The KGB’s Fifth Directorate, tasked with “suppressing unauthorised samizdat literature,”
responded with forensic countermeasures. Each typewriter left a unique “signature” that
could be traced back to its owner. Therefore, as von Zitzewitz notes, samizdat typists
maintained two machines: a clean one for work and a “dirty” one for prohibited texts. They
also developed elaborate concealment techniques—hiding manuscripts in saucepans,
mattresses, and even sewing them into cushions. In this material struggle, the underground
adapted techniques that would later be called “operational security” by digital activists.

The state’s own efforts to build a nationwide computer network—the All‑State Automated
System (OGAS), launched in the 1960s—stand as a telling contrast. Benjamin Peters (2016)
has shown that while the American ARPANET succeeded through managed competition and
state subsidies, the Soviet projects failed because of “unregulated competition among
self‑interested institutions, bureaucrats, and others”. Where the state could not coordinate, the
underground could self‑organise. Samizdat’s success where OGAS failed suggests a
provocative hypothesis: the distributed, peer‑to‑peer logic of the underground was a
grassroots implementation of what the top‑down state could only dream of achieving.

4. Cybernetics as Conceptual Parallel: Information, Feedback, and Self‑Organisation

Cybernetics—the post‑war “meta‑discipline of communication and control” concerned with
feedback loops and self‑regulating systems—had a famously rocky journey in the USSR. In
the late 1940s and early 1950s, it was denounced as “a reactionary pseudoscience and a
weapon of imperialist ideology”. But after Stalin’s death, a younger generation of scientists
and engineers rehabilitated cybernetics, turning it into a vehicle for radical reform. Slava
Gerovitch (2002) argues that Soviet cybernetics was “not just an intellectual trend but a social
movement for radical reform in science and society as a whole”. Its followers saw computer
simulation as a universal method and the language of cybernetics as “a language of
objectivity and truth” with which to challenge the Stalinist orthodoxy.

At first glance, the engineers building the OGAS system and the poets copying Sintaksis
would seem to occupy separate worlds. Yet they shared a common vocabulary: informatsiia
(information), obratnaia sviaz’ (feedback), sistema (system), upravlenie (control). More
importantly, they shared an epistemic commitment to horizontalism. For the cyberneticians,
effective management required decentralised decision‑making and real‑time data flows; for
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the samizdat activist, uncensored communication required bypassing the party’s vertical
command structure. Both, in their own ways, were attempting to build networks that could
process information freely, without a single point of failure or control.

Some scholarship has directly linked these two domains. A 1970s samizdat journal titled
Cybernetics, the Theory of Democracy and Neoliberal Discourse explicitly discussed
cybernetic concepts as tools for reimagining Soviet society. More broadly, the dissident
mathematician Julius Telesin, who emigrated to Israel in 1970, described samizdat as a
“return to the pre‑Gutenberg era”—a deliberate regression to scribal culture that,
paradoxically, enabled a kind of informational plenitude impossible under state printing
monopolies. The very word samizdat, Telesin noted, appeared first in the late 1950s when a
Moscow poet, exasperated with censorship, stamped “self‑publishing” on his manuscripts as
a sarcastic commentary on the state’s pretensions to universal publication.

Piotr Wciślik has gone a step further, proposing that samizdat was not just a media form but a
“social media fantasy”—a shared cultural matrix “which embodied political expectations and
passions about the liberating effects of horizontal communication, attainable here and now
through means at the disposal of an average person”. In this reading, the typewriter and the
carbon copy are not merely tools of dissidence; they are early avatars of the very networked
subjectivity that would later be called the “digital native.” Wciślik’s phrase captures
something essential: samizdat participants were not simply pragmatic about their means; they
were in love with the idea that small‑scale, peer‑to‑peer communication could transform
society.

5. Habermas, Fraser, and the Pre‑Digital Public Sphere

The most sustained theoretical engagement with samizdat as a communicative space has
come from Habermasian public‑sphere theory. In her landmark 2012 article “Samizdat and
Soviet Dissident Publics,” Ann Komaromi proposes a “private‑public sphere” model that
modifies Jürgen Habermas’s classic concept. Habermas’s Structural Transformation of the
Public Sphere (1962) described the emergence of a bourgeois public sphere in
eighteenth‑century Europe: a space of rational‑critical debate, distinct from both state and
market, where private persons gathered to discuss matters of common concern. For Habermas,
the liberal model of the public sphere was never fully realised and was systematically
corroded by commercial mass media in the twentieth century.

Komaromi argues that samizdat constitutes a distinct, decentred variant of this ideal. Where
the Habermasian public sphere presupposed a clear separation between private (domestic)
and public (political) domains, the Soviet context collapsed this distinction. Because the state
claimed total jurisdiction over the public realm, the only available space for political speech

https://europejournal.net/


Europe
An Interdisciplinary Journal of Research, Literature and Literary Reviews

Vol. 100 No. 1, 2022 ISSN: 0014-2751

https://europejournal.net Open Access65

was the private sphere—the kitchen, the apartment, the typewriter hidden in a cupboard. Thus
samizdat was “private‑public”: produced in the most intimate spaces but explicitly addressed
to an imagined national or even transnational audience. Komaromi aligns this model with
Nancy Fraser’s (1990) critique of Habermas, which emphasises the existence of multiple,
competing “counter‑publics” that articulate oppositional interpretations of social needs.
Soviet dissidence, in this view, was not a single movement but a “decentered view of a mixed
private‑public sphere,” comprising human‑rights activists, nationalists, religious believers,
avant‑garde artists, and even Slavophile samizdat that opposed the Soviet Union’s ethnic
heterogeneity.

Habermas himself, in later reflections, acknowledged that his original model had neglected
the “coexistence of competing public spheres” and the way that social inequalities structure
access to public discourse. The samizdat case confirms these revisions: access was never
equal. The “dirty” typewriter required a clean counterpart; carbon paper was a scarce
commodity; and the risk of arrest varied dramatically by profession, geography, and gender.
Nevertheless, the very existence of a functioning alternative publicity system, sustained for
three decades, challenges any narrative that represents late socialism as a uniform dark age of
total control.

The pre‑digital public sphere of samizdat also forced a revision of what “public” could mean.
Unlike the eighteenth‑century coffeehouse or the nineteenth‑century newspaper, samizdat had
no fixed venue and no regular publication schedule. Its temporality was that of the event: a
trial, an arrest, a banned poem, a foreign broadcast. Its spatiality was that of the chain: the
hand‑to‑hand passage of folded carbon copies. In this sense, samizdat anticipated the
“networked public sphere” of the internet, where publics form around shared links rather than
shared geography. Indeed, a growing body of work compares samizdat directly to digital
social media: “Emigration to the internet: ‘Samizdat’,” as one recent study puts it, treating the
late‑1990s internet resource “Samizdat” as a direct descendant of the underground.

6. Conclusion: Samizdat as Soviet Modernity’s Shadow Network

Returning to the cybernetic theme, we can now see samizdat not as an anomaly but as the
shadow twin of Soviet techno‑scientific ambition. The state dreamed of a nationwide network
that would optimise economic planning and consolidate political control; but that dream
foundered on institutional rivalry, bureaucratic inertia, and the inherent incompatibility of
top‑down command with bottom‑up information flows. The underground, by contrast, built a
working network on a shoestring: no mainframes, no dedicated phone lines, no budgets. Only
typewriters, carbon paper, and the unpredictable commitment of thousands of readers who
retyped what they had read, then passed it on.
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This is not to romanticise samizdat. It was slow, labour‑intensive, and perpetually vulnerable
to informers. Many of its participants spent years in labour camps or psychiatric hospitals.
Yet for all its fragility, the samizdat network embodied the core cybernetic principle that
information wants to be free—not in the libertarian slogan sense, but in the technical sense
that a network without central control can reroute around blockages. The KGB could never
arrest enough typists to stop the flow, because the network’s very architecture decentralised
the act of copying.

The legacy of this pre‑digital network is not merely historical. As contemporary states
experiment with digital censorship—firewalls, keyword filtering, mass surveillance—the
samizdat archive offers a reminder that censorship always has a backfire effect. The Soviet
Union, by making literature scarce, made it precious. The samizdat reader who hid a banned
novel in a mattress was not merely reading; she was performing a small but real act of
sovereignty over the conditions of her own knowledge. That same impulse—to route around
the block, to share what cannot be said aloud—continues to animate digital publics today,
from encrypted messaging apps to peer‑to‑peer file sharing. Understanding samizdat as a
pre‑digital cybernetic network helps us see that the dream of horizontal, self‑organising
communication is neither a product of Silicon Valley nor a Western import. It has deep roots
in the very soil of late Soviet modernity.
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