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Olivetti M20 personal computer from 1982. Credit: Wikimedia (CC BY 3.0)

FOMO, or Fear of Missing Out, is an important driver of social media.
But the emotion of fear has also been a key factor in the spread of
computers in the last century. During the Cold War, fear persuaded
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governments, industry, and consumers in the western world that they
would be left behind if they didn't buy into this technological revolution.
Ginevra Sanvitale has investigated how this mechanism played out in
Italy. Her Ph.D. research, which holds important lessons for today,
earned her a cum laude at the department of Industrial Engineering and
Innovation Sciences.

In her research, Ginevra Sanvitale has given a prominent place to
emotions such as fear, which, she says, play a key role in the way
computers and their design are debated. This debate applies both to
society at large and in the political realm, but have so far not been
studied extensively by historians of technology.

"Emotions and politics are often considered a hindrance to technological
development. Additionally, technology promises to simplify political
processes, and to overcome emotional distress," notes Sanvitale.

"Yet, after a century of these promises, the contemporary world looks
more politically complex and emotionally demanding than ever.
Although we live in a tech-centered world, technology alone is not
sufficient to explain or resolve our societal challenges."

Black box entanglement

According to Sanvitale, "emotions," "technology," and "politics" are
always profoundly intertwined. Her research is centered on a
technopolitical configuration that she calls "the black box entanglement."
This configuration relied on the fear of falling behind during the Cold
War to promote computer use, and on their design as "black boxes" that
users could not study nor modify.

Marketing computers as black-box devices was a conscious design
choice, states Sanvitale. "The design process includes only a limited

2/5

https://techxplore.com/tags/fear/


 

number of actors, such as engineers and software developers, which
reduces the space for democratic participation by citizens."

In addition, using the concept of "fear of falling behind" as a marketing
tool de-politicized the societal significance of computers. "It flattened
the political debate by favoring a phenomenological approach, which
asks how technology solve a problem, over a dialectical one, which asks
why will technology solve a problem."

Cold War

Sanvitale's thesis provides a case study on Cold War Italy (1965–1990).
"The Italian context is a particularly fruitful place to investigate the
intersection of emotions, technology, and politics, because of the variety
of political debates that took place there during the Cold War," says
Sanvitale.

These debates, particularly those connected to the local socialist
tradition, are also linked to Italy's history of computing. Italy has an
established and thriving left-wing hacking tradition, historically linked to
its long-standing left-libertarian traditions.

Furthermore, the Italian Communist Party was foremost among the 
political parties in Italy in engaging in public debates on computers. It
was also the largest communist party in the Western bloc and the one
most openly critical of the Soviet Union.

Finally, Italy also had its own computer company, Olivetti, which despite
its troubled history, was recognized both nationally and internationally as
a pioneer. Its most famous CEO, Adriano Olivetti, is also known for his
engagement with liberal-socialist politics.

3/5

https://techxplore.com/tags/political+debate/
https://techxplore.com/tags/case+study/
https://techxplore.com/tags/political+parties/
https://techxplore.com/tags/public+debates/


 

Hackers and open-source

What makes the Italian case most interesting is the fact that several local
actors, such as hackers and open-source movements, opposed the Black
Box Entanglement by mobilizing emotions other than the "fear of falling
behind." Rather than rejecting computers, as you might expect, they
pointed at alternative technopolitical visions for the computer age.

In this way, they established what Sanvitale calls "technopolitical
resonance," which is a connection between historical actors based on
common feelings and thoughts on the societal and political significance
of technology.

As such, they played an important role in re-politicizing computer
debates and design on the national and international level, which is still
relevant today, according to the researcher.

A new black box

"These movements present an alternative view of digital technology and
social media based on individual autonomy, decentralized power,
solidarity, and human-centered development. Their insights can provide
an important alternative to the digital age as presented by the European
Union, which still sees more technology as the only way forward," says
Sanvitale.

"This is particularly important in an age where we see an increasing use
of smart algorithms that are not transparent. They are a new black box,
just as the computer was during the Cold War."

  More information: Ginevra Sanvitale, Technopolitical Resonance: 
research.tue.nl/en/publication … and-socialism-in-col
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