

Hiter.Stalin,




Thumbnail.jpg





Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini





Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini
Totalitarianism in the  

Twentieth Century

Fourth Edition

Bruce F. Pauley



This fourth edition first published 2015
© 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Inc

Edition history: Harlan Davidson, Inc (1e 1997, 2e 2003, 3e 2009)

Registered Office
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

Editorial Offices
350 Main Street, Malden, MA 02148-5020, USA
9600 Garsington Road, Oxford, OX4 2DQ, UK
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, for customer services, and for information about 
how to apply for permission to reuse the copyright material in this book please see our website 
at www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell.

The right of Bruce F. Pauley to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in 
accordance with the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording 
or otherwise, except as permitted by the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, without 
the prior permission of the publisher.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in 
print may not be available in electronic books.

Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks. 
All brand names and product names used in this book are trade names, service marks, 
trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publisher is not associated 
with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and author have used their best 
efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the 
accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied 
warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. It is sold on the understanding 
that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services and neither the publisher 
nor the author shall be liable for damages arising herefrom. If professional advice or other 
expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional should be sought.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Pauley, Bruce F.
  Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini : totalitarianism in the twentieth century /  
Bruce F. Pauley. – Fourth edition.
    pages  cm
 I ncludes bibliographical references and index.
 I SBN 978-1-118-76592-0 (pbk.)
1.  Europe–Politics and government–20th century.  2.  Hitler, Adolf, 1889–1945.   
3.  Stalin, Joseph, 1879–1953.  4.  Mussolini, Benito, 1883–1945.  5. T otalitarianism– 
History–20th century. I . T itle. 
 D 445.P38 2015
  940.5–dc23

2014011423
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Cover image: Hitler © Glasshouse Images / Alamy; Mussolini © Lebrecht Music and  
Arts Photo Library / Alamy; Stalin © Glasshouse Images / Alamy

Set in 10.5/13pt Minion by SPi Publisher Services, Pondicherry, India

1  2015

http://www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell


For my grandchildren
Alena, Ben, Will, and Reina Pauley.

May they live in a world
free from terror and environmental degradation.





Contents

List of Maps� x
List of Plates� xi
Preface� xiii

1	 The Ideological Foundations� 1
Definitions of Totalitarianism� 1
Marxism – Leninism – Stalinism� 4
Fascism and Nazism� 6

2	 The Seizure of Power� 12
Russia on the Eve of Revolution� 13
The Establishment of the Soviet Dictatorship� 16
The Failure of Liberal Italy� 22
The Birth and Triumph of Fascism� 26
Germany and the Impact of World War I� 32
The Weimar Republic and the Rise of the Nazi Movement� 38
The Great Depression and the Nazi Takeover� 44

3	 Personalities and Policies of the Dictators� 51
Stalin’s Youth and Early Career� 52
Stalin the Demigod� 55
Mussolini: The Young Socialist� 58
The Duce: Strengths and Weaknesses� 63



viii	 Contents

The Young Hitler� 65
Hitler: The Chaotic Dictator� 69
Hitler’s Private Life and Relations with Women� 73

4	 Totalitarian Economies� 77
The End of the New Economic Policy� 78
Stalin’s War against the Peasants� 80
The First Five-Year Plan and Industrialization� 86
The Fascist Economy� 89
The Economy of National Socialist Germany� 94

5	 Propaganda, Culture, and Education� 102
The Limitations of Propaganda� 103
Soviet Propaganda� 105
Fascist Propaganda� 107
Nazi Propaganda� 109
Totalitarian Culture� 114
Soviet Education� 122
Education in the Fascist States� 125
Youth Groups� 128

6	 Family Values and Health� 134
The Conservative Trend in Values� 135
Soviet Women: The Mixed Blessings of Emancipation� 136
Fascist Italy: The Failure of Antifeminism� 140
Women in Nazi Germany: Kinder, Kirche, und Küche?� 144
Health and Eugenics in Nazi Germany� 150
Religion: The Basic Incompatibility� 153

7	 Totalitarian Terror� 162
The Great Purges in the Soviet Union� 163
Terror and Persecution in the Fascist States� 172
The Persecution of Jews� 174

8	 The Era of Traditional Diplomacy and War, 1933–1941� 187
Hitler’s Foreign Policy Strategy� 188
Hitler as “Peace Lover,” 1933–1935� 193
From Ethiopia to Spain: Fascist Italy at War� 195
Austria and Czechoslovakia: Hitler’s First Conquests� 200



	 Contents	 ix

The Approach of War� 206
The Blitzkrieg Campaigns� 210
The Italian Intervention� 216

  9	 Total War, 1941–1945� 223
Hitler Turns East� 226
Stalin’s Preparations for War� 229
The Russian Campaign in 1941� 235
Hitler and the Untermenschen� 238
Hitler and Stalin as War Lords� 242
The Fall of Fascism� 249
The German Home Front� 253
The War in the West� 256
The End of the Third Reich� 260

10	 The Collapse of Soviet Totalitarianism� 266
Stalin’s Last Years, 1945–1953� 267
The Khrushchev Era� 271
Reaction and Reform: From Brezhnev to Gorbachev� 275
Problems of the Soviet Economy and Society� 279
Soviet Women in the Last Years of the Regime� 282
Soviet Society in the 1980s: The Balance Sheet� 285
The Revolt of the Satellites and the Disintegration  
of the Soviet Union� 286
The End of Soviet Totalitarianism� 289

11	 Lessons and Prospects� 292
The Triumph of Dogmatism� 294
The Structural Flaws of Totalitarianism� 295
The Totalitarian Legacy� 300

Bibliographical Essay� 308
Index� 338



List of Maps

1	 Boundary changes after World War I� 35
2	 The expansion of German territory and power,  

1935–1939� 202
3	 World War II in Europe, September 1939–June 1941� 232–3



Plates fall between pages 172 and 173.

  1	 The antiques of history: portraits of Lenin,  
Stalin, and Marx�

  2	 The Winter Palace in St Petersburg�
  3	 Poster from 1946 showing Soviet border guards�
  4	 Fascist monument in Bolzano, Italy�
  5	 Stalin the “democrat,” voting in one of the Soviet Union’s 

uncontested elections�
  6	 Stalin the “congenial colleague,” with his foreign minister�
  7	 A huge wall painting of Lenin in central Moscow�
  8	 Mussolini with King Victor Emmanuel III, May 1923�
  9	 Mussolini’s chancellery, the Palazzo Venezia in Rome�
10	 Front page of the Völkischer Beobachter, April 20, 1940�
11	 Hitler as the hero of the German youth�
12	 The Nazi ladies’ men: Hitler and Josef Goebbels�
13	 Soviet poster ridiculing slow workers�
14	 Soviet poster calling for more quality in consumer goods�
15	 Stalinist propaganda plaques in Moscow�
16	 The Boulevard of the Imperial Roman Forums in Rome�
17	 Hitler, the “humble man of the people”�
18	 World War I American recruiting poster�

List of Plates



19	 Soviet poster from 1946 promoting education and culture�
20	 Dachau concentration camp, near Munich�
21	 The entrance to Auschwitz concentration camp�
22	 Identification insignia for Nazi concentration  

camp prisoners�
23	 Ruins of the New Synagogue in central Berlin�
24	 The fascist partners: Mussolini and Hitler on parade, 1937�
25	 Front page of the Völkischer Beobachter,  

September 19, 1938�
26	 Arrival of Soviet prisoners of war at the Buchenwald 

concentration camp�
27	 A World War II monument in Yaroslav, Russia�
28	 Communist propaganda poster in Santiago de Cuba�
29	 The Wall dividing East and West Berlin�
30	 The face of the new Russia: a McDonald’s restaurant  

in Moscow�
31	 Campaign poster in Moscow following the fall  

of Communism�

xii	 List of Plates



Preface

Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini: Totalitarianism in the Twentieth Century is 
the product of a lifelong interest in totalitarianism which began with a 
trip to Prague in the fall of 1957. In those grim days the Czech capital 
was run by a Stalinist-style regime; an enormous statue of the dictator 
still towered over the Vlatava (Moldau) River. Even though Stalin had 
been dead since 1953 and the general secretary of the Soviet Communist 
party, Nikita Khrushchev, had launched his “de-Stalinization” campaign 
in 1956, the Czechoslovak government remained defiantly resistant to 
liberalization. Czechoslovakia had prospered between the world wars, 
but by 1957 it had become an economic basket case. Russian flags were 
all over the city and bookstores were filled with works by Russian poets 
and novelists as well as books related to the history of Communism. 
Whereas early twentieth-century Prague had been a mecca for foreign 
tourists, in 1957 the group I was with – American students from the 
Institute of European Studies in Vienna – were such a rarity that every-
where we went crowds of curious children, adults, and soldiers literally 
pressed their noses against the windows of our Volkswagen autobus. 
Prague was so devoid of vehicles that we could have practically camped 
out in the middle of the most important intersections.

That weekend in Prague so many years ago turned out to be the 
first of many trips to the countries that were part of the Eastern Bloc 
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prior to the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. Documents, books, news-
papers, and articles are the bread and butter of historical research and 
the reading of some 300 books was obviously indispensable in pre-
paring Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini. However, like other historians, 
I have found that there is no substitute for visiting sites where impor-
tant historical events occurred, such as former Nazi concentration 
camps and numerous monuments and buildings associated with 
Mussolini’s Italy. The same is true so far as witnessing the everyday 
life of societies whose regimes purported to be totalitarian. I have 
tried to capture some of these experiences in the illustrations 
contained in this book and more recently in my memoirs, Pioneering 
History on Two Continents.

“Totalitarianism” is one of the most controversial terms of the twen-
tieth century. First used by Italy’s democratic critics in the mid-1920s 
to describe the new Fascist regime, it gained currency in Anglo-Saxon 
countries during the 1930s in reference to Nazi Germany and the 
Soviet Union as well. It became extremely popular between the signing 
of the Nazi–Soviet Non-Aggression Pact in August 1939 and the 
German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 1941, a time when the 
two dictatorships were virtual allies. However, once the Soviets became 
enemies of the Nazis and especially after the American intervention 
into the war in December 1941, the term suddenly became a political 
embarrassment and disappeared from public discourse. With the 
beginning of the Cold War in the late 1940s and the 1950s, following 
the Soviet occupation of east central Europe, the term reached a new 
peak of popularity only to fall into disfavor during subsequent decades 
when relations between the Soviet Union and the West improved.

Fading memories of Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, and Benito 
Mussolini made “totalitarianism” an anachronism at best, and a 
polemic at worst, loosely applied only to a country’s most diabolical 
enemies. Scholars from the 1960s to the 1980s were particularly loath 
to use a term that could label them as unreconstructed cold warriors 
and preferred the term “authoritarian” to describe the Soviet Union of 
their day. Members of President Ronald Reagan’s administration were 
eager to revive the term after his election in 1980. The biggest cata-
lysts for changed thinking, however, resulted from the opening of the 
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Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet empire in eastern Europe in 
1989 and the disintegration of the Soviet Union itself in 1991. 
Interestingly enough, those people who had actually lived in totali-
tarian states were not the least reluctant about using the term once 
they were finally free to do so.

Whatever they may be called, the dictatorships of Germany, the 
Soviet Union, and Italy were breakthroughs in the physical and intel-
lectual control of their own populations, and the dictators of 
Communist Russia and Nazi Germany slaughtered more people than 
any other rulers in the history of the world, ancient or modern, with 
the probable exception of their fellow totalitarian ruler Mao Zedong 
in Communist China.

All of the totalitarian dictators are remarkable both for what they 
intentionally accomplished and for what they achieved despite them-
selves. Mussolini greatly enlarged Italy’s colonial empire but wound 
up losing it all. He concentrated more power in his own hands than 
any of his predecessors; but in the process he created such revulsion 
that a postwar constitution established a premiership so weak that 
Italy has experienced a new government head on average once a year 
since the end of World War II. No one since Alexander the Great 
changed so large a portion of the world as much in just 12 years as 
Hitler did. He wanted to build a great continental empire but managed 
instead to lose a quarter of Germany’s pre-1937 territory and to leave 
his country, as well as the continent, divided. He carried the concepts 
of nationalism, racism, and dictatorship to unheard of heights, but in 
so doing created a backlash that thoroughly discredited all three ideas, 
most of all his favorite doctrine of racism. Lenin and Stalin wanted to 
eliminate deeply ingrained Russian habits of slackness and ineffi-
ciency, as well as their country’s economic backwardness. They suc-
ceeded instead in discouraging creativity, polluting the environment, 
and leaving the Soviet Union still far behind its rivals in the West.

In the pantheon of historical monsters, Adolf Hitler has long held 
pride of place for most students of history. His evil reputation is well 
deserved, but his placement in a special category apart from Stalin is 
probably due to the far greater documentation of his crimes than to 
the objective facts, as well as the fact that Stalin was allied with the 
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West during World War II. The total collapse of Nazi Germany, the 
postwar Nuremberg Trials, and early access to Nazi archives have 
provided historians with a bonanza of raw historical materials that 
even now have by no means been fully exhausted. The Soviet Union, 
however, remained comparatively sealed off to Western historians 
until its downfall in 1991; its archives are now revealing contents far 
uglier than even the most ardent anti-Communists had once imag-
ined. Fascist Italy, by comparison, has often received almost benevo-
lent treatment from historians, when they have considered it at all. 
Mussolini and Italian Fascism have frequently been depicted as either 
slightly comical or relatively harmless. This reputation is undeserved. 
That the Fascists inflicted only moderate destruction on foreign states 
can be attributed to Italy’s lack of human and natural resources and 
the backward state of its economy, not to a tolerant leader or even to 
a peace-loving population. Losing wars is seldom popular, and Italy 
began losing almost as soon as it entered World War II.

All of the dictatorships, but again especially those of the Soviet 
Union and Germany, succeeded in deporting, imprisoning, and 
killing their most productive workers and intellectuals, thus contrib-
uting to their own ultimate demise. Hitler eliminated by one means or 
another most of the half a million Jews who had lived in Germany 
when he came to power in 1933, even though the Jewish community 
had produced half the country’s Nobel Prize winners. The destruc-
tion of the German Jewish community was merely the beginning of 
the Holocaust which eventually claimed the lives of 5 to 6 million 
European Jews and nearly as many non-Jews. Stalin actually managed 
to outdo Hitler to become by far the biggest mass murderer in history, 
being responsible for the death of around 20 million people, not 
counting the soldiers and civilians killed in World War II. Unlike 
Hitler’s victims, all of them were citizens of his own country and were 
killed in peacetime; often they were his nation’s most productive 
inhabitants. All of these deaths, one should hasten to add, represent 
only those people whose murder can be directly attributed to the 
three dictators. They do not include the tens of millions of soldiers 
and civilians who died as a result of Hitler’s launching of World War 
II or Stalin’s disastrous military strategy and tactics.
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This book does not purport to be a complete history of Europe’s 
three twentieth-century totalitarian dictatorships. Such a work would 
require many volumes and, if based on original research, would be far 
beyond the capacity of any one historian. My goal in these pages is 
much more modest, but nevertheless important. It is to evaluate some 
of the many theories historians have proposed as to why the totali-
tarian movements arose and seized power, how they utilized their 
unprecedented authority, and why they ultimately failed. For well 
over half a century, the subject has produced endless controversies, 
only a few of which can be alluded to herein.

The destructiveness and indeed self-destructiveness of the regimes 
is patently obvious. If any system of government deserves to be called 
evil, it is surely totalitarianism. And yet, if totalitarianism had been 
nothing more than terror and nihilism, one would be at a loss to 
explain its popularity with a substantial part of the subject popula-
tions. There is no question that short-term apparent achievements 
usually disguised long-term baneful goals. But to be fair to those peo-
ple who lived under totalitarianism, students of history must be ever 
mindful that they did not enjoy the benefit of hindsight. To under-
stand totalitarianism, or indeed any historical subject, one must begin 
at the beginning, not at the end.

When Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini was first published in 1997 
readers had the luxury of believing that totalitarianism was purely a 
product of the twentieth century and a never-to-be-repeated 
phenomenon. The people of the United States and Canada could also 
imagine that mass murder and terror were things that occurred only 
on other continents and certainly not in North America. The suicide 
attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City and the Pentagon 
in Washington, DC, the Taliban regime and its al-Qaeda allies in 
Afghanistan, as well as recent revelations about North Korea, have 
shattered these illusions. What the world has learned since September 
11, 2001 is that totalitarianism and terror are still realities and cannot 
be relegated to the status of historical curiosities with no relevance to 
the present.

The late and unlamented Taliban regime in Afghanistan surpassed 
any of the regimes described in this book in the extent to which it 
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attempted to control every facet of the lives of the Afghan people. Its 
Ministry for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice reg-
ulated daily life in ways undreamed of by Hitler, Stalin, or Mussolini. 
Laughter, music, and dancing, as well as modern inventions such as 
television were all prohibited. The total repression of women made 
the reactionary philosophy and policies of even Nazi Germany look 
downright progressive by comparison. If in some respects the fascists 
of Germany and Italy wanted to return to the bucolic days of the 
nineteenth century when a woman’s place was in the home, the 
Taliban wanted to return to the seventh century when Islamic women 
were presumably totally veiled and never seen in public. Whereas the 
totalitarian states of the twentieth century humiliated, imprisoned, 
and tortured their internal enemies out of the public’s view, the 
Taliban conducted very public executions in a former soccer stadium. 
If both the Axis powers and even the Allies sometimes resorted to 
attacking civilians to achieve their goals during World War II, civil-
ians were the primary victims of the al-Qaeda organization. If fascism 
and communism were secular religions that sometimes borrowed the 
terminology and rituals of traditional religions, the Taliban was 
openly and fanatically committed to the most extreme and reac-
tionary form of Islam. Like new religions, the Taliban and the three 
totalitarian regimes discussed in this book were all utopian. All four 
regimes tried to create a new, and in their eyes perfect, society. Those 
who rejected this brave new world were dealt with as enemies who 
had to be suppressed for the common good.

This work has benefited enormously from classroom discussions I 
have had with students at the University of Central Florida over my 
35-year career at that institution. Of my colleagues at UCF, Vladimir 
Solonari, who had the misfortune of growing to maturity in the Soviet 
Union, was especially helpful. My thanks also go to the late Charles F. 
Delzell, emeritus professor at Vanderbilt University, Professor Gilbert 
McArthur of the College of William and Mary, and George M. Kren 
of Kansas State University for reading the manuscript and offering 
excellent suggestions. Likewise, the interlibrary loan librarians at the 
University of Central Florida and at Windsor-Severance public library 
in Windsor, Colorado, did yeoman work in providing me with 
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some of the fifty books which I read in preparing this fourth edition 
of Hitler, Stalin, and Mussolini. These books, now included among 
approximately 300 I have read for this work, have been particularly 
helpful in understanding Hitler’s failed wartime policies and the 
reasons for the collapse of the Soviet empire as well as for the disinte-
gration of the Soviet Union itself. However, they have also reconfirmed 
my thesis that the totalitarian regimes were reasonably successful only 
when they pursued pragmatic policies and courted disaster when they 
fully implemented their totalitarian ideals.

I would also like to extend my thanks to Gary Hollingsworth and 
Michelle Harm for allowing me to use copies of the Hollingsworth 
collection of Soviet posters. Institutions wishing to see this fascinating 
collection in its entirety should contact Hollingsworth Fine Arts at 
407-422-4242. I gained valuable insights into East German totalitari-
anism at a 1993 summer seminar at Yale University sponsored by the 
National Endowment for the Humanities and directed by the late 
Professor Henry Ashby Turner, Jr. A special debt of gratitude is owed 
to the late Keith Eubank, who invited me to write this book and who 
saved me from making many errors of fact and judgment. I alone, of 
course, remain responsible for any mistakes that may remain. My 
wife, Marianne, whom I met in a class on totalitarianism at the 
University of Rochester (NY) more than 50 years ago, once again 
patiently sacrificed many outings so that the writing of this book 
could be brought to a timely conclusion.

Finally, I would like to thank the staff at Wiley Blackwell for their 
help in the production of this fourth edition of Hitler, Stalin, and 
Mussolini. The expertise, thoroughness, and quick responses to my 
questions by Georgina Coleby, Lindsay Bourgeois, Leah Morin, and 
Jacqueline Harvey are all very much appreciated. I especially want to 
thank Andrew Davidson, the Senior History Editor at Wiley, for his 
continued interest in my book.
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The Ideological Foundations

The dictators … took their ideologies very seriously.

Definitions of Totalitarianism

Surprisingly, there has been a greater agreement among historians 
about how to define “totalitarianism” than there has been about 
whether the definition actually fits any of the states usually described 
as totalitarian. Advocates of the term stress: (1) the extraordinary 
powers of the leader; (2) the importance of an exclusionist ideology; 
(3) the existence of a single mass party; (4) a secret police prepared to 
use terror to eradicate all domestic opposition; (5) a monopoly of the 
communications media as well as over the educational systems; (6) a 
determination to change basic social, artistic, and literary values; and 
(7) an insistence that the welfare of the state be placed above the 
welfare of its citizens.

1
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Much less agreement can be found among historians on the impor-
tance of purges to totalitarianism, the role of state economic planning, 
and the degree to which citizens of totalitarian states were able to 
maintain some sort of private life. Scholars who object to the term 
altogether note that even in the Soviet Union and Germany, where the 
governments were the most powerful, many individuals maintained 
private lives comparatively free of authoritarian controls. In the Soviet 
Union there were competing factions, interest groups, and bureau-
cratic networks that could defy government decrees. And industrial 
and military leaders in Germany, as well as the monarchy and the 
Roman Catholic Church in Italy, all retained considerable autonomy. 
Proponents of the totalitarian concept assert that it was an ideal, 
which, like all ideals, could never be perfectly achieved.

The dichotomy between ideal and practice is an old one, and has 
been applied to any number of political, historical, and even artistic 
terms. Was the United States really a democracy in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries when slavery was legal and women were denied 
the franchise? Has there ever been a perfect democracy, even in fifth-
century bc Athens? Is there even a definition of “democracy” that 
would apply to all states claiming such status? For that matter, are 
there universally accepted definitions of “freedom” or “class”? 
Obviously, to insist on the perfect implementation of political ideals 
would make all classifications impossible.

The totalitarian dictators did not in fact control every facet of their 
respective countries’ existence. They were, however, free to reach 
major decisions without consulting or by ignoring the advice of other 
individuals or institutions. They were not bound by any laws or cus-
toms and were unlikely to be affected by appeals to conscience, senti-
ment, or pity. They were not even restrained by official ideology 
because they alone decided what the ideology du jour should be; they 
did not hesitate to reverse previously held ideological positions how-
ever much they might deny it.

In many ways, totalitarianism was a secularized religion complete 
with charismatic leaders, sacred books (with old and new testaments), 
prophets, martyrs, saints, disciples, heretics, hymns, ceremonies, pro-
cessions, and concepts of heaven and hell. True believers claimed to 
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be in possession of the one revealed truth that could not be disputed 
on the basis of rational arguments. There were chosen people who 
belonged to the “right” class or race and nonbelievers and nonfavored 
groups who had to be eradicated from the righteous community by 
instruments of inquisition. The young were to be thoroughly indoc-
trinated in the new “religion” so that it would be perpetuated indefi-
nitely. It is no wonder, therefore, that many traditional religious 
leaders soon realized that they were competing with the totalitarian 
leaders and parties for the very soul of the people.

Comparisons between democratic and totalitarian ideals help in the 
understanding of both. Surprisingly, there are some superficial similar-
ities. Totalitarian regimes, like democracies, claimed to rule on behalf 
of the governed but were “unhindered” by the “divisiveness” of 
parliamentary states. Hitler and Mussolini (though not Stalin) also 
resembled democratic leaders in wanting to be photographed mingling 
with the “masses.” They had elections, or at least plebiscites (in the case 
of Nazi Germany). Both systems even had constitutions. The similar-
ities, however, are far more apparent than real. Totalitarian regimes 
were ultra-paternalistic. They decided what was in the best interests of 
their citizens, not the citizens themselves, whose willingness or ability 
to do the right thing was very much in doubt. Elections consisted only 
of unopposed candidates selected by the totalitarian party. Constitutions, 
if not ignored (as in the case of Nazi Germany), existed to protect the 
government, not to insure the rights of individuals against the 
government, as in democracies. Most important, democracies are char-
acterized by an optimistic philosophy of human nature; in the tradition 
of late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century British and French enlight-
ened philosophers, humans are thought to be by nature rational. As 
such they are capable of managing their own affairs with only minimal 
assistance from a government. Human progress for all nationalities, if 
not certain, is at least possible. Totalitarian philosophy, however, holds 
that humans are by nature either too irrational or too ignorant to be 
entrusted with self-government.

Another way of understanding twentieth-century totalitarian 
dictatorships is to compare them with their nontotalitarian predeces-
sors. Arbitrary, authoritarian, and brutal forms of government, which 
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censor all forms of literature and minimize individual rights, are as 
old as civilization itself. The first Napoleonic regime in the early 
nineteenth century also resembled the totalitarian dictatorships in its 
charismatic leadership. But these other forms of despotism depended 
on the tolerance of the army, church, or business interests. Moreover, 
they allowed considerable freedom of expression so long as it did not 
threaten the regime. Their leaders were often constrained by customs 
or a sense of responsibility to God. The totalitarian dictatorships were 
not satisfied with the mere absence of opposition; they demanded 
positive support, especially from the shapers of public opinion: jour-
nalists, teachers, authors, and artists. The lack of rapid and mass 
forms of communications, together with high illiteracy rates, made it 
impossible for pre-twentieth-century regimes to control their sub-
jects physically and intellectually. Finally, as alluded to above, earlier 
dictatorships usually lacked the religious zeal and desire to completely 
transform society.

The totalitarian dictatorships of the twentieth century had at 
their disposal mass-circulation newspapers, mass-produced posters, 
telegraph machines, telephones, automobiles, railroads, airplanes, 
cinemas, radios (and more recently television sets), and mandatory-
attendance state schools. Orders from dictators could be transmitted 
to the lowliest government, party, and military officials instantly. No 
village was too remote to be outside the reach of the regime’s instru-
ments of propaganda.

Marxism – Leninism – Stalinism

Although most scholars believe that there were important common 
denominators between the regimes of Communist Russia, Fascist 
Italy, and Nazi Germany, none would argue that they were without 
major differences in their beliefs and practices.

The Soviet dictators – Lenin, Stalin, and their successors – like 
their fellow autocrats in Italy and Germany, claimed to follow 
an  immutable and indeed scientific ideology. The works of the 
nineteenth-century German economic philosopher Karl Marx 
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were supposed to be the foundation of communist ideology. In reality, 
first Lenin and then Stalin changed Marx’s ideas almost beyond 
recognition (see Plate 1). Marx, especially in his famous work Das 
Kapital, argued that a class struggle had existed throughout history 
and would soon produce an international revolution of industrial 
workers. However, he had no blueprint for the future communist 
utopia beyond his belief that the means of production would be 
owned in common, thus preventing any further exploitation of one 
class by another. Even Lenin, prior to his seizure of power in the fall 
of 1917, had no practical plans for postrevolutionary government 
beyond vague concepts, such as the nationalization of industries, 
large-scale and communal farming, and central economic planning.

Lenin and also Stalin inherited from Marx unverifiable beliefs 
about the behavior of various social groups, which were given the 
status of scientific laws and were hence beyond dispute or public 
opinion. They also inherited from the master an unscrupulous atti-
tude toward anyone whom they perceived to be impeding the 
development and consolidation of the revolution.

Lenin, unlike Marx and his more orthodox followers in Russia who 
were known as Mensheviks, was unwilling to wait for the Industrial 
Revolution to follow its natural course in Russia, which was by far the 
most economically backward of the major European states at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. By promising to turn over confis-
cated noble lands to peasants, Lenin believed that he could at least 
gain the temporary support of peasants – for whom Marx had had 
nothing but contempt – and thus bring about an early revolution. Nor 
did he believe that the proletariat was capable of organizing any kind 
of revolution on its own. It needed instead to be led by a small group 
of dedicated professional revolutionaries over which he would 
exercise dictatorial control. The party worked for the interests of the 
proletariat whether the latter recognized it or not. Thus, Lenin quickly 
abandoned Marx’s idea of majority rule. His creed was out of step 
with contemporary developments in Marxism in western Europe, but 
very much in the tradition of Russian authoritarianism and secret 
conspiracy. Lenin’s drastic alteration of Marxism was to have omi-
nous consequences for the future. Unlike the regimes of Italy and 
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Germany, which came to power by at least pseudo-constitutional 
means, in the Soviet Union the Communists were able to achieve 
power only through the use of force and were, with the partial 
exception of World War II, never certain of popular support.

Though intolerant of overt opposition, Lenin was at least willing to 
put up with discussions within the Bolshevik party, which he founded 
in 1903. Dissidents might be demoted, or even expelled from the 
party, but they were not killed. Stalin moved one step beyond Lenin. 
Under Stalin, meaningful discussion within what by then was called 
the Communist party soon came to an end. The use of terror was no 
longer confined to non-Communists, but was now also directed 
against those within the party itself.

Lenin and Stalin did resemble Marx in foreseeing a much greater 
role for the postrevolutionary state in the economic life of Russia than 
Mussolini in Italy or Hitler in Germany. To some degree they had lit-
tle choice because the Russian bourgeoisie was so weak. Not only 
were all the factories and other means of industrial production owned 
by the state, but so too was all the agricultural land, which was culti-
vated in large collective farms. Uprooting 120 million peasants from 
their ancestral homes would require far more force than the relatively 
modest economic plans envisaged by Mussolini and Hitler. Indeed, it 
required a veritable civil war in which there were literally millions of 
casualties. It also required a bureaucracy and police apparatus far 
larger than those of the other two dictatorships. Excess was the very 
essence of what became Stalinism. At the height of the Stalinist terror 
in the 1930s, an estimated one in every eight Soviet men, women, and 
children was shot dead or sent to a labor camp, where many died.

Fascism and Nazism

Whereas the Soviet Communists saw their movement as an instru-
ment of progress for all humanity, the Fascists and Nazis made little 
attempt to appeal to other nationalities, believing that alien races 
could never be assimilated. Superficially, the ideology of the Fascists 
in Italy was almost diametrically opposed to communism. In fact, 
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both Fascists and Nazis (often generically lumped together as “fas-
cists” with a small f) made anticommunism or anti-Marxism (to 
include social democratic parties) a major part of their programs. 
Here, chronology is important. By the time the Fascist and Nazi 
parties were born in 1919, the Communists had already seized power 
in Russia, were engaged in a brutal civil war, and had attempted to 
carry their revolution deep into Poland.

Consequently, fascism in both Italy and Germany arose in an 
atmosphere of anticommunist hysteria. If the Communists were 
international in their outlook and appeal (though in practice they 
were frequently nationalistic), the fascists were militantly national-
istic. If the Communists favored the industrial working class and 
sought to destroy private property along with the middle and upper 
classes, the fascists (at least in Germany) called for a classless “peo-
ple’s community” (in German, Volksgemeinschaft) and the protec-
tion of private property. If the Communists were outspoken atheists, 
the fascists, on the whole, pretended to be the defenders of 
Christianity. If Marxists, in theory, wished to emancipate women, 
fascists would protect them from the evils of politics and glorify 
their traditional role as homemakers and prolific mothers. Despite 
these apparently diametrically opposed views, however, the prac-
tices of communists and fascists turned out, in many cases, to be 
remarkably similar.

Fascism in both Italy and Germany was more than simply anticom-
munism. It was also passionately opposed to the liberal, democratic, 
parliamentarian values of the Western democracies, which dated 
back to the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and the French 
Revolution. Fascists believed that such values had exalted the rights of 
individuals at the expense of the community. In the words of a Nazi 
slogan, Gemeinnutz geht vor Eigennutz (“The common good comes 
before the good of the individual”). Although unwilling to go nearly 
as far as the communists in outlawing private property, fascists were 
equally intolerant of diversity and just as filled with hatred and resent-
ment. Like the communists, they saw violence as unavoidable. The 
fascists promoted considerably more control of their economies than 
was acceptable in the West, at least prior to World War II. Capitalists 
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were allowed to prosper in the fascist states, but only if they cooper-
ated with the aims of the political authorities.

The two fascist states, however, differed significantly from each 
other, as well as from Communist Russia and the democratic West. 
Mussolini was very much interested in pursuing old-fashioned colo-
nialism in Africa and in creating a new, albeit smaller, Roman Empire 
around the Mediterranean in places like Albania, Greece, Tunisia, 
Nice, Malta, and Corsica. His glorification of warfare as an exalting 
and purifying experience found no echo in the Soviet Union and even 
went beyond the public pronouncements of Hitler, at least before 
World War II. In spite of his constant touting of the virtues of war, 
Mussolini was woefully inadequate in his preparations for combat. 
Hitler, for his part, professed a love of peace, until at least 1938, while 
accelerating the rearmament of Germany. Finally, fascism and Nazism 
differed sharply on the subject of race. Racism and anti-Semitism 
were not part of fascist ideology until 1938, and when they were 
finally introduced were unpopular with many Italians in spite of the 
many exceptions allowed by the law.

For Hitler, race was as central to an understanding of history as the 
class struggle was for Marxists. To him it was even more important 
than nationalism, although throughout the 1920s and 1930s he liked 
to pose as a traditional nationalist who wanted nothing more than to 
reunite all nearby ethnic Germans in his Third Reich. Hitler’s philos-
ophy borrowed heavily from nineteenth-century racists; he admitted 
a debt only to the anti-Semitic composer Richard Wagner. Hitler was 
anxious to show that his racist ideas were thoroughly grounded in 
German history but, unlike the Communists, neither he nor Mussolini 
claimed to have an infallible ideological founding father apart from 
themselves.

The Nazis believed that there was a definite racial hierarchy among 
humans: they and other “Nordics” (a term often used interchange-
ably with “Aryans”) such as the Scandinavians, Dutch, and Anglo-
Saxons of Britain and the United States, were at the top and 
represented the forces of good. Mediterranean people such as the 
Italians and French came next, followed by the Slavs (Russians, Poles, 
etc.), and finally Africans, gypsies, and Jews, who were definitely at 


