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Mayak tape recorders in late socialist Ukraine: Industrial planning,
technological constraint, and everyday sound practices

Abstract. The article reconstructs the lifecycle of Mayak tape recorders in Soviet
Ukraine as a socio-technical infrastructure shaped by centralized industrial planning,
defense sector priorities, and everyday practices of domestic sound recording in the
1970s and 1980s. The study draws on a broad body of internal ministerial and factory
documentation. It uses conjunctural market reviews, calculations of effective consumer
demand, economic reports of the household magnetic recording industry, and internal
quality analyses. A separate group of sources consists of survey materials and oral
testimonies of users of Soviet household electronics, which make it possible to
reconstruct everyday experiences of tape recorder use. The research applies
infrastructural analysis, source criticism, and historical reconstruction of statistical
data. This approach makes it possible to trace the relationship between industrial
organization and everyday sound practices. Documentary evidence indicates that
technological quality functioned as an economic category. It was measured through
defect losses, warranty repair costs, and post-production expenses, linking
technological limitations with financial and institutional outcomes. The findings
demonstrate that structural shortage, uneven assortment, and dependence on repair
infrastructures shaped domestic listening practices. They also facilitated informal
sound circulation, including home copying and magnitizdat. The study concludes that
Mayak tape recorders functioned simultaneously as planned commodities and as
media infrastructures of private sonic life. They defined the material conditions for the
formation of the personal acoustic environment in late socialist Ukraine. The analysis
also demonstrates the reciprocal relationship between technological systems and user
practices, showing how everyday uses of recording technology contributed to
redefining notions of quality, functionality, and accessibility within the late socialist
industrial framework.
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Introduction.

During the 1970s—1980s magnetic tape recording became one of the most
influential domestic technologies in the Soviet Union. The tape recorder enabled
households not only to listen but also to record, reproduce, and circulate sound
independently of official broadcasting institutions. This technological shift
transformed the structure of auditory experience, allowing individuals and families to
organize their own acoustic environments within domestic space. In Soviet Ukraine,
the spread of tape recorders occurred within the institutional framework of late socialist
industrial planning. Unlike market economies, where the development of consumer
audio equipment was shaped by competition and consumer demand, Soviet recording
technologies evolved within a centralized system governed by administrative planning,
inter-ministerial coordination, and resource allocation. Civilian electronics production
was closely connected with the defense-industrial complex, influencing technological
priorities, component availability, and production strategies

The Mayak tape recorder, produced in Kyiv within the Ministry of
Communications Equipment Industry, provides a revealing example of this system.
Despite its wide distribution, its technological trajectory and reliability were shaped by
shortages of electronic components, slow renewal of models, and structural imbalances
between planned production and actual demand (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Quality control inspector of the Kyiv Scientific-Production Association
“Mayak,” N. Shatokhina, demonstrating the cassette tape recorder unit “Mayak-231-
Stereo” (Kyiv, June 20-21, 1983), illustrating final inspection and presentation of
consumer audio equipment in late socialist industry (Central State Audiovisual and

Electronic Archive, n.d.).
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Internal industrial documentation repeatedly emphasized that decisions
concerning consumer electronics were embedded in broader industrial priorities,
including defense-related production and resource limitations (Kon’iunkturnyi
obzor..., 1975, pp. 5, 43).

This article examines Mayak tape recorders as a socio-technical infrastructure that
connected industrial organization with everyday sonic experience. It explores the ways
centralized planning and defense industrial priorities shaped the development of
domestic recording technology, and how technological limitations were translated into
economic and institutional definitions of quality. At the same time, these limitations
should not be understood as purely objective technical constraints. Following Science
and Technology Studies approaches, technological properties may be interpreted as
relational and context-dependent, shaped by intended use, cultural expectations, and
institutional frameworks. The study also investigates how structural shortages and
distribution mechanisms influenced patterns of access to tape recorders, and how
everyday recording practices contributed to the emergence of personal acoustic
environments and forms of informal sound circulation.

State of Research.

Research on socialist consumer technology emphasizes the systemic role of
structural shortage and centralized planning in shaping production and distribution
mechanisms (Chernyshova, 2013, pp. 610, 38—45). Broader histories of technology
likewise stress that technological change does not necessarily follow innovation-driven
market trajectories but may instead develop under institutional and resource constraints
(Edgerton, 2006, pp. 3-8, 77-82). Within the field of sound studies, recording
technologies are conceptualized as infrastructures that shape listening practices and
acoustic environments (Sterne, 2003, pp. 15-22, 223-230; Bijsterveld & Pinch, 2011,
pp. 1-12, 55-63). The material characteristics of recording media (including
mechanical stability, noise, durability, and accessibility) are understood to influence
not only perceived sound quality but also patterns of sound circulation and everyday
auditory experience (Birtwistle, 2021, pp. 140—155). Recent studies further highlight
the analytical value of technological noise and material degradation as indicators of
underlying social and industrial conditions (Kendall, 2023). Comparative research on
cassette cultures demonstrates that recording media frequently enabled alternative
forms of sound circulation in contexts of media control (Manuel, 1993, pp. 2-8, 21—
32; Simon, 2022, pp. 35-52, 167-182).

In addition to these Western approaches, this study engages with Soviet and post-
Soviet scholarship on technology, consumption, and everyday life. Soviet-era technical
and economic literature conceptualized recording technology primarily within the
framework of industrial planning, emphasizing production efficiency, standardization,
and the fulfillment of quantitative targets. Within this epistemic paradigm,
technological quality was defined through measurable indicators (such as defect rates,
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durability, and production costs) and embedded in administrative reporting systems,
rather than interpreted through user experience or cultural practice.

Post-Soviet scholarship, by contrast, has shifted analytical attention toward
everyday life, informal economies, and user adaptation under conditions of structural
shortage. Studies of late Soviet consumption and material culture demonstrate that
access to technology was mediated not only through formal distribution systems but
also through repair networks, personal connections, and practices of modification and
reuse (Yurchak, 2006; Ledeneva, 1998; Zhuk, 2010). These perspectives are reinforced
by research on Soviet do-it-yourself culture, which highlights the role of technical
competence and user intervention in stabilizing everyday technologies and
compensating for systemic industrial limitations (Golubev & Smolyak, 2013).

Taken together, these historiographic traditions reveal a significant analytical gap.
Western scholarship has tended to conceptualize recording technologies primarily as
cultural and infrastructural systems shaping auditory experience, while Soviet-era
literature approached them as objects of industrial planning and economic calculation.
Post-Soviet studies, in turn, have emphasized everyday practices and informal
mechanisms of technological use, often without systematic integration of industrial
documentation. This article positions itself at the intersection of these approaches. By
combining the analytical reconstruction of Soviet industrial sources with insights from
post-Soviet studies of everyday practices, it integrates institutional and user-centered
perspectives on technology. In doing so, it bridges the gap between administrative
definitions of technological performance and the socially embedded realities of
technological use, offering a more comprehensive understanding of recording
technology as a socio-technical system in late socialist Ukraine.

Methodology.

The study employs a multi-layered methodological framework. First, source
criticism is applied to internal industrial documents, recognizing their administrative
and institutional character. Second, statistical reconstruction is used to analyze
production, demand, and quality indicators contained in economic reports and
conjunctural reviews. Third, institutional analysis examines planning mechanisms and
distribution structures shaping technological development. Fourth, an infrastructural
approach interprets tape recorders as socio-technical systems linking production,
distribution, maintenance, and use. The empirical base includes conjunctural market
reviews, calculations of effective demand, economic reports of the household magnetic
recording equipment system, internal quality analyses, and related documentary
materials. Quantitative indicators such as production volume, inventory levels, defect
losses, and warranty repair costs are analyzed to reconstruct the relationship between
technological constraints and everyday user experience.
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Results and Discussion.

Production, Planning, and Structural Imbalance.

The development of household magnetic recording technology in the late socialist
period unfolded within a centrally coordinated industrial system in which technological
change was determined primarily by planning priorities rather than market
competition. Planning materials conceptualized recording technology as part of an
integrated technological complex encompassing tape production, recording equipment,
and distribution infrastructure. At the same time, persistent shortages of electronic
components and reliance on externally supplied micro-motors constrained
technological modernization and affected key performance parameters, including noise
level, mechanical stability, and durability (Sopostavitel 'nyi analiz i prognozirovanie...,
1980, pp. 151-152). Contemporary industrial analyses stressed that technological
quality depended not only on engineering design but also on patterns of resource
allocation and institutional priorities. In practice, modernization generated uneven
results, while technological reliability remained unstable under systemic industrial
constraints, forming the structural conditions that shaped the everyday use of recording
technology.

Conjunctural reviews of the household magnetic recording industry reveal a
structural contradiction between planned production and actual consumer demand. The
conjunctural review for the first half of 1975 reported continued expansion of output,
with 1,226 thousand tape recorders produced, representing a 28.5% increase compared
to the same period in 1974 (Kon’iunkturnyi obzor..., 1975, p. 5). Despite this growth,
the document simultaneously emphasized a persistent shortage of desirable models and
an insufficient assortment structure. Production plans continued to prioritize outdated
reel-to-reel and low-quality cassette models, even as consumer demand shifted toward
high-quality devices (see Figure 2).

This shift reflected not only a preference for improved sound quality but also
changing patterns of use, including the increasing importance of portability, ease of
duplication, and compatibility with recorded media circulation. This imbalance
between production structure and consumer demand produced a paradoxical
coexistence of shortage and surplus. While high-demand models were scarce in retail
networks, inventories of technologically obsolete devices accumulated in both
wholesale and retail distribution channels. The same review noted that total retail sales
remained below supply, leading to the growth of inventories in trade networks, a
phenomenon measured through the category of tovarodni (inventory days)
(Kon’tunkturnyi obzor..., 1975, p. 5).

From an infrastructural perspective, inventory accumulation functioned as a
diagnostic indicator of systemic misalignment rather than a temporary logistical issue.
Centralized planning prioritized quantitative output indicators, while regional demand
structures remained insufficiently reflected in production decisions. As a result, the
circulation of tape recorders through the planned economy followed uneven temporal
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patterns: short periods of market presence for high-demand models alternated with long
phases of scarcity. The conjunctural review further indicated that the production plan
for 1976 was lower than the targets previously established by governmental decree,
while the rate of model renewal remained insufficient (Kon’iunkturnyi obzor..., 1975,
p. 80). This evidence suggests that structural shortage was embedded within planning
mechanisms themselves, rather than resulting solely from supply disruptions.

OGECHESNM NPMPOCT OGHEMOB
¥ NnpoM3BOOCTEANE X NATHMNETKE GES
YBENMUEHHA UMCNEHHOCTM PAGOTAHIWMYX!
© %

Figure 2. Final adjustment section of “Mayak-305" tape recorders at the Kyiv
“Mayak” plant (Kyiv, 1982), illustrating final calibration and preparation of devices
prior to distribution within the late socialist production system (Central State
Audiovisual and Electronic Archive, n. d.).

Demand, Distribution, and Technological Constraints.

The analysis of commodity flows reveals how centralized distribution shaped the
material availability of recording technology. Internal reports repeatedly emphasized
that the relationship between supply and retail sales was characterized by uneven
temporal distribution. Even when production increased, retail availability remained
unstable due to delays in distribution, logistical bottlenecks, and assortment
mismatches. Documentary materials from the late 1970s provide further evidence of
this phenomenon. A market analysis report noted that tape recorders with high
consumer demand were often sold out within hours or days, while the assortment
available in retail networks was frequently limited to three or four models, often those
with declining demand (Analiz otechestvennogo i1 zarubezhnogo rynkov..., 1978,
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p. 14). This pattern indicates that the effective availability of tape recorders was
determined not only by production volume but by distribution structure and assortment
composition. In practical terms, the temporal instability of retail presence transformed
acquisition into a socially mediated process. Consumers relied on personal networks,
informal information channels, and opportunistic purchasing rather than predictable
market availability. From an infrastructural perspective, the distribution system thus
functioned as a mechanism shaping access to technology and structuring patterns of
consumption. Oral testimonies confirm that these structural constraints were directly
experienced at the level of everyday use. Respondents consistently emphasized the
unpredictability of access to recording devices and the necessity of adapting to
available models rather than preferred ones. Taken together, these patterns indicate that
availability was not a direct function of production volume but of structural alignment
between planning priorities, distribution mechanisms, and consumer expectations.

The calculation of effective consumer demand for tape recorders in 1976 provides
a detailed quantitative framework linking production resources, retail supply, and
household monetary resources (see Figure 3). The report forecast a substantial increase
in retail turnover for tape recorders (approximately 2.5 times higher than in 1971)
reflecting growing consumer demand for recording technology (Otchet. Raschet
platezhesposobnogo sprosa ..., 1975, p. 8). However, statistical tables in the same
report reveal a structural gap between the growth of consumer demand and the
expansion of production capacity. While production was projected to increase
modestly, retail sales were expected to grow significantly faster, indicating the
persistence of systemic imbalance within the planned economy. The report also
identified two principal barriers to acquisition: the absence of desired models in retail
and insufficient household financial resources (Kon’iunkturnyi obzor..., 1975, p. 80).
This dual constraint demonstrates that shortage in late socialist economies operated
simultaneously as a commodity shortage and as a constraint of purchasing power.
Access to recording technology therefore varied across social groups, producing
differentiated acoustic environments.

The problem of assortment imbalance was a recurring theme in industrial
documentation. Conjunctural reviews emphasized that the continued production of
technologically obsolete models generated inventory accumulation and reduced
efficiency within distribution networks. Price reductions were frequently used to
stimulate sales of outdated devices, but this mechanism produced only partial
stabilization, as demand increasingly shifted toward higher-class models
(Kon’tunkturnyi obzor..., 1975, p. 5). From an infrastructural perspective, assortment
imbalance influenced not only economic performance but also the technological
characteristics of domestic sound environments. Lower-class devices offered reduced
recording fidelity, higher noise levels, and shorter durability, thereby shaping the sonic
quality of domestic recording practices. Survey data from the mid-1970s further
indicate that unmet demand resulted not only from a lack of financial resources but
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also from the absence of preferred models. (Kon’iunkturnyi obzor: “Sostoianie
vnutrennego rynka..., 1974, pp. 4-15). This evidence suggests that consumers
increasingly differentiated between technological classes, indicating a shift from basic
acquisition toward qualitative evaluation of recording technology.

Figure 3. Radio equipment technicians at the Kyiv “Mayak” plant testing the
operation of tape recorders on a testing bench (Kyiv, October 24, 1979), illustrating
functional testing procedures within the industrial quality control process (Central
State Audiovisual and Electronic Archive, n. d.).
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Analytical materials from the late socialist period repeatedly linked technological
limitations to shortages of electronic components and dependence on imported parts.
Reports on technological development emphasized that the lag of domestic recording
equipment behind international standards was primarily due to the absence of a modern
electronic component base and long development cycles (Sopostavitel’nyi analiz 1
prognozirovanie..., 1980, p. 151). This dependence shaped key technological
parameters such as mechanical stability, noise level, and durability. As a result, quality
constraints were systemic rather than isolated technical failures. The documentary
record indicates that technological modernization occurred unevenly, producing cycles
of improvement followed by renewed deterioration.

Quality and Social Accessibility.

Economic reports of the household magnetic recording industry indicate that
“quality” functioned as a measurable economic category linking technological
reliability with financial performance. Internal documentation consistently evaluated
quality through three interconnected indicators: defect losses during production,
warranty repair expenses after distribution, and post-production costs associated with
logistics and servicing. These indicators formed what may be described as the
“economy of quality,” in which technological limitations were translated into financial
outcomes and institutional performance metrics.

The economic review for 1980 recorded a significant increase in defect-related
losses at the Mayak plant, rising from 321.7 thousand rubles in 1979 to 428.7 thousand
rubles in 1980 (Ekonomicheskii obzor..., 1980, p. 82). This growth indicates a
deterioration in technological stability despite ongoing modernization efforts.
Simultaneously, warranty repair expenses increased, reflecting both the expansion of
production and the growing proportion of more complex stereophonic models. The
same report linked rising warranty costs to higher technical complexity and
adjustments in repair tariffs following the State Price Committee decree of
September 7, 1979 (Ekonomicheskii obzor..., 1980, p. 56). From an infrastructural
perspective, the expansion of technological functionality did not automatically
improve reliability. On the contrary, increasing complexity under conditions of limited
electronic component quality often produced higher rates of malfunction. Internal
quality analyses confirmed that defect losses and warranty repair constituted a
significant share of production-related costs, demonstrating the systemic nature of
technological instability (Analiz sostoianiia kachestva..., 1981, pp. 147-149, 163).
User accounts further indicate that perceptions of quality were shaped not only by
technical parameters but by practical usability, including reliability, ease of repair, and
stability in everyday operation (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Quality inspection of a Mayak tape recorder at the Kyiv Scientific-
Production Association “Mayak.” Technician Vitalit Solovei is shown calibrating a
Mayak-001 tape recorder (Kyiv, March 17, 1976), illustrating factory-level testing

and adjustment procedures in Soviet audio equipment production (Central State
Audiovisual and Electronic Archive, n .d.).

Economic reports from the late 1970s reveal cyclical fluctuations in quality
indicators, suggesting that technological stability was shaped not only by engineering
factors but also by institutional interventions. The economic review for 1979 recorded
a nationwide increase in defect losses of 40.2% compared to 1978, while the Ministry
of Communications Equipment Industry reported a reduction of 26.2%, including a
substantial decrease at the Mayak plant (Ekonomicheskii obzor ..., 1980, p. 72). This
temporary improvement likely reflects intensified quality-control campaigns rather
than structural technological stabilization. Subsequent reports documented renewed
growth in defect losses, indicating that quality management functioned as a cyclical
process influenced by resource constraints, workforce discipline, and production
pressures. From an institutional perspective, quality was not a stable technical
parameter but a dynamic outcome shaped by administrative priorities and planning
pressures.

Analytical and forecast materials consistently identified the limited electronic
component base as a primary factor constraining technological quality. Reports
emphasized that the technological lag of domestic recording equipment behind
international standards resulted from shortages of modern electronic components and
long development cycles (Sopostavitel’nyi analiz..., 1980, p. 151). These constraints
affected core performance parameters such as noise level, mechanical stability, and
durability. The reliance on imported micro-motors and critical components created
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additional vulnerabilities, linking technological performance to external supply
conditions. Efforts at import substitution were initiated but produced uneven results,
further contributing to cyclical quality fluctuations.

Economic reviews provide quantitative insight into the relationship between
technological constraints and economic performance. The 1980 report recorded a
reduction in average production cost per tape recorder by 5.4% compared to 1979
(Ekonomicheskii obzor..., 1980, p. 56). From the perspective of industrial policy, this
reduction represented an apparent success in cost optimization. However, consumer
accessibility was determined not only by production cost but by the interaction of retail
price, availability, and household purchasing power. Documents repeatedly
emphasized that acquisition was constrained both by absence of desired models and by
insufficient financial resources (Kon’tunkturnyi obzor..., 1975, pp. 34—39). This dual
constraint demonstrates that technological accessibility was socially differentiated and
structurally embedded within the planned economy.

The economy of quality redistributed technological risk across the production-
consumption chain. Defects and malfunctions increased warranty repair costs, while
dependence on repair infrastructures affected the continuity of user experience.
Documentary materials indicate that the average lifespan of a tape recorder was
estimated at approximately ten years, with repair systems playing a critical role in
maintaining long-term functionality (Kon’tunkturnyi obzor...., 1975, p. 36). From an
infrastructural perspective, repair networks constituted an essential component of the
technological system, extending device lifespan and stabilizing domestic recording
practices despite systemic technological instability.

The documentary evidence suggests that technological quality in late socialist
industry cannot be reduced to engineering design alone. Instead, it emerged from the
interaction of multiple structural factors: component shortages, production pressures,
institutional quality campaigns, and planning priorities. As a result, quality functioned
as a dynamic institutional variable linking technological constraints with financial and
social outcomes. Calculations of effective consumer demand reveal that access to tape
recorders in late socialist Ukraine was shaped by the interaction of commodity
availability and household purchasing power. The demand forecast for 1976 projected
substantial growth in retail turnover for tape recorders, increasing approximately 2.5
times compared to 1971 (Otchet. Raschet platezhesposobnogo sprosa ..., 1976, p. 8).

However, the same report emphasized that rising household income did not
eliminate structural constraints on acquisition. Statistical tables demonstrated that
projected growth in retail sales exceeded planned production growth, implying
persistent shortage embedded within the planning system (Otchet. Raschet
platezhesposobnogo sprosa ..., 1976, p. 13). Consequently, technological access was
constrained simultaneously by commodity scarcity and uneven income distribution.
Internal conjunctural reviews identified two primary obstacles to acquisition: the
absence of preferred models in retail networks and insufficient financial resources
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among households (Kon’iunkturnyi obzor..., 1975, p. 39). These dual constraints
indicate that shortage operated both as a material limitation and as a socio-economic
filter, producing differentiated access to recording technology across social groups.

Distribution reports repeatedly documented persistent assortment imbalances
within retail networks, where lower-demand devices accumulated while preferred
models remained scarce (Analiz otechestvennogo 1 zarubezhnogo rynkov..., 1978,
p. 14). As a result, the retail availability of tape recorders remained unstable,
reinforcing periodic shortages of the most desirable models.) This pattern produced a
distinctive temporal structure of technological availability: brief windows of market
presence alternated with extended periods of scarcity. Acquisition therefore depended
on timing, personal networks, and informal access rather than predictable market
supply. From an infrastructural perspective, the distribution system functioned not
merely as a logistical mechanism but as a structure shaping social practices of
acquisition and technological access.

Price adjustments constituted one of the principal administrative tools used to
manage inventory imbalances. Price reductions were applied to technologically
obsolete models in order to stimulate sales and reduce accumulated inventories
(Kon’iunkturnyi obzor..., 1975, p. 5). While this mechanism improved circulation of
outdated devices, it also contributed to differentiated technological access. Lower-cost
models became more widely available but often provided lower recording fidelity,
higher noise levels, and reduced durability. Consequently, price regulation influenced
not only economic efficiency but also the acoustic characteristics of domestic recording
environments.

Repair, Substitution, and the Continuity of Technology.

Oral testimonies in this study are not used merely as illustrative material but as
analytical evidence of user interaction with technological systems. They provide
insight into how technological instability was experienced, interpreted, and practically
managed in everyday contexts. Survey data indicate that consumers adapted to shortage
through substitution and improvisation. When preferred models were unavailable,
households often purchased alternative devices of lower class or relied on secondary
markets, repair networks, and collective access arrangements (Kon’tunkturnyi
obzor..., 1975, pp. 35-36). From an infrastructural perspective, these adaptive
strategies represent forms of technological mediation. Access to recording technology
was shaped not only by industrial production but also by social networks, repair
infrastructures, and informal circulation. The resulting acoustic environments varied
across households depending on technological class, reliability, and recording quality
(see Figure 5).

Within the structural conditions of a shortage economy, malfunction and repair
formed an intrinsic phase in the life cycle of technical artefacts rather than an
exceptional breakdown. This situates Soviet household electronics within a regime of

245


https://www.hst-journal.com/

https://www.hst-journal.com Icmopia nayku [ mexuiku 2026, mom 16, sunyck 1
e-1SSN 2415-7430 p-ISSN 2415-7422 History of science and technology, 2026, vol. 16, issue 1

permanent technical negotiation, where reliability was not guaranteed by design but
achieved through continuous user intervention. Practices commonly associated with
do-it-yourself culture can therefore be interpreted as a historically specific mode of late
Soviet subject formation, in which technical competence operated as a stabilizing
response to unstable material and industrial environments (Golubev & Smolyak, 2013,
pp- 519-521, 532-540). The acts of assembling, adjusting, and repairing devices
functioned simultaneously as technological practice and as a form of everyday
adaptation to systemic uncertainty.

Figure 5. Adjustment and testing section of tape recorders at the Kyiv “Mayak” plant
(Kyiv, 1980), illustrating the organization of calibration and quality control
procedures in late socialist industrial production (Central State Audiovisual and
Electronic Archive, n. d.).

Repair systems played a critical role in stabilizing domestic recording practices.
Documentation indicates that the average operational lifespan of tape recorders was
approximately ten years, with maintenance and repair extending functional use despite
technological instability (KNPO “Maiak™, 1975, p. 43). The economic significance of
repair is evident in warranty repair expenses, which formed a substantial share of
production-related costs. From a socio-technical perspective, repair infrastructures
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constituted an essential component of the recording system, ensuring continuity of
domestic recording practices and shaping user experience.

The persistence of technical instability in serially produced equipment was
partially mitigated by the extensive circulation of specialized technical literature
devoted to Soviet magnetic recording technology (Anisimov, 1986). Manuals and
technical handbooks issued between the 1960s and the 1980s provided detailed circuit
diagrams, calibration data, functional descriptions of core assemblies, and procedural
instructions for maintenance and modification (Samodurov, 1971; Kolosov, 1974;
1977; Pochepa, 1979; Vasilevskii, 1989). Importantly, this corpus addressed not
institutional repair services but technically literate users capable of direct engagement
with device operation. In this technical discourse, the tape recorder appeared not as a
closed consumer commodity but as an open and adjustable system whose performance
depended on user-mediated calibration and modification. Such representations
contributed to the formation of a distinct operational culture in which the user
simultaneously occupied the roles of consumer, technician, and partial designer.
Domestic repair, experimentation with recording parameters, substitution of
components, and fabrication of auxiliary devices became normalized elements of
everyday technological practice.

A key mediating role in this configuration was played by the Massovaia
radiobiblioteka series, which functioned as a distributed infrastructure of technical
knowledge. Rather than producing professional repair specialists, these publications
equipped users with practical competencies for diagnosing faults and stabilizing device
performance in domestic settings. Alongside general explanations of tape recorder
construction and operating principles, they provided detailed guidance on correcting
typical malfunctions, fine tuning tape transport and recording circuits, and constructing
supplementary modules and attachments (Bozdekh, 1981; Shiyanov, 1988). Through
this literature, technical literacy was standardized and embedded in everyday practice,
effectively extending the site of technological maintenance from institutional
workshops into the domestic sphere.

Oral testimony reveals how this domestically embedded regime of technological
competence operated in practice. A recurring feature in user narratives is the necessity
of continuous intervention in the functioning of tape recorders. In these accounts, the
tape recorder rarely appears as a finalized and self-sufficient technical object but rather
as a device existing in a state of ongoing modification, ranging from routine cleaning
of recording heads to replacement of mechanical assemblies and rewiring of circuits.
Respondents describe these actions as ordinary and expected components of use: “you
replace the heads, replace the tape transport mechanism... you did it for your own goals
and tasks” (Interview with Respondent No. 1 (2025), DELS Archive, Fond 61, Opys 3,
Sprava 42, fol. 22); “with reels you had to clean the head so that the sound would be
good” (Interview with Respondent No. 1 (2025), DELS Archive, Fond 61, Opys 3,
Sprava 42, fol. 23). At the same time, technically experienced users emphasized the

247


https://www.hst-journal.com/

https://www.hst-journal.com Icmopia nayku [ mexuiku 2026, mom 16, sunyck 1
e-1SSN 2415-7430 p-ISSN 2415-7422 History of science and technology, 2026, vol. 16, issue 1

structural limits of improvement. One informant directly associated the instability of
household electronics with the quality of the civilian component base and the selective
allocation of higher-grade elements to the military sector: “we made some
improvements, but still it never improved to the level of branded equipment, which
cost tens of times more at the time; it was still not that. Our component base, especially
the capacitors, was of very low quality. That was in all devices except military ones,
where there was military acceptance and different parts. For household equipment,
everything went that wasn’t used for the military, everything that got rejected. That’s
why it wasn’t as reliable” (Interview with Respondent No. 2 (2025), DELS Archive,
Fond 61, Opys 3, Sprava 42, fol. 7).

Technological Quality, Use, and Social Construction.

The empirical evidence presented above suggests that technological quality in late
socialist industry should be understood as a relational category shaped by institutional
and social contexts. From an STS perspective, qualities such as reliability, fidelity, and
functionality may be interpreted as affordances rather than inherent properties of
devices. This perspective highlights a reciprocal dynamic: while industrial planning
and resource allocation structured technological possibilities, everyday practices of use
contributed to redefining what counted as acceptable performance. Users adapted to
noise, instability, and mechanical limitations, integrating them into normalized
listening practices. Oral testimonies demonstrate that users actively interpreted and
redefined technological limitations, integrating them into routine practices and thereby
contributing to the social construction of technological quality. At the same time,
demand for specific functionalities (portability, reproducibility, ease of circulation)
shaped expectations toward recording technologies.

Consequently, technological development did not follow a linear trajectory of
improvement but unfolded through continuous negotiation between institutional
production regimes and socially embedded practices of use. This interpretation is
supported by the empirical evidence presented in the preceding sections, which
demonstrates that fluctuations in quality indicators, uneven distribution, and reliance
on repair infrastructures directly shaped user experience. In this context, technological
limitations were not simply constraints but conditions that structured patterns of use,
adaptation, and evaluation. From a broader perspective, this case suggests that late
socialist consumer technologies should be understood as dynamic socio-technical
systems in which institutional structures and everyday practices were mutually
constitutive. Such an approach contributes to bridging the gap between industrial
history of technology and studies of everyday life in socialist societies.

Mayak as a Socio-Technical Infrastructure.
The expansion of domestic recording technologies facilitated informal sound
circulation beyond official media channels. Home recording enabled copying of radio
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broadcasts, duplication of phonograph records, and circulation of recorded materials
through personal networks. These practices formed part of the broader phenomenon
often described as magnitizdat (informal circulation of audio recordings through
privately copied magnetic tapes), in which magnetic recording technologies supported
decentralized sound distribution. Documentary evidence suggests that shortage and
uneven technological access reinforced the importance of informal circulation. When
desired recordings were unavailable through official channels, domestic recording
provided alternative means of access. From an infrastructural perspective, the tape
recorder functioned not only as a consumer device but as a medium enabling
decentralized sound exchange (see Figure 6).

Figure 6. Tape recorder adjustment
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section at the Kyiv “Mayak” plant (Kyiv,
October 24, 1979), illustrating calibration and fine-tuning procedures within the

industrial production process (Central State Audiovisual and Electronic Archive, n. d.).

The interaction of technological access, distribution mechanisms, and domestic
recording practices contributed to the emergence of individualized acoustic
environments. The personal acoustic environment may be understood as the
configuration of listening, recording, and reproduction practices within domestic
space, shaped by technological capabilities and social conditions. In this context, the
Mayak tape recorder functioned as an infrastructural device mediating access to sound,
memory, and social communication. The acoustic characteristics of domestic
environments (noise levels, recording fidelity, durability, and continuity of access)
were determined by technological parameters shaped by industrial planning and
systemic constraints.

The documentary record allows Mayak tape recorders to be interpreted not merely
as consumer devices but as components of a broader socio-technical infrastructure

linking industrial production, distribution systems, maintenance networks, and
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everyday sound practices. Within this framework, the tape recorder functioned
simultaneously as a planned commodity and as a medium structuring private sonic life.
Industrial documentation repeatedly demonstrates that technological parameters
(mechanical stability, durability, and noise level) were shaped by systemic constraints
of centralized planning and component shortages. These parameters directly influenced
user experience, determining the reliability of recording, the continuity of device use,
and the quality of reproduced sound. Consequently, technological characteristics
cannot be understood independently of institutional and economic structures
(Sopostavitel’nyi analiz 1 prognozirovanie..., 1980, p. 151). The infrastructural
perspective highlights the interconnectedness of production, quality, distribution, and
consumption. Technological instability increased warranty repair and defect losses,
while uneven distribution shaped patterns of acquisition and access. Together, these
factors formed a system in which industrial organization significantly structured
everyday auditory experience, without fully determining it, as users actively adapted
technologies to their needs and contexts of use.

Documentary evidence indicates that the relationship between industrial
production and domestic recording was reciprocal. Industrial planning shaped
technological availability, while patterns of use influenced institutional responses.
Conjunctural reviews repeatedly emphasized the importance of aligning production
structure with consumer demand, noting that insufficient assortment and slow model
renewal generated both shortage and inventory accumulation (Kon’iunkturnyi
obzor..., 1975, pp. 56-58). The shift toward higher-class and stereophonic models
reflected both technological modernization and changing consumer expectations.
However, increased technological complexity often produced higher rates of
malfunction, reinforcing the cyclical nature of quality fluctuations. From a socio-
technical perspective, technological modernization did not eliminate instability but
reconfigured its forms. Domestic recording practices further shaped technological
meaning. Tape recorders were used not only for listening but for recording broadcasts,
copying music, preserving speech, and circulating sound through personal networks.
These practices transformed the tape recorder into a medium of everyday
communication and memory, extending its function beyond industrial design.

Informal Networks and Social Mediation.

The infrastructural analysis of distribution and repair reveals that technological
access followed specific temporal rhythms. Short periods of availability in retail
networks alternated with longer phases of scarcity, while repair cycles interrupted and
restored device functionality. These rhythms shaped the continuity of domestic
recording practices and contributed to the formation of individualized acoustic
environments. Repair networks played a stabilizing role within this temporal system,
extending the operational lifespan of devices and mitigating technological instability.
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From this perspective, technological access was not a static condition but a dynamic
process structured by production cycles, distribution flows, and maintenance networks.

The scarcity of desired models and uneven distribution encouraged the
development of informal acquisition networks (Analiz otechestvennogo i
zarubezhnogo ..., 1978, pp. 29-30). Consumers relied on personal connections,
opportunistic purchasing, and secondary circulation when preferred devices were
unavailable. These informal networks constituted an extension of the technological
infrastructure, mediating access to devices and recordings. The tape recorder thus
became embedded within social relations, functioning as both a technological object
and a social resource (see Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Mentor of young workers, Mayak plant employee A. B. Yurkevych,
sharing work experience with junior workers (Kyiv, 1982), illustrating the
transmission of technical skills and workplace knowledge in Soviet industrial
production (Central State Audiovisual and Electronic Archive, n. d.).

The material characteristics of tape-recording technology shaped everyday sonic
experience, while evolving patterns of use simultaneously influenced how these
characteristics were perceived, evaluated, and normalized. Noise levels, mechanical
instability, and variability in recording quality influenced listening practices and user
perception of sound. Documentation demonstrates that these characteristics were
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shaped by systemic industrial constraints, linking sensory experience with institutional
and economic structures. In this sense, the personal acoustic environment cannot be
understood solely in cultural or psychological terms. It emerged from the interaction
of technological materiality, industrial organization, and social practice. The Mayak
tape recorder functioned as a mediator between these domains, structuring the sonic
conditions of everyday life in late socialist Ukraine.

The combined analysis of production, quality, distribution, and everyday use
suggests that Mayak tape recorders constituted a key infrastructural element of late
socialist domestic life. Their technological trajectory was shaped by systemic
constraints rather than linear innovation, producing a dynamic interplay between
technological instability and everyday adaptation. From a broader perspective, the
study demonstrates that socialist consumer technologies cannot be understood solely
through production statistics or cultural analysis. Instead, they must be examined as
socio-technical systems linking industrial organization with everyday practice.

Conclusions.

This article has approached Mayak tape recorders not simply as consumer devices
but as a socio-technical infrastructure formed at the intersection of centralized
planning, technological constraint, and everyday practices of domestic sound recording
in late socialist Ukraine. By combining industrial documentary materials with an
infrastructural perspective, the study shows that the trajectory of Mayak technology
cannot be explained through technical evolution alone. It must be understood within
the broader institutional and economic environment of late socialist industry, where
production, distribution, and use were closely interwoven. The analysis demonstrates
that shortage was not a temporary disturbance but a structural feature of the planned
economy. Conjunctural reviews consistently recorded the coexistence of scarcity and
surplus, where high-demand models remained unavailable while technologically
outdated devices accumulated in storage. This imbalance reflected the dominance of
quantitative production targets over demand sensitive assortment planning and shaped
not only the volume of available technology but also the timing and rhythm of its
acquisition.

Our study highlights the importance of what may be described as an economy of
quality. Economic reports reveal that technological reliability functioned as a
measurable financial category expressed through defect losses, warranty repair
expenditures, and post-production costs. In this framework, quality was not a fixed
technical attribute but a variable outcome shaped by component shortages, production
pressures, and institutional quality campaigns. Engineering limitations were thus
translated into economic and administrative decision making. The findings show that
technological accessibility was determined by the combined effects of commodity
scarcity and uneven purchasing power. Demand calculations and conjunctural reviews
indicate that access to tape recorders varied significantly across social groups,
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producing differentiated domestic acoustic environments. Recording technology was
therefore distributed not only through production systems but also through broader
social and economic structures.

The article demonstrates the infrastructural role of distribution and repair
networks. Uneven commodity flows generated temporal scarcity, while repair systems
extended the operational life of devices and stabilized everyday recording practices.
From a socio-technical perspective, repair was not a secondary service but a
constitutive component of the recording system, enabling technological continuity
under conditions of instability. The spread of domestic recording technologies
facilitated decentralized forms of sound circulation. In an environment shaped by
limited official media access and material shortage, home recording enabled copying,
preservation, and exchange of sound, contributing to the formation of informal sonic
networks and everyday media practices. Tape recorders thus functioned as
infrastructures of communication and memory as much as tools of reproduction.

Taken together, these findings support a systemic interpretation of Mayak tape
recorders as infrastructural devices linking industrial organization with everyday
auditory experience. Their development was shaped by the interaction of planning
mechanisms, resource constraints, and user adaptation. More broadly, the study
suggests that late socialist consumer technologies should be understood as dynamic
socio-technical systems in which technological materiality, institutional structures, and
everyday practices were mutually constitutive. The Mayak tape recorder illustrates
how industrial planning influenced not only production and distribution but also the
sensory, temporal, and cultural dimensions of everyday life. At the same time, this
relationship was not unidirectional. Everyday practices of recording, listening, and
circulation contributed to shaping technological expectations and, indirectly,
production priorities. The Soviet tape recorder thus functioned within a reciprocal
socio-technical dynamic in which industrial systems and user practices continuously
interacted.
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PocTrucaas Konra
KuiBchkuil HarjioHasibHUM yHIBepcuTeT iMeH1 Tapaca llleBuenka, Ykpaina
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Marnitodonu “Masik” y mizHbocouiagictuynini Ykpaini: IIpomuciiose
MJIAHYBAHH S, TEXHOJIOTTYHI 00MeKEeHHS Ta MOBCAK/IEHHI NPAKTUKH 3BYKO3aIHUCY

Anomauia. Y cmammi pexoHCMPYUOBAHO HCUMMEBUL YUK MACHIMOGDOHIE
«Masx» y paosHcovkin  Ykpaini Ak coyiomexuiunoi iHhpacmpykmypu, sKa
Gdopmysanacs nio  6NAUBOM  YEHMPATI308AHO20  NPOMUCIO8020  NJAHYEAHHS,
npiopumemise 000POHHO20 CEKMOpPY MmMa NOBCAKOEHHUX NPAKMUK OOMAUHBO2O
seykozanucy y 1970—-1980 x poxax. [locnioscenns cnupaemscs Ha WUPOKULL KOMNIEKC
BHYMPIWHbLOI  MIHICMEpPCbKOi ma  3a800CbKoi  dokymenmayii. Buxopucmano
KOH TOHKMYPHI 0271510U PUHKY, PO3PAXYHKU NIAMOCHPOMONICHO20 NONUMY HACENEHHS,
EeKOHOMIYHI 36imuU 2any3i NOOYMOB020 MACHIMHO20 38YKO3ANUCY MA GHYMPIUUHI
ananizu sakocmi. Okpemy epyny oxcepen CmaHo8Iams Mamepiai ONUmy6aHs i YCHUX
c8i0UeHb  KOPUCMYBAUI8 pPAOSHCLKOI NOOYMOoB0I mexHiKU, wo 00380J10Mb
8i0mMeOpUmMU  NOBCAKOEHHUN 00CBI0 eKcnayamayii macHimogonie. YV pobomi
3aCcmoco6ano iHppacmpyKmypHuli aHaniz, 0xXcepero3Hagyy KpUmuKy ma icmopuyHy
PeKoOHCmpYKYiio cmamucmuyHux oanux. Lle oano 3mozy npocmedcumu 63a€M038 "430K
MIJHC OpeaHi3ayiclo NPOMUCTIOB0CMI MA NOBCAKOEHHUMU 368VKOBUMU NPAKMUKAMU.
Apxieni mamepianu noKasyoms, w0 MeEXHOI02IUHA SKICMb QYHKYIOHY8aNa sK
eKOHOMIYHA Kamezopis. Boua eumiprosanaca empamamu 8i0 Opaxy, eumpamamu Ha
2apaHmitiHull peMoHm i NICAAGUPOOHUYUMU SUMPAMAMU, NOEOHYIOYU MEXHOTO02IYHI
oOMedcenHs 3 pinancosumu ma IHCMumyyitiHumu pesyaibmamamu. Pezynomamu
0ocnioxceHHs:  cgiouams, WO  CMPYKMYpHUU  Oeiyum,  HEpiBHOMIPDHICIb
aAcopmuMenmy ma 3aledCHICmb 80 peMOHmHOI iHgpacmpykmypu Gopmysanu
NPAKMUKU OOMAWHbO20 CIYXaHHA. Bonu makoowc cnpusnu negpopmanvriu yupkynayii
38YKY, BKAOUYHO 3 OOMAUHIM KONIIOBAHHAM [ MACHIMI30amoMm. 3pobaeHo 8UCHOBOK, WO
mazHimoghonu «Masaky ¢yHkyionyeamu 00HOUACHO AK NAAHO8A NPOOVKYIA I 5K
MeodiaiHpacmpykmypa  npuamHo20  38YK06020  dcumms. Bowu  eusnauanu
mamepianvHi ymMosu (HopMy8aHHs HNEPCOHANbHO2O AKYCMUYHO20 Cepedosuuia 8
nizHvocoyianicmuuniu Ykpaini. Aunaniz makodxc O0eMOHCMPYE 63AEMO38 30K MIdC
MEXHONOTUHUMU CUCeMaMU mMa NPAKMUKamMu KOPUCM)8adis, noxkasyodu, K
NOBCAKOEHHE BUKOPUCMAHHS MEXHOI02I 3aNUCY CNPUSIO NEPEOCMUCIEHHIO NOHAMb
aKocmi, @QYHKYIOHATbHOCMI mMa OOCMYNHOCMI 6 YMO8aX Ni3HbOCOYIANICMUYHOT
NPOMUCTOB0I CUCMEMU.

Knrouosi cnosa: maenimmuuil 38ykosanuc, maeuimogonu «Masky, nianosa
eKOHOMIKA, oediyum; 0OMawHili 36YKO3aNUC; NEPCOHATbHE aKYCMUYHe cepedosulye
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