
Viewpoint: No, Hitler and Stalin were more dissimilar than alike.  
 

n some ways the comparison between 
Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin is inevitable. 
The two dictators have become 
personifications of modern evil. Both men 

wielded nearly absolute power. The depth and reach of 
their brutality remains unprecedented, even in a century 
defined by violence. Each was driven by radical 
ideological beliefs about the structure of society and the 
guiding forces of history. Despite these apparent 
similarities, however, Hitler and Stalin and the regimes 
they created were more dislike than alike. 

Comparisons between the two men and their 
regimes are often overdrawn. Indeed, so powerful were 
their differences that each man came to view the other as 
his own antithesis and mortal enemy. Their ultimate 
confrontation led to the bloodiest war in human history, 
the reverberations of which is still being felt today.  

The comparison of Hitler and Stalin has 
focused first and foremost on their use of 
terror and violence. Both were prodigal 
killers. Exactly how many innocent people 
died as a result of their polices will never 
be known. Estimates of the civilian death 
toll under Stalin range from a few million 
(almost certainly an underestimation) to 
more than 60 million (almost certainly an 
exaggeration). Hitler was probably 
responsible for between 8 million and 16 
million civilian deaths, including more than 
5 million Jews. Even the lowest of these 
estimates establishes that both dictators 
relied on the extensive use of violence to 
achieve their political and military goals both at home and 
abroad.  

This unimaginable slaughter has formed the 
basis of many comparisons between the Nazi 
concentration-camp system and the Soviet gulag. In fact, 
some scholars have pushed this 
comparison to a disturbing extreme, 
suggesting that Hitler's brutality was in 
part a defensive response to the fear 
inspired by Soviet atrocities. A closer look 
at the use of violence and terror under 
Hitler and Stalin, however, reveals 
strikingly different patterns in both its 
means and its ends.  

Stalin unleashed his terror on 
the Soviet Union in three massive waves 
of violence, first during the collectivization 
of agriculture in 1929-1933, then in the 
Great Terror of 1936-1938, and finally 
during the deportation of suspect 
nationalities beginning in the late 1930s and continuing 
until Stalin's death in 1953. Stalin's use of violence in 

each of these episodes is perhaps best described as 
instrumental. Although characterized by its excessive and 
exceptionally brutal application, Stalin's violence aimed to 
achieve ends beyond the destruction of the individuals and 
groups it targeted. His brutality was primarily directed at 
achieving domestic goals, and its victims were primarily Soviet 
citizens. He used violence to crush opposition-sometimes real 
and often imagined-to his authority or his policies. He used it to 
spread terror among potential enemies and ensure complete 
obedience. Even Stalin's demand for the total elimination of the 
so-called kulak class was calculated to achieve the rapid 
collectivization of agriculture and consolidate his political 
control over the countryside.  

Hitler also used violence instrumentally, particularly 
in the effort to crush political opposition soon after his rise to 
power. Yet, this kind of violence played a much smaller role for 
Hitler than it did for Stalin. While Stalin used terror primarily to 
secure his power and implement his polices within the Soviet 

Union, the majority of Hitler's victims were 
foreigners and their destruction often seem closer 
to an end in itself. Hitler viewed violence as a 
positive force, part of a struggle for self-
preservation between races that would ultimately 
result in the betterment of mankind. The complete 
extermination of the Jews was the most essential 
and urgent aspect of this struggle. Hitler sought 
the elimination of every Jewish man, woman and 
child, not their acceptance of his authority or 
compliance with his policies. For him their 
existence represented a threat to Germany's 
survival. Similar motives inspired the murder of the 
Gypsies, the mentally and chronically ill, 

homosexuals, and the Poles, although none of these groups 
was pursued as mercilessly as the Jews. These genocides 
have no true analogue on the long list of Stalin's crimes.  

The differences between the ultimate ends of Stalin's 
and Hitler's brutality are high-lighted by the institutional means 

they created to carry it out. The camps of Stalin's 
vast gulag were places where labor was 
produced and death was expected. In Hitler's 
killing centers, death itself was the product. A 
surprisingly small percentage of Stalin's victims 
were actually executed outright. The great 
majority died of starvation, exposure, and 
overwork, both inside and outside of the camps. 
The gulag had no equivalent to the industrialized 
killing centers of the Nazi death camps. Although 
this fact hardly diminishes Stalin's responsibility 
for his victims, it does suggest that the gulag and 
the Nazi death camps were built to serve different 
purposes. Not all Nazi concentration camps were 
death camps, of course, and forced labor was 

performed even in Auschwitz and Trebling. Millions of Jews 
also died of starvation, exposure and disease, both in the 
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camps and in over-crowded ghettos. Yet, in Hitler's death 
camps, labor was a byproduct, and nearly every person 
sent there was destined to die. Scholars have often 
compared Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union as 
archetypes of modern totalitarian states and Hitler and 
Stalin as archetypal totalitarian leaders. This broad 
generalization, however, often applied during the cold 
war in the effort to link the Soviet system to the evils of 
Nazism, obscures profound differences in the nature of 
the two regimes and the ways their leaders ruled. Stalin's 
Soviet Union was much closer to the ideal totalitarian 
state than Nazi Germany, although the term 
totalitarianism remains inadequate even to describe the 
Soviet regime.  

In Stalin's Russia, terror of one form or another 
touched nearly every segment of society. Its victims were 
selected with striking unpredictability. Even the regime's 
most decorated heroes and enthusiastic communists 
could become "traitors," "saboteurs," or "enemies of the 
people." More than half of the delegates to the twenty-
seventh Communist Party Congress of 1934, for 
example, were arrested for counterrevolutionary crimes 
during the Great Terror, and 98 out 139 Central 
Committee members (full and candidate) were shot. 
More than 43,000 military officers were purged, and the 
majority of senior officers arrested and killed. These 
brutal methods supported an economic, political, and 
social program that sought an astonishing degree of 
control over the daily life of ordinary Soviet citizens. The 
state exercised a virtual monopoly of the media, art, 
science, and education. Organized religion was 
effectively abolished. It was in the economic sphere, 
however, that Stalin sought, the most extensive powers 
over daily life. The most massive program designed to 
bring Soviet economic production under Stalin's 
command was the collectivization of agriculture. 
Collectivization ravaged more than half of the Soviet 
population and shattered a way of life that had existed for 
hundreds of years. Decisions about what, when, where, 
and how to plant-once made individually by millions of 
peasant households-were centralized under the Soviet 
command system. Collectivization was perhaps the 
largest attempt at social engineering in human history. 

Hitler believed that. Stalin's purges must have 
been motivated by madness. Apart from his purge of the 
Storm Trooper leadership on the "Night of the Long 
Knives" in 1934, Hitler never launched a systematic 

attack on members of his own regime. Hitler's domestic 
enemies fell into clearly identified social and political groups. 
Germans outside these groups could remain reasonably 
secure as long as they refrained from open opposition to the 
regime. Nor did Hitler's social projects intrude so deeply into 
the life of the average German citizen. Hitler never secured 
complete control over education, science, or the Church. His 
intervention in the German economy, which focused primarily 
on military production, was modest by Soviet standards. There 
was no equivalent to Stalin's collectivization campaign in 
Hitler's Germany. Even Hitler's program of racial purification 
directly affected a relatively small portion of German society. 
Jews and Gypsies, for example, amounted to only about 1 
percent of the total German population in 1933.  

The differences between the Nazi and Soviet 
regimes were reflected in the leadership styles of Hitler and 
Stalin. Stalin was the ultimate interventionist, seeking 
maximum control over nearly all aspects of political power. He 
reviewed hundreds of official documents everyday. Even the 
most minute and seemingly inconsequential details of policy 
were not beyond his purview. In comparison, Hitler remained 
surprisingly aloof from the formal bureaucracy he headed. He  
detested paperwork. Many issues and aspects of the policy-
making process did not interest him. With the partial exceptions 
of foreign policy and military affairs, Hitler preferred to issue 
broad policy directives, leaving it to others to interpret the 
details of implementation.  

Cults of personality, often identified as an integral 
element of totalitarian leadership, emerged around both Hitler 
and Stalin. Yet, the cults that surrounded the two dictators were 
fundamentally different. Hitler's personal leadership was always 
more central to Nazism in Germany than Stalin was to 
communism in the Soviet Union. Stalin rose to power from 
within the Soviet system, and, as a result, he shared public 
adulation with previous icons such as Vladimir Lenin and Karl 
Marx. Stalin and the communist ideology he espoused could be 
separated. Soviet communism survived Stalin's death and cults 
of personality never developed around his successor. It is 
nearly impossible, on the other hand, to imagine Nazism 
without Hitler or the cult that surrounded him. The Fuhrer 
principle, personified in Hitler, practically defined the Nazi 
system of governance. The almost religious exaltation of Hitler 
was perhaps the Nazis' most powerful political tool, generating 
consensus behind radical and costly policies without the 
reliance on massive domestic coercion that characterized 
Stalin's rule. 
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