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COOPERATION ACROSS THE IRON CURTAIN

SOVIET TRANSFER OF TECHNOLOGY
FROM WEST GERMANY IN THE 1960S

In the post-World War II structure of world politics, it was imperative for
the Soviet Union to demonstrate its supremacy and to maintain and reassert
its position as superpower and leader of the Eastern bloc. The will to prove
the ‘historically determined’ victory of communism over capitalism1 shaped
– among other things – the aims of the Soviet Union’s economic strategy
during the Cold War, which was based on technological developments that
had rapidly progressed during World War II and the immediate postwar
years. In the 1950s, the Soviet leadership realized that technological pro-
gress had become a more important source of growth in the United States
and Western Europe than increases in labour and capital inputs, which until
then had formed the basis of the Soviet Union’s growth strategy.2 Under
the leadership of Nikita S. Khrushchev (1956–64), policy makers recog-
nized the importance of technological progress for economic growth – an
aspect that was henceforth reflected in Soviet plans for economic modern-
ization. The Soviet leadership moreover realized the importance of automa-
tion and accepted the need for advanced foreign technology and knowhow
as the basis for automatizing Soviet industry.3 This was a clear continuation
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of the policies of former Russian leaders, who had turned backwardness
into an advantage: Borrowing advanced technology facilitated quick prog-
ress.4

For the Soviet Union, the problem occurred when conventional
nonautomated metal-working machinery was the only relatively developed
branch of postwar civil industry – not taking the Soviet military complex
into consideration, which is not addressed in this study. Mostly due to
Khrushchev’s efforts, in the 1950s and 60s the Soviet Union focused on
Western Europe and especially West Germany for the transfer of technol-
ogy that was needed in the Soviet Union.5 Technology transfer, which is
usually divided into two subsections (commercial and noncommercial
transfer), has always been a normal part of commercial life and an impor-
tant source of economic growth throughout the world.6 For the Soviet
Union, the acquisition of technology and knowhow was the most important
aspect of transfer, and the line dividing commercial and noncommercial
transfer was thin. Foreign technology, mainly innovations from one coun-
try, were subsequently put to use in the Soviet Union either directly or as
a template for designing domestic production means.7 Thus, during the
Cold War the Soviet Union relied on already existing technology and
knowhow in order to accumulate experience and to learn through the active
exploitation and imitation of foreign expert knowledge. The main methods
involved in this were learning by doing and reverse engineering, i.e. the
deduction of the techniques of manufacture from a close examination of the
product.8

The task of technology transfer from the West was, however, more
demanding now than in the interwar years. Before World War II, techno-
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logy was transferred through normal trade and mainly in the form of ma-
chinery based on innovations that were already widely known. After World
War II, the structure of technology transfer and trade changed. With the
dawn of the Cold War, technological innovations became tied to military
technology and the arms race, which made technology, and especially the
transfer of technology, a matter of world politics. Based on Russian archi-
val materials and from the Soviet point of view, this article investigates
Soviet technology and knowhow transfer from West Germany in the late
1950s and early 60s in the context of the Cold War. How was transfer from
West Germany organized? What kinds of technology and knowhow were
transferred? How and why did the Soviet Union acquire specifically these
things?

1. Transferring Technologies:
The Modernization of the Soviet Economy

Transferring foreign technology thus became one of the main strategies to
promote technological progress and economic modernization in the Soviet
Union. Soviet ‘modernization’ emphasized the role of technology and
economic growth in the process.9 Already Lenin realized the need for
foreign technology and expertise in the development of Soviet Russia. For
Stalin, industrialization was tantamount to modernization. The slogan for
the First Five-Year Plan (1928–32), ‘Technology decides everything!’, set
the aim of the industrialization programme. 

The main instrument in Stalin’s economic growth programme was
centralized economic planning, which enabled very high rates of investment
to be generated in certain areas. Heavy industry was prioritized with a view
to producing machinery for all the remaining branches of the economy. The
use of technology, such as tractors and advanced tools, was strongly propa-
gated.10 Stalin imported foreign technology to the Soviet Union, mainly in
the form of machinery from Germany, in order to create a foundation for
domestic heavy industry. By importing machinery and prioritizing heavy
industry, Stalin managed to industrialize the Soviet Union and to create an
immense military-industrial complex before the outbreak of World War
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II.11 The paradox lay in the fact that the Soviet Union was able to produce
the high technology that was needed in the space programme and in arms
control, but was unable to translate these scientific breakthroughs into
economically competitive innovations.12 

The main problem in the Soviet Union was thus not lack of high tech-
nology. Rather, there was a lack of the medium-level technology needed
for the automatization of basic industry. When the Soviet leadership
adopted the idea of modernization based on technological progress and
industrial automatization, the need emerged for technologies and knowhow
which did not exist in the Soviet Union.13 Engineering and the mathemati-
cal sciences were at a high level and the Soviet research and development
system (R&D) was well established and supported.14 The problem was that
the sorts of connections between the civil and military sectors that existed
in the West were never established in the Soviet Union, and that the divide
separating these two sectors served to isolate the prioritized and developed
military-industrial complex from wider Soviet R&D.15 Resources (funding
and intellectual capacity) were allocated mainly to the military-industrial
complex.

Not only the problematic prioritization of the economy, but also the
restrictions of the Cold War caused the problems inherent in Soviet tech-
nology and knowhow acquisition from the West. The United States wanted
to prevent the flow of high technology to the Soviet Union and the socialist
bloc. The U.S.A. and other Western countries thus raised a high technol-
ogy embargo against the socialist states, hampering the Soviet leadership’s
plans to transfer Western technology to the Soviet Union. The Western
strategic embargo CoCom, in which the United States took a leading role,
was established in 1949.16 This multilateral export and control mechanism
was implemented by NATO members as a response to the Soviet atomic
bomb, with the main aim of retarding Soviet technical progress in key

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/978-3-88640-421-6.2010.223 | Generated on 2025-12-03 13:57:06



Cooperation accross the Iron Curtain 227

17  HANSON, Trade and Technology, p. 223; GARY BERTSCH, Technology Transfers and
Technology Controls. A Synthesis of the Western-Soviet Relationship, in: Technical
Progress and Soviet Economic Development, ed. by ROBERT AMANN/ JULIAN COOPER,
Oxford 1986, p. 115-134, p. 127-128; HANSON, The Rise and Fall of the Soviet Economy,
p. 161. As Hanson points out, the Volga automobile plant was reviewed with the aim of
ascertaining whether the Italian-made machine tools could be diverted to tank production.

18  BERTSCH, Technology Transfers, p. 127-128; ERKKI NIRONEN, Neuvostoliitto länti-
sen teknologian tuojana. Tutkimusraportti 39. Lappeenrannan teknillinen korkeakoulu [The
Soviet Union as Importer of Western Technology, Research Report. University of Technol-
ogy], Lappeenranta 1991, p. 50-53. For a different approach to CoCom: IAN JACKSON, The
Economic Cold War. America, Britain, and East-West Trade, 1948–1963, New York 2001.

19  Technology and East-West trade Report, p. 155-156, 160, 14; ERKKI NIRONEN,
Lännen embargopolitiikka murrosvaiheessa [Western Embargo Policy in Transition], in:
Ulkopolitiikka [Foreign Policy] 3 (1990), p. 44-49, p. 44.

20  JACKSON, The Economic Cold War, p. 173, 178.
21  GADDIS, Cold War, p. 84.
22  Ibid., p. 87.

strategic areas. The embargo was directed against exports of technology
that might contribute to military and civilian economic performance, and it
was aimed not only at the Soviet Union but at the entire socialist bloc.17 In
addition, tariffs were set high, trade and technology transfer facilities and
mechanisms were restricted, and credits were discouraged.18

Because no CoCom decision was legally binding for a member nation,
all of its decisions had to be unanimous. In spite of its leading role in the
embargo, the United States only had a limited ability to persuade its allies
to strengthen CoCom.19 The U.S. embargo policy against the Soviet bloc
did not meet with unanimous support in Western Europe. In the early
1950s, Great Britain and France were reluctant to support the embargo of
products that could become the subject of commercial trade with the Soviet
bloc.20 Moreover, in the Soviet Union there was great demand for technol-
ogy that Western Europe could supply. Although the embargo did not
manage to prevent trade between the socialist countries and Western Eu-
rope, technology transfer from the West was not an easy task for the Soviet
leadership. The need for ‘capitalist’ technology clashed with the idea of the
superiority of the socialist system21 and thus created an ideological prob-
lem.

One of the methods used to address the problems involved in transfer-
ring Western technology to the Soviet Union was the adoption of the con-
cept of the Scientific-Technical Revolution (STR).22 The concept STR was
popularized in the West in the late 1950s to explain the rapid technological
progress unfolding at the time and the changes that followed in its wake.
The STR also included the close integration of science, theory, technology
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and production, and its main elements were various new technological
processes. The economic content of the STR included improvements in the
factors of production and products, enabling a rapid expansion of produc-
tion as well as substantial increases in social welfare.23 The idea of the STR
suited the Soviet leadership’s aims and served as a useful propaganda
concept – both inside and outside the socialist bloc.

One result of the Western embargo was the strengthening of scientific-
technical cooperation inside the Soviet bloc. The Council for Mutual Eco-
nomic Assistance (COMECON) was established in 1949. Economic perfor-
mance within COMECON was based on a division of labour which, along
with the aims of scientific-technical cooperation, was based on priorities set
by the Soviet Union. These priorities were standardization, which was
connected to the international division of labour, and the transfer of
scientific-technical discoveries and designs from one country to another.
This mainly involved cooperation and division of labour in R&D within the
COMECON area. One country took care of one process and then sent the
results on to the Soviet Union, where all strands converged.24 This was
officially intended to serve the common good, but ultimately the main
benefit was accumulated in the Soviet Union. That is why the realization of
the STR was strongly propagated within COMECON as the Soviet Union’s
main aim. However, scientific-technical cooperation within the socialist
bloc did not solve the problem of the lack of technology. In spite of serious
efforts, by the early 1960s the realization dawned in the Soviet Union that
advanced Western processes, designs, knowhow, machinery and equipment
were still needed throughout the COMECON area. Technology obtainable
inside the bloc was no longer sufficient to keep abreast of the STR.25 This
made Soviet networking and cooperation with the West more target-ori-
ented: New opportunities for cooperation were actively sought, and existing
ties were strengthened. 
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2. Technology Transfer is organized

Khrushchev’s methods for overcoming backwardness were technologically
oriented and his willingness to adopt new scientific innovations determined
the orientation of Soviet economic modernization and decision making the
in the late 1950s and early 60s.26 In 1955, the State Committee for the
Introduction of New Technology into the National Economy (Gostekhnika)
was established as part of the preparation of the Sixth Five-Year Plan.27 

In the late 1950s, several projects were launched with the aim of diffus-
ing new technology in the Soviet Union. According to a 1957 resolution of
the U.S.S.R. Council of Ministers, some two-thousand examples of im-
ported machines, instruments and new materials had been provided for
thorough investigation and utilization in the years between 1955 and
1957.28 In its own inspection conducted early in 1957, Gostekhnika as-
sessed the realization of the plan drawn up by Soviet ministries and authori-
ties, examining how the new technology had been diffused in R&D insti-
tutes and enterprises. The inspection’s findings were rather disturbing.
Although there had been serious attempts to investigate and diffuse new
technologies, no breakthroughs had eventuated. Gostekhnika recommended
that more new technologies be obtained for testing and production, that a
wider acquisition of technology be pursued.29

The division of machine building under the Central Committee (CC) of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) was one of the main
party organs involved in the planning of industrial development. According
to this division’s reviews, plans issued by the CC CPSU for the implemen-
tation of new technology in the years between 1957 and 1960 were inade-
quate in many respects. Coordination between the ministries and authorities
was insufficient, which resulted in a lack of interest in implementing new
technology in enterprises and R&D institutes.30 As early as the late 1950s,
it became clear that there was a need for a system that would coordinate the
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implementation of new technology in the Soviet Union and organize the
acquisition of technology and knowhow from abroad.

The plan to create the State Scientific-technological Committee31

(GKNT) under the U.S.S.R. Council of Ministers was reviewed by the
highest party organs at the beginning of 1957.32 It would introduce a thor-
ough system for investigating the latest findings in the field of technology
in the Soviet Union, throughout the Soviet bloc as well as abroad. The
GKNT’s task would also comprise the acquisition of innovations and the
diffusion of these technologies among Soviet R&D institutions. According
to the plan, the GKNT was to coordinate all technology and knowhow
transfer to the Soviet Union, to facilitate new technology acquisition and to
draft implementation strategies for the future. Inside the Soviet Union, the
task of the GKNT was clear: to mediate information, propagate new prac-
tices and diffuse new technologies.33 The creation of this new administra-
tive organ was approved by the CC CPSU in 1958 and operational work
started immediately.34 Operations that took place in the late 1950s and early
60s proved that the GKNT was actively fulfilling its tasks as delineated in
the plan.

Technology and knowledge transfer from abroad was one of the main
objectives in the work of the GKNT. This was achieved mainly through
foreign missions (komandirovki) carried out by Soviet specialists. The
GKNT was in charge of preparing missions and taking care of arrange-
ments in the target countries. Technology advisers in the Soviet embassies
and trade commissions collected information on the technology and
knowhow in their station countries for the use of the GKNT. The participa-
tion of Soviet specialists at international conferences and exhibitions, and
their membership in international scientific associations formed an impor-
tant source of background information for the work of the GKNT. The
information collected through these various sources was disseminated
inside the Soviet Union via the All-Union Institute for Scientific-Technical
Information (VINITI),35 which was under the jurisdiction of the GKNT and
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the Academy of Sciences.36 This system of collecting information was very
effective and thorough.

The system soon received the chance to prove its efficacy. Soviet em-
bassies drew up a multitude of reports about the economic and technologi-
cal development of the target countries.37 During their foreign missions,
Soviet specialists, who came mainly from ministries and state enterprises,
would begin by collecting information from those branches of the economy
that were most useful for the Soviet Union. In the initial stages, the infor-
mation collected during the missions was of a very practical nature. After
having visited the selected production units, Soviet specialists wrote up
practical suggestions for action based on what they had experienced and
observed in the course of their visits. It was essential that such visits in-
volved a clear benefit for the Soviet side: When no such benefit was dis-
cernible, no specialists were sent.38 In the early 1960s, when COMECON
proved unable to produce compatible new technology, these missions
became more target-oriented and more focused on technological observa-
tions. Soviet specialists travelling abroad produced reports with hundreds
of pages describing the pertaining technology, illustrated with dozens of
photos and constructional drawings, which were then distributed through
the GKNT for the benefit of Soviet industrial designers.39 

However, the influence of the collected information proved to be rather
negligible for Soviet R&D. The main reason for this seemed to be the
planning system, which on the one hand created a relatively flexible envi-
ronment in terms of resource allocation and mission-oriented projects. On
the other hand, the advantage of flexibility turned into a disadvantage when
plan fulfilment became the main aim of the economic strategy. Any new
technology based on domestic design or reverse engineering required
considerable new resources and new suppliers, which was a considerable
problem in the Soviet Union because of the lack of horizontal connections
between industries. All branches of industry were forced to compete for the
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same materials, which resulted in departmental barriers. Thus, when plan
fulfilment was threatened, the tendency was to shift away from new prod-
ucts towards the safe, established ones.40 This appears to be the problem
also in the utilization of information collected by Soviet specialists.

3. The Soviet Union and West Germany:
Cooperation and Suspicion

In contrast to interwar technology transfer, which was limited to machines
alone, postwar transfers also involved knowhow and expertise. The Soviet
Union promoted cooperation with Western countries particularly actively in
the early 1960s.41 For the Soviet Union, one of the main target countries in
Western Europe for technology and knowledge transfer was West Ger-
many.42 As far as technology transfer is concerned, this was a clear contin-
uation of the Stalinist industrialization process, when most of the machinery
had been bought from Germany. In the late 1950s, West Germany was
already a developed industrial state, especially in the field of electronics
and related technologies that were much needed in the Soviet Union. The
need for advanced technology and knowhow was the explicit reason for
seeking cooperation with West German enterprises and sending Soviet
specialists to West Germany.43

After the establishment of the GKNT in the late 1950s, the target-ori-
ented organization of cooperation between the Soviet Union and West
German enterprises commenced. Soviet specialists participated in scientific
conferences and technology exhibitions in order to collect information and
to establish connections with Western enterprises and specialists.44 A good
example of this is the Soviet Union’s membership in the International
Electrotechnical Commission (IEC), where it was possible to become
acquainted with Western standards and the latest findings in the field, as
well as to meet other members of the Commission. Soviet participation in
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the IEC was very active and its general meeting was held in Moscow in
1957.45 A key event was the international congress and exhibition in
Düsseldorf in November 1957. During the conference, Soviet specialists
visited not only the exhibition stands but also the production units of West
German enterprises in order to familiarize themselves with projects for the
automation and development of the machine-building industry. After the
excursion, the CC CPSU received a detailed report from the Soviet delega-
tion analysing the main areas of German technology. Based on the special-
ists’ visits to various technology exhibitions, Soviet interest came to focus
in particular on firms like Siemens and AEG, which were pioneers in the
field of control systems.46

According to the system of the GKNT, Soviet ministries and subcom-
mittees suggested the themes of missions and nominated the specialists to
be sent. It appears that in the late 1950s and early 60s, when the specialists
were mainly senior engineers and technicians from related Soviet ministries
and production units, no special selection process, i. e. the estimation of
reliability or demand of party membership, took place. Knowledge of the
language of the destination area might have been mentioned in the material
and was perhaps regarded as an advantage.47 The names and positions of
the nominated specialists were sent to the GKNT by the proposing organi-
zation (mainly ministries and state enterprises), and the GKNT then for-
warded the supported propositions to the organs of the CC CPSU. In the
1970s, especially in the fields with strategic stature, e.g. atomic energy, the
specialists and their families were thoroughly investigated by the party
organs (among others) with regard to their political reliability.48

The level of implementation also proposed initiatives for visits, but the
contacts were established at the state committee level.49 Research institutes
and production units actively suggested missions to West German enter-
prises when a special technology or information was needed. The
Electrotechnical Institute V. I. Lenin proposed a commission to West Ger-
many in order to familiarize its specialists with the enterprises AEG and
Siemens-Schuckert.50 The contact point between the state committees and
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56  http://www.welt.de/welt_print/article754448/Der_Eisbrecher.html, accessed 27
April 2009.

West German enterprises was the Soviet embassy in Bonn. According to
the assignments issued by the GKNT, the embassy made contact with the
selected enterprises. It also collected information on the enterprises and the
advanced technology, which was then sent to the GKNT and VINITI.51 On
the Soviet side, visits were well prepared from the point of view of infor-
mation acquisition. Soviet specialists had a clear plan of action: The send-
ing organization attached a list of questions on technological processes that
needed to be answered in the course of the visit. The action plan also
included a strategy for disseminating the information in the Soviet Union
after the specialists’ return home.52 The main aim of the Soviet Union in
this type of cooperation was to obtain the needed information, not necessar-
ily to establish commercial connections with West German enterprises.

Interest in cooperation was mutual – visits were also suggested from the
German side to Soviet partners.53 These visits were reciprocal and, espe-
cially in the late 1950s and early 60s, active in both directions. Soviet
specialists were mainly engineers, i.e. persons who could apprehend the
information during the visits. On the West German side, groups of visitors
were smaller and composed by the directors of the collaborative enter-
prises.54 In West Germany, there were several reasons why cooperation
with the Soviet Union was seen as an opportunity. One of the main reasons
was without doubt economic benefit – the Soviet Union represented an
eligible trade partner. Markets were large in the Soviet Union, and the
country had a high credit ratio.55 West German companies had taken note
of the strong demand for their products in the Soviet Union. In order to
advertise the supply, West Germany arranged a technology exhibition in
Moscow in August 1962.56 

An interview with the director of the exhibition, Otto Wolff von
Amerongen, in the economic journal Handelsblatt from May 1961 was
translated by the Soviet embassy. Von Amerongen stated how important it
was that the personnel working at the exhibition stands knew Russian and
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of the Soviet Union and its production.

59  RGAĖ, f. 9480, op. 7, d. 805, l. 153-154.
60  RGAĖ, f. 9480, op. 7, d. 805, l. 404-406.

understood Russian history and politics, as well as German history and
politics.57 This comment demonstrates the West Germans’ serious attitude
towards cooperation and trade possibilities with the Soviet Union, as well
as the sensitive relationship still lingering between the old enemies. 

Technology and knowhow transfer between the Soviet Union and West
Germany was very active at the end of the 1950s and the beginning of the
60s. Despite the promising beginnings, however, the approaches of the
West German partners were not always consistently positive. The attitude
towards the Soviet delegates turned negative – at least for a while – in the
early 1960s. In April 1962, the Soviet embassy in Bonn reported that
Soviet specialists were being accused of ‘industrial espionage’ by German
newspapers, which caused deep concern at the embassy. This campaign and
related vilifications entailed cancellations of proposed visits by Soviet
specialists to West German enterprises. According to the Soviet embassy,
one of the reasons for the ‘misunderstanding of the Soviet specialists’ was
the poor impression created by the Soviet delegates’ refusal to answer any
questions concerning production in the Soviet Union or the nature of their
missions. The Soviet embassy demanded that delegates be trained to deliver
‘open’ information before being sent abroad.58 The problems caused by
their ignorance of ‘open’ information and the fear of divulging ‘not-open’
information certainly must have had a strong impact on the abilities of the
Soviet specialists to establish relationships and networks with West German
specialists.

The accusations of industrial espionage caused delays in the missions of
Soviet delegates to West Germany.59 These allegations seemed to be the
first in a series of problems connected to technology and knowhow transfer
between the Soviet Union and West Germany. In spring 1963, Siemens-
Schuckert very reluctantly decided to continue cooperation with its Soviet
partners. In the ensuing discussion, the German partners proved unwilling
to expand technical and economic cooperation. The directors of Siemens-
Schuckert invoked the CoCom restrictions to explain their refusal to con-
tinue selling electrical locomotives to the Soviet Union. They were worried
about the possible problems such sales might entail for the West German
government or Siemens-Schuckert.60 This was the first instance in which
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816, l. 74-75, 76, 77.

CoCom is mentioned in the archival materials as a possible factor restrict-
ing technology transfer between the Soviet Union and West Germany. 

The tone of the report prepared by the Soviet embassy on the negotia-
tions with Siemens-Schuckert was rather concerned. It also strongly empha-
sized the importance of the Soviet leadership’s support for the cooperation:
The outcome of the trade negotiations with West German partners should
be positive. Although cooperation with West German firms was important
for the Soviet Union, it was also noted in the report that the Soviet repre-
sentatives reminded the leadership of Siemens-Schuckert that they were not
the only possible partners for the Soviet Union. The main cause for con-
cern expressed in the report was that the West German attitude towards
Soviet initiatives had changed drastically over the course of the past six
months. The West German partners had visited Moscow in late autumn
1962 and the visit had been successful in many respects.61 This case dem-
onstrates the volatility of these sorts of cooperation agreements.

4. Conclusion

Technology and knowledge transfer between the Soviet Union and West
Germany is an interesting example of the interactions between countries
with different economic and political systems. It shows that technology and
knowhow transfer across the Iron Curtain was possible in spite of the
restrictions set by the Cold War political rivalry. This becomes apparent
when we focus on Europe and European actors. In Western Europe, politi-
cal issues were left aside when there was a clear commercial benefit in-
volved in the transfer. This case study demonstrates that West Germany’s
collaboration with the Soviet Union was quite independent. Thus, there was
no uniform trade policy towards the Soviet Union throughout the Western
bloc as defined by the United States. From the Soviet point of view, eco-
nomic modernization based on technology and knowledge transfer from the
West was considered so valuable that special emphasis was placed on
dispelling ideological problems inside the Soviet bloc. The case study also
shows that Khrushchev, as leader of the Soviet Union, was open to collabo-
ration with a clear economic benefit for the Soviet side. Soviet–West Ger-
man cooperation is thus also a good example of the possibilities of bilateral
policy utilized by the Soviet Union in the 1960s.

From the vantage point of the Soviet Union, it was a question of acquir-
ing technology and knowhow that could be used to fill the gaps that existed
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62  BERTSCH, Technology Transfers, p. 117, 120; HOLLIDAY, Technology transfer, p.
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in 1959. The cooperation was still based on direct connections between the GKNT and West

in Soviet expertise and production. The general aim of the cooperation
between the Soviet Union and West Germany in technology and knowhow
transfer had been defined as early as in the late 1950s. The Soviet Union’s
technological level was problematic: It had a successful space programme
and computer-based arms control systems, but no capability to translate
these innovations into the technological solutions that were essential for the
automatization of basic industry. In modernization based on technological
progress, the automation of industrial production was the basis for trans-
forming extensive economic growth into intensive growth. As mentioned at
the outset, the main problem in the Soviet Union was that there was no
connection between the military-industrial complex and the civil sector, as
had become established in the West after World War II. Attempts to create
advanced technology based on intra-bloc cooperation through COMECON
proved to be unsuccessful already in the early 1960s, and this compelled
the Soviet leadership to seek cooperation with West European partners
through different channels and arrangements. The change in attitudes
towards the West and the opening up to cooperation seem to have taken
place at the same time. In the early 1960s, the Soviet Union was very
active in forging cooperation agreements with Western countries.

For the Soviet Union, the organization of technology and knowledge
transfer was a relatively easy task in the early 1960s. As early as in the mid
1950s, a system had been created to organize the acquisition of foreign
technology and knowhow and the diffusion of the related information. The
establishment of the GKNT created a system that proved to be very effec-
tive. The strategy for acquiring technology and knowhow created for the
GKNT under Khrushchev was successful and, in contrast to most other
systems established by Khrushchev, it remained in place until the end of the
Soviet era. The system to collect information was quite effective, but the
diffusion of the collected information proved to be more or less ineffective.
Because of the inability to translate the collected knowhow into domestic
innovations, the Soviet Union was to remain dependent on foreign technol-
ogy throughout the entire Soviet period. 

In the Western bloc, West Germany was one of the main partners for
the Soviet Union in technology transfer in the late 1950s and early 60s. In
many ways, Soviet-West German cooperation was similar to the scientific-
technical cooperation (nauchno-tekhnicheskoe sotrudnichestvo) that the
Soviet Union launched and promoted among many Western governments in
the mid 1950s.62 Soviet-West German cooperation involved not only tech-
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63  Neste Oy:n vastaus TT-komission tiedusteluun [Response from enterprise Neste to
the inquiry of the ST-commission] 16 October 1961. File Ad 13/3647-55, Foreign Ministry
Archive, Finland [Ulkoministeriön arkisto (FMA)].

nology transfer but also the transfer of knowhow and expertise. From the
point of view of the Soviet Union’s basic scientific-technical cooperation
with the West, the main difference in the West German cooperation was
that the Soviet Union worked directly with enterprises, not with commis-
sions, as was the case with Finland, for example. In contrast to basic
scientific-technical cooperation, which was noncommercial, Soviet-West
German cooperation was mainly commercial. This proved to be one of the
problems in the early 1960s, when attitudes towards its Soviet partners
cooled in West Germany. 

The effective system of Soviet acquisition of technology and especially
knowhow seemed to be in conflict with the idea of commercial cooperation.
During their missions, Soviet specialists collected information based on
well-planned agendas. Commercial technology transfer remained at a rather
moderate level because reverse engineering was one of the main aims of
technology acquisition. Soviet learning by doing was based on examining
the product itself and deducing the techniques of the manufacture, e.g.
electric locomotives or process techniques. When the Soviet Union bought
technology for the purpose of reverse engineering, the benefit for the
Western partner was not necessarily as high as expected because no further
purchases followed. Accusations of industrial espionage in the early 1960s
can also be understood as the outcome of the organized Soviet style of
collecting information. Problems arose when the benefit was not mutual
and reciprocity did not come to fruition. 

The crux of the matter was the Soviet Union’s unwillingness or inepti-
tude to recognize the difference between commercial and noncommercial
transfers and the meaning of license and patent agreements. Similar atti-
tudes towards cooperation with the Soviet Union can also be observed in
Finland, where the obviously target-oriented behaviour of the Soviet dele-
gates was sometimes perceived as inappropriate. The main reason for the
negative attitude here was the Soviet side’s eagerness to obtain detailed
information on those processes that were forbidden under patent agree-
ment.63

The CoCom embargo did not prevent technology transfer between the
Soviet Union and West Germany, but CoCom restrictions were used by
West German partners as a pretext for certain decisions. Despite the cooler
phases in cooperation and some disagreements between the partners, the

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/978-3-88640-421-6.2010.223 | Generated on 2025-12-03 13:57:06



Cooperation accross the Iron Curtain 239

64  WILCZYNSKI, Technology, p. 113.

long tradition of technology transfer between the Soviet Union and West
Germany continued. Economic cooperation expanded and intensified even
after Khrushchev’s removal from power. In the late 1960s, Siemens started
to export third-generation computers and components to the Soviet Union
and the COMECON countries.64 In the end, however, although the Soviet
Union managed to trade with the West and to transfer foreign technology
notwithstanding the restrictions created by the Cold War, it failed to mod-
ernize its economy and to create a basis for intensive economic growth.

OPEN ACCESS | Licensed under CC BY 4.0 | https://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/
DOI https://doi.org/10.3790/978-3-88640-421-6.2010.223 | Generated on 2025-12-03 13:57:06


	Sari Autio-Sarasmo: Cooperation across the Iron Curtain. Soviet Transfer of Technology from West Germany in the 1960s
	1. Transferring Technologies: The Modernization of the Soviet Economy
	2. Technology Transfer is organized
	3. The Soviet Union and West Germany: Cooperation and Suspicion
	4. Conclusion


