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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

When Germany was divided in 1949, the two parts of the country were set to develop
in distinct ways, both economically and culturally. While the West saw steep economic
growth resulting in greater individual spending power and widespread access to
leisure electronics, the East was more restricted in these aspects due to its link to
Soviet command economy and CoCom sanctions (Schmitt et al. 2016; Bosch 2018). To
the world, the two countries were placed at a crossroads that would ultimately lead
to significant differences in the pathways they would take up to the fall of the Iron
Curtain in 1989. This difference strongly manifested itself in the 1980s, marking a
pivotal era for computing technology, notably in the advancement of hardware and
software, resulting in a government-controlled “technology transfer during the Cold
War” (Schmitt 2019, 140), and in the cultural integration of these technologies into
everyday life. Despite sharing a common cultural heritage, East and West Germany
diverged significantly in their approaches to leisure and creative computing,
influenced by their respective political ideologies and economic systems, and even 35
years after the fall of the Iron Curtain, this history has mostly been approached
without taking economic structures as defined by political systems into consideration.
This paper seeks to provide an understanding of how these differences and similarities
shaped the landscape of computing in both states, particularly but not exclusively at
the grassroots level. Methodologically, it does so by drawing on recent studies by
scholars in the field (e.g. Erdogan 2018; Flury 2023; 2025) combined with archival
research and media historiography (especially the Stasi Mediathek and artefacts such
as gaming magazines), thus working within a framework of comparative cultural
analysis to explore how computing and play functioned as convergent and resistant
practices as well as socio-economic markers on either side of the Berlin Wall. In this
sense, it complicates Cold War binaries by illustrating how technology and gaming
cultures were not simply dictated by top-down policies, but shaped through everyday
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practices, informal economies, and shared desires for digital participation across
political divides. It thereby contributes to the broader discourse on technology in
divided societies by looking at the political contexts, legal frameworks, hardware,
software, and people’s engagement with computing in both Germanies in the decade
before their reunification.

In the 1980s, West Germany saw rapid growth in the computing sector, spurred by a
market-driven economy and a liberal political environment that fostered innovation
and entrepreneurship (Bosch 2018; Schmitt 2022, 103-115), yet the country mainly
relied on imports. With the advent of leisure electronics in the late 1970s, computers
and consoles became a staple in many Western schools and households during the
1980s (Lovejoy and Pajala 2022; Flury 2023), making it easier for people to engage in
creative computing practices (e.g. hacking, cracking, demoscene, etc.). In contrast to
this, East Germany was shaped by a centrally planned economy and strict government
control (Collier 1989; Stahnke 1989; Schmitt 2022, 87-103), further restricted by
CoCom sanctions which prohibited Western countries from exporting computing
technology to Eastern Bloc countries. The GDR’s political context, characterised by
surveillance and censorship, significantly influenced the development, production,
and private use of computing technology (Jarmoszko, Geipel, and Goodman 1989;
Flury 2025), having effects on people’s engagement with computers long after the fall
of the Iron Curtain. These developments resulted in individuals, communities, and
cultures of creative computing, yet due to contrasting economic and technological
frameworks, practices differed between both countries. The aim of this paper is to
look at computing in East and West Germany from a diachronic and a synchronic
perspective by considering various associated aspects: (1) the politics and (economic)
policies of computing in both countries (GieRler 2018; Bergien 2019); (2) computing
hardware used, produced or obtained, and what it meant in terms of spending power
(Jarmoszko, Geipel, and Goodman 1989; Bosch 2018); (3) software used, accessed,
created, and shared; and (4) the social aspects of computing, e.g. collaborative
playing, teaching, and learning in computer clubs and schools as well as the social
signalling of hacker and cracker cultures (Alberts and Oldenziel 2014; Albert 2016a;
2016b; 2020; Erdogan 2018, 61-94; 2021; Webb 2020, 1-4, 13-21; Uhl 2022, 189-
206).

This chapter therefore wants to provide a nuanced understanding of how two
ideologically opposed yet strongly related states navigated the digital revolution
individually, socially, politically, and technologically. The comparison highlights the
resilience and creativity of individuals in both regions, emphasising the importance of
considering local contexts when examining the history of computing (Swallwell 2021),
as global trends often manifest differently across distinct political and cultural
landscapes.
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