
Viewpoint: Yes, Hitler and Stalin both established brutal totalitarian regimes.  
 

iolence and bloodshed in the twentieth 
century have been so common that it is hard 
to single out one or two individuals who best 
personify that destruction. Mao Zedong, Pol 

Pot, Tojo Hideki, and other dictators all contributed their share 
to the record of human atrocities. The most infamous 
perpetrators of organized cruelty in the twentieth century, 
however, are two men whose fates were intertwined during the 
1930s and 1940s: Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin. The parallels 
between Hitler and Stalin, and between the dictatorships: they 
created, were evident as early as the 1930s, but the two were 
not compared systematically until after the Second World War. 
The new notion of totalitarianism was reintroduced in the early 
1950s. The term totalitarian was coined in Italy in the 1930s to 
describe what Benito Mussolini regarded as an ideal regime-
one that unified the population within its territory and eliminated 
all opposition, debate, and factionalism. After Hitler's rise to 
power in 1933, many observers of Germany informally used 
the term to describe the new Nazi state and its desire to place 
society under the strict control of the National Socialist in Nazi 
Party. The formal concept of totalitarian- Stalin, and the 
likening of the Soviet Union under Stalin to Nazi Germany, 
emerged in 1951 with the publication of Hannah Arendt's book 
The Origins of Totalitarianism. Arendt argued that neither Stalin 
nor Hitler sought power for its own sake; instead, they used it 
to reconstruct the world and the individuals therein. Building on 
Arendt's thesis, Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski sought 
to provide more elaborate definition that would encompass all 
the relevant similarities of totalitarian regimes and would 
distinguish such regimes from ordinary dictatorships. They 
isolated several core features of totalitarianism: the presence of 
an official ideology that sought to control "all vital aspects of 
man's existence," the creation of a mass party" based on the 
ruling ideology and led by a dictator, the use of widespread 
terror, and the technological control and manipulation of mass 
communications, the armed forces, the economy, and other 
facets of human life. This definition of totalitarianism not only 
provided the basis for comparing the Soviet Union and Nazi 
Germany but also offered insights into the similarities between 
Hitler and Stalin. The labeling of such men as mere "dictators" 
seemed inadequate; their regimes were particular form of 
dictatorship that went beyond authoritarianism and evoked 
images of violent tyranny unseen since Genghis Khan or Ivan 
the Terrible. Totalitarianism helped specify the many parallels 
in the slogans, speeches, and cult-like adoration surrounding 
Stalin and Hitler, as wells the brutal policies that the two men 
pursued.  

The regimes that Hitler and Stalin established were 
both equipped with all-encompassing ideologies. Stalin 
embraced, without much modification, a Marxist ideology 
shaped and interpreted by Vladimir Lenin, and even at the 
height of his power Stalin paid homage to Lenin the ideological 
wellspring of the Soviet Communist Party. Hitler had to cobble 
together his own rather incoherent ideology, based on violent 

racism and a messianic German nationalism whose only 
consistent element seemed to be extreme anti-Semitism. Each 
man professed an absolute devotion to the ideas he espoused 
and claimed that the implementation of his particular ideology 
would mean the ultimate salvation of humanity, a task worthy of 
the "god of history." For each man, his ideology was the only 
acceptable way of viewing the world. Each regarded opposition 
and dissent not as a legitimate difference of opinion, but as 
treachery and turpitude. Conflict, whether "class" conflict in the 
Soviet Union or "racial" conflict in Nazi Germany, was seen as 
a total war in which the opposing side was to be destroyed, not 
just defeated. In each state, entire groups of people were 
regarded as enemies of the reigning ideology because of their 
identities. The so-called kulaks (prosperous peasants) in the 
Soviet Union and the Jews in Nazi Germany were deemed so 
inimical to the new society that they had to be removed: 
through exile, forced starvation, or shooting in the Soviet case, 
and through the industrialized slaughter of the gas chambers in 
the German case. In carrying out these policies Stalin and 
Hitler exercised ruthless control over their governments 
through their leadership of the ruling party, which was the 
protector of state ideology. The Nazis and the Soviet 
Communist Party each claimed to be the ultimate 
representative of the popular will, and each dictator asserted 
that his party was the only defense against "enemies of the 
people." The entrenchment of highly centralized, one-party rule 
ensured that power would not be diluted by the large 
bureaucracy that each regime had built to implement its goals. 
Both Stalin and Hitler sought to foster a myth like cult around 
themselves to justify, to themselves and to others, their 
seemingly fantastic schemes for destroying and remaking 
society. They personally supervised the writing of their 
biographies so that they were portrayed as revolutionary 
heroes and supremely wise and courageous leaders. Both 
developed murderous hatreds for anyone who challenged their 
leader-ship or even portrayed them in a less-than-flattering 
way. They relied on the mass media to convey images of 
themselves as the saviors of their nations, and both went to 
great lengths to stage scenes of mass adulation for 
themselves.  

By the same token, Stalin and Hitler were obsessed 
by purported "enemies" and by alleged "conspiracies" against 
their regimes, and they justified violence and slaughter as the 
only way to overcome those suspected threats. For both men, 
enemies served a dual function. On the one hand, they could 
be depicted as "wreckers" and "back-stabbers" who were 
responsible for the failure of certain polices. On the other hand, 
the alleged presence of enemies and conspiracies could 
bolster the regime's claim to exercise an: "iron hand." 

Stalin's and Hitler's murderous antipathy toward 
enemies was similar; only their identities differed. For Hitler, the 
prime enemy of Germany was the "Jewish race," which he 
believed posed a mortal threat to the "Aryan" German "race." 
Although other marginal groups, such as Gypsies, 
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homosexuals, and disabled people, also were the target of 
Hitler's murderous wrath, his chief goal was to exterminate the 
Jews. Stalin, by contrast, had a less discriminating view of his 
enemies and believed they might be lurking anywhere, even 
among his most loyal supporters. Not only did Stalin want to 
"eradicate kulaks as a class" and "annihilate the bourgeoisie," 
he believed that a host of "secret" enemies were pervading the 
Soviet Union. These were the "wreckers" responsible for the 
failure of industrial or agricultural enterprises, "Trotskyites" who 
voiced opposition to .Stalin's policies, and the "traitors" within 
the security apparatus and armed forces. It was a peculiarity of 
both the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany that scientific 
terminology and the 
latest technological 
methods were adopted 
to implement the official 
ideology. Both Stalin 
and Hitler insisted that 
all aspects of society be 
conducted in a 
regimented and 
"scientific" manner. The 
Soviet Union 
implemented "five-year 
plans," collectivized of 
agriculture, and created 
an elaborate 
organization of prison 
and forced-labor camps. 
In Nazi Germany the 
"scientific" approach 
was expressed in a 
"four-year plan" 
(borrowed explicitly from 
the Soviet model), the 
swift rebuilding and modernization of the army, and the clinical 
and methodical nature of the death camps. All these measures 
reflected the desire of Hitler and Stalin to justify their programs 
in the name of scientific and technological progress.  

Although Stalin and Hitler each often depicted the 
other as the exemplar of evil, they also had a grudging 
admiration for one another. Despite Hitler's aversion to 
"Bolshevism" (which he associated with Jews) and Stalin's 
denunciations of "fascism," the two men sought a 
rapprochement on the eve of the Second World War. After the 
Nazi-Soviet Pact was signed in August 1939, the two leaders 
praised one another. Hitler indicated that he approved of 
Stalin's purges of the Soviet Communist Party in the 1930s, 
which in Hitler's view, had been directed against the "Jews" in 
the party. Both Stalin and Hitler freely borrowed tactics from 

one another: Hitler used communist mobilization techniques in 
election campaigns, and from Hitler's exploitation of the 
Reichstag fire of February 1933 Stalin learned how to use the 
murder of Sergey Kirov in December 1934 as a pretext for the 
Great Purges. It is true, of course that the Nazi and Soviet 
states were not identical, either in their structures or in the way 
they were formed. The pre-existing economic and social 
structures of the Czarist Empire and Weimar Germany helped 
shape the methods by which Stalin and Hitler created their 
regimes. Thus, their tactics were quite dissimilar. Nevertheless, 
the variations between the two should not obscure the basic 
fact that Hitler and Stalin both worked relentlessly toward the 

murderous reshaping of 
society, resulting in death, 
destruction, and suffering for 
millions. The two men sought 
to destroy whole classes and 
races of people on a scale 
unknown before them. This 
point has been emphasized 
by Peter Kenez: "Terror was 
not a secondary 
phenomenon. It is not a topic 
like the history of Soviet 
sports or Soviet opera. 
Because of the terror, parents 
talked differently to their 
children, writers wrote 
differently, workers and 
managers talked to one 
another differently. Because 
of the terror, social mobility 
increased. Because of the 
terror, millions perished."  

No comparison is 
ever ironclad, but, as Charles Maier has pointed out, scholars 
are "condemned to compare" historical phenomena and 
events. Although it is important to make distinctions, it is 
impossible to understand historical figures without comparing 
them to others. In this particular case, a comparison of Hitler 
and Stalin underscores the common features of their regimes: 
millenarian ideologies that justified any means in pursuit of the 
ultimate goal; charismatic leaders who claimed the ability to 
reshape individuals and societies and stopped at nothing to 
achieve that end; and the profoundly destructive effects of their 
policies on other societies. 
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