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Introduction

s it legitimate to compare the Nazi and
M Stalinist regimes? There might seem little
room for doubt. It is often taken as self-evi-
dent that the two regimes were variations of
a common type. They are bracketed together
in school and university courses, as well as in
textbooks, under labels such as ‘The Age of
Totalitarianism’ and ‘Europe of the Dicta-
tors’. Supporting roles are played by Musso-
lini and Franco, but centre-stage are Hitler
and Stalin, the malign Tweedledum and
Tweedledee of modern European history. To
quote Michael Mann, one of the most pen-
etrating post-war comparative historians, “to
their victims and probably to most of hu-
manity, the two regimes belong together. Itis
only a question of finding the right family
name.”!

Yet the legitimacy of the comparison has
been passionately contested. Those who make
the comparison, its critics have argued, de-
liberately stress only what the two regimes
share and play down the differences between
them. They fail to follow the spirit of the time-
honoured examination rubric — ‘compare
and contrast’. Controversy over the issue
began while the two regimes were in power,
in the 1930s and 1940s. At that time, to
emphasise common features between them
was widely regarded as perverse. After all,
despite the short-lived Nazi-Soviet Non-Ag-
gression Pact of August 1939, each regime
saw the other not only as a hate-filled enemy
but as its ideological negation. Following Hit-
ler’s invasion of the USSR in June 1941, vir-

tually every corner of the globe found itself
allied with one against the other, and on the
Eastern Front millions went to their death
seeking to destroy one in the name of the
other. To many of those victims, the notion
that they ‘belong rogether’ would have seemed
not merely absurd but obscene.

After Nazism’s demise, the subject became
caught up in the ideological conflict sur-
rounding the Cold War. Those most con-
vinced that the USSR was irredeemably
repressive and expansionist saw a very close
parallel between it and the Third Reich. West-
ern social scientists developed the theory that
both belonged to a new regime-type which
they labelled ‘totalitarian’. Definitions of the
term varied, but all highlighted aspects —
such as a radical official ideclogy, a single
party headed by a cult dictator, terrorist po-
lice control, the party’s monopoly of mass
communication and weapons, and central
control of the entire economy — which were
taken to be characteristic of the Nazi and
Stalinist regimes, among others.? Totalitar-
ian theory lent itself admirably to anti-Soviet
cold-war rhetoric and became identified with
moral condemnation of and resolute oppo-
sition to the USSR.

During the late 1960s and 1970s, how-
ever, the term lost much of its credibility and
the comparison fell somewhat out of fash-
ion. Increasing doubt was cast on how far
the two regimes in reality conformed to the
totalitarian model and how helpful the model
was in explaining the origin, structure or de-

velopment of either. This was made possible
by the less polarised atmosphere of détente,
but it also reflected more research into the
inner working of the two regimes: specialists
tended to be much more wary of bracketing
them together than did non-specialists. De-
tailed knowledge brought home the com-
plexities in the two regimes which the
totalitarian model ignored, the precision
needed to describe either properly, and pro-
found dissimilarities in terms of the values,
purpose and appeal of their ideology, the
social composition of their supporters and
victims, and the economic and social struc-
tures they sponsored. “Despite superficial
similarities in forms of domination,” writes
Ian Kershaw, Britain’s leading expert on the
Third Reich, “the two regimes were in es-
sence more unlike than like each other.”3
Since the early 1980s, however, the issue
has been caught up in two further fierce po-
litical controversies. In 1986 a furious dis-
pute broke out among German historians
(the Historikerstreit) over the relationship
between Nazism and the Stalinist regime. At
issue was the question of how an increas-
ingly prosperous and potentially influential
West Germany was to view the Nazi past. A
number of German historians shared the
view of right-wing politicians and journalists
that it was time to move on from a constant
feeling of guilt and to encourage an attitude
which would restore German national pride
— not least to brace the country against a
supposedly resurgent Communist threat,
At the core of the controversy lay two ar-
guments identified in particular with Ernst
Nolte, a senior German academic. First, prime
responsibility for Nazism, Nolte implied, lay
not with its supporters but with the evil
which provoked it, namely Soviet Commu-
nism. Nazism, like other fascist movements,
was called into being by the mortal threat
which Communism posed to Western civili-

zation. In this sense it was defensive — not
only in origin but throughout. Hitler and
the Wehrmachi saw the war with the Soviet
Union as a preventative war in defence of
Western values against Communist barba-
rism, while Auschwitz, argued Nolte, “was
above all a reaction born out of the anxiety
of the annihilating occurrences of the Rus-
sian Revolution.” Second, it was the mon-
strous regime of Lenin and Stalin which first
resorted to a vast network of concentration
camps, mass terror and wholesale massacre.
The Nazis learned their horrific methods
from the Communists. ““Class murder” by
the Bolsheviks,” Nolte suggested, “[was] the
logical and real precondition of “race mur-
der” by the Nazis.”* Rather than being a
uniquely evil phenomenon for which Ger-
mans must forever acknowledge guilt, the
Nazi dictatorship was the product of and
modelled on a Soviet original. It was its mir-
ror image.

For most historians, in Germany and else-
where, this line of argument, or bundle of
assertions, reeked of special pleading de-
signed to soften Nazism’s image. They saw
the suggestion that Nazi genocide was no dif-
ferent in kind from Stalinism’s murders, or
those of regimes such as Pol Pot’s in Cambo-
dia, as an attempt to ‘normalise’ that geno-
cide, to relativise it, to render it ‘a Holocaust
like the others,’® and as a refusal to confront
the full horror of the Nazi regime and its pro-
gramme of racial extermination. And, in a
polemical war, they denounced Nolte and his
defenders for lending credibility to far-right
views including those which sympathised
with Nazism and even denied the occurrence
of the Holocaust.

A major sub-text to the Historikerstreit
was division over right-wing demands that
the question of German reunification be re-
stored to the political agenda. The collapse
of the Soviet bloc in 1989, the abrupt melt-




ing away of the Communist threat, and the
peaceful absorption of East Germany by West
Germany, all transformed the international
situation and the context in which the
Historikerstreit had flared up. But the re-
emergence of a united Germany has ensured
that the underlying issue of the impact which
different views of the Third Reich have upon
German national identity remains highly sen-
sitive.

The most recent twist has come from within
the former Soviet Union itself. Inthe heyday
of the USSR, of course, the view that the era
during which Stalin had headed the party
shared anything of importance with the Nazi
regime was anathema. However, during the
Gorbachev period, as the Soviet government
slackened censorship and came under in-
creasingly direct attack, both the equation
between the two regimes and the specific term
‘totalitarian’ were enthusiastically embraced.

For radical critics of the Communist es-
tablishment, there was no more dramatic way
to signal utter repudiation of the whole Com-
munist experiment than by labelling Stalin’s
regime ‘totalitarian’ and bracketing it with
that of Hitler. They endorsed the totalitarian
model wholesale — complaining only that its
Western proponents had underrated the full

horror of Stalinism. And after the fall of the
Soviet Communist Party (CPSU), Russia’s
post-Communist Ministry of Education
moved quickly to embed the term and the
Nazi-Stalinist equation in the history sylla-
bus in particular and the educational system
in general. This would underscore the mor-
ally repugnant nature of a regime whose coun-
terpart was the Third Reich, and convey that
Russia had not been alone in deviating from
the ‘normal’ path of historical development
and was now returning, as other post-totali-
tarian societies had already done, to the high-
road of capitalism and liberal democracy.

Something of a backlash soon followed
among Russian historians, partly as a result
of scholarship in the former USSR becom-
ing integrated with international debate on
the issue and partly because, for many Rus-
sians, conditions during the 1990s were so
grim that in retrospect some features of the
fallen Communist order seemed positively
attractive. But in his campaign for re-elec-
tion in 1996, the Russian President Boris
Yeltsin made free play of ‘totalitarian’ to warn
against the risk involved should victory go
to his Communist rival, Gennady Zuganov,
and the term continues to enjoy widespread
usage.

An Adgends

-

"T"he comparison is highly-charged,

I then, because it seems to imply from the
outset what many would hotly deny —a gen-
eral similarity between the two regimes. Here,
therefore, no a priori assumption is made
about whether or not they share common
ground. Instead, the point of departure is
simply recognition that the two regimes di-
verged sharply from an ideal-type modern
liberal democracy. In itself, however, the fact
that both departed from that ‘norm’ proves
nothing whatsoever about their similarity.
Frost and fire both diverge from room tem-
perature: it hardly follows that they ‘belong
together’. Only after examining what each
regime put in place of liberal-democratic prac-
tice is it possible to assess the extent to which
they themselves conformed to a common
pattern.

Attention will be focused on six of the de-
fining features of liberal democracy flouted

by both:

« Contrary to liberal democracy, the two re-
gimes expounded ideologies which were ex-
plicitly and virulently hostile to the basic
principles of that order;

« Contrary to liberal democracy, where the
decision-making power of the head of gov-
ernment is constitutionally limited, in both
regimes that power became concentrated in
the hands of an unchallengeable, semi-dei-
fied leader;

- Contrary to liberal democracy, where the
state is constrained by legal processes and by
independent institutions and socio-economic

groups, under both regimes the state broke
free from such constraints and achieved an
unprecedented measure of autonomy;

» Contrary to liberal democracy, in both re-
gimes the state sought to establish monopoly
control of education, information, the me-
dia, culture and public comment, and thereby
to remould popular consciousness in line with
official ideology;

« Instead of relying on the bureaucratic pro-
cedure and legal-rational order characteris-
tic of liberal-democratic states, each regime
subjected its civil, police and military appara-
tus to a host of political, institutional and
disciplinary pressures and generated acute
administrative malfunction;

« Both regimes terrorised their own subjects
and committed mass murder of those under
their authority in defiance of the most fun-
damental precepts of liberal democracy.

Tt should be emphasised that this agenda is
concerned with the character and structure
of the state under Hitler (1933-1945) and
Stalin (1928/29-1953). It leaves to one side
issues of foreign policy and the war-effort
mounted by the two regimes. It also risks
seeming to minimise the significance of the
distinctive economic, social, cultural, ethnic/
geographical conformation of the societies
from which the two regimes emerged and in
which they operated. The risk is made all the
greater by the fact that at a very general level
there were many parallels between those two
sacieties. Both were European, shared a Chris-
tian heritage, and had a long history of mu-




tual cultural influence; both had embarked
upon industrialization and rapid urbaniza-
tion during the nineteenth century, endured
the maelstrom of World War L, and suffered
defeat; and both had abolished monarchy
and generated highly authoritarian regimes
at very much the same time. In fact, how-
ever, the differences between the two socie-
ties were profound and it is essential that
they are borne in mind. For once institu-
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tions and structures of power are lifted out
of context, bogus analogies may all too
easily be taken for the real thing, and, per-
haps, genuine similarities overlooked. Be-
fore taking up the agenda, therefore, it is
necessary to note the contrast between the
two societies at the moment that the
Stalinist and Nazi regimes took shape in
the late 1920s and January 1933 respec-
tively.

Soviet and G
the Eve

“conomically, Weimar Germany

£ __«(population 66 million) was much more
advanced than the USSR (population 153
million). Tts gross domestic product per head
was 2.5 times that of Russia in 1928 and still
twice Russia’s at the depth {1932) of the
slump which overtook Germany during the
great depression.” By the 1930s the German
economy was predominantly urban and in-
dustrial, with a developed banking and com-
mercial system, a substantial service sector,
and an elaborate transport infrastructure,
and less than 30% of its labour force was
employed in agriculture. The Russian
economy, on the other hand, was overwhelm-
ingly agrarian, with peasants constituting al-
most 80% of the working population in
1928.

The contrast in terms of social structure
was even greater. In Germany, the landed
elite and industrial bourgeoisie in 1933 still
constituted a traditional upper class marked
out by private wealth and an elevated social
status. The ranks of medium-scale entrepre-
neurs and merchants, professionals, teach-
ers, white-collar employees and specialists of
various kinds had continued to grow along-
side the more traditional elements of the ur-
ban Mittelstand — independent artisans,
shopkeepers and petty traders. In the coun-
tryside, a majority of the peasantry (predomi-
nantly in the south and west) belonged to
small-holding families who owned and
worked their own farmsteads, while a sub-
stantial minority (accounting for about a
quarter of the agrarian labour force) were

ert
of Stalinis
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landless labourers. As before the war, the
proportion of the labour force engaged in
industry and handicrafts remained at 40%.°
In Russia, on the other hand, the great so-
cial upheaval of 1917-18 had swept away
the old elite. The peasantry had driven estate
owners from the countryside and the legal
category of nobility had been abolished.
Major industrial enterprises and the banks
had been nationalised, a state monopoly im-
posed on foreign trade, the merchant guilds
disbanded, and private trade, banned alto-
gether during the civil war (1918-21), was
tightly restricted. By the late 1920s a new
elite had emerged, composed of officials and
administrators, managers and specialists.
Lower down the hierarchy, the change in
the Soviet social structure (apart from the
drastic fall in the number of domestic serv-
ants) had been much less marked. The ur-
ban ‘middling strata’ had become an ever
paler shadow of their German equivalent, in
terms of numbers, wealth, status and politi-
cal significance. Where the peasantry was
concerned, apart from sheer numerical
weight, two distinctive features merit particu-
lar emphasis. First, the great majority be-
longed to village communes, a traditional
peasant social and administrative unit with
no modern German equivalent. Private land-
ownership, long frowned upon by the ma-
jority of peasants, was now illegal and it was
the commune which held the land, periodi-
cally redistributing it among the households
in the village according to the number of
mouths to feed and/or able-bodied adults




available to work it. Second, whereas German
farms, large and small, were geared to the
market, in Russia many peasants operated lit-
tle above subsistence level: a mere 17% of ag-
ricultural output left the village in the
mid-1920s and hired labour was a marginal
factor in the rural economy. The working class
remained much smaller than that of Germany,
with only some 13% of the working popula-
tion engaged in industry.

Culturally, even before the Russian revolu-
tion, Russian public discourse — in govern-
ment, amongst the cultural elite and in the
universities, within the Orthodox Church, in
the revolutionary movement and in the peas-
ant commune — had been distinguished by
collectivism, hostility to capitalism and bour-
geois values, and indifference to law. In 1917,
in the only (almost) free nation-wide elections
of the period, radical socialist parties won over
80% of the vote for the Constituent Assem-
bly. In pre-war Germany, by contrast, each of
these currents of opinion had been decidedly
on the defensive, outside the socialist move-
ment and the working class. And when Ger-
many, in turn, held elections for the National
Assembly of the new Republic in 1919, the
country’s (much more moderate) socialist par-
ties won less than 46 % of the vote — and they
never again reached even that figure in the
years to 1933. Particularly striking in Ger-
many was the prominence and stridency of
authoritarian, imperialist and nationalist atti-
tudes not only among traditional elites but in
the educational establishment, among school
teachers as well as university lecturers and stu-
dents, at all levels of public service, and in the
countryside.

Communist rule in the 1920s, while quickly
beginning to narrow the gap between Rus-
sia’s pre-war 40% literacy rate and Germa-
ny’s 90%, immeasurably widened the cultural
differences between the two. Censorship,
though less heavy than it would become in the
1930s, severely restricted the opportunities
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for non-Marxist, still less anti-Marxist schol-
arship, literature and public debate. A state
determined to spread Marxist and atheist val-
ues confronted a rural population whose
world view was for the most part deeply reli-
gious and, among the Slav majority, predomi-
nantly Russian Orthodox. By contrast,
Weimar Germany encompassed a cacophony
of vigorous political, social, religious and ar-
tistic outlooks — communist and racist, so-
cialist and liberal, nationalist and feminist,
Protestant and Catholic.

In terms of national and ethnic composi-
tion, Germans constituted the overwhelming
majority of Weimar’s population, diluted only
by small Polish, Jewish, and Sinti and Roma
(‘Gypsy’) minorities. Russians, on the other
hand, made up only just over half the popula-
tion of the USSR in the late 1920s, alongside a
host of minority peoples ranging from Ukrain-
ians and Byelorussians (21% and 3% respec-
tively in the late 1920s) to myriad smaller
ethnic groups in the Caucasus and Central
Asia. Moreover, significant German-inhabited
areas lay outside the Weimar Republic: the
Treaty of Versailles (1919) placed 3 million
Germans in Czechoslovakia, 1 million in Po-
land and half a million in Yugoslavia, while
union between Germany and Austria was for-
bidden. Although Russia, too, lost substan-
tial territory at the end of World War I, none
of it was Russian-populated and the nearest
analogues to the native areas outside Germany
were the Ukrainian and Byelorussian-inhab-
ited areas forfeited to Poland.

The scale of the contrast — in terms of eco-
nomic development, social structure and cul-
ture as well as national composition and ethnic/
geographic position — does not preclude the
possibilicy that the two societies would gener-
ate similar political regimes. But, as we turn to
the six key respects in which those regimes
diverged from the liberal-democratic norm, it
does serve as a warning against assuming that
they ‘belong together’.

Ideo.
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P oth regimes expounded and based
. their claim to legitimacy upon ideologies
which specifically repudiated liberal democ-
racy. Stalinist ideology as it crystallised by
the late 1930s was based on ideas drawn from
Marx and Lenin, who were credited with a
scientific, indisputable understanding of the
historical process. According to them, his-
tory is essentially the story of man gradually
improving his productive power. As he does
50, the social structure is compelled to change
to make full use of newly developed skills,
technology and raw materials. Each of these
successive social orders (characterised by
Asiatic despotism, slave-ownership, feudal-
ism, and capitalism) is marked by a division
between antagonistic classes, between those
who control wealth and the means of pro-
duction and those who do not and are forced
to work for the ruling class. The ruling class
does all it can to convince the labouring
masses that this is natural, inevitable and just
and, if that fails, relies upon state coercion to
keep them in their place. By the late nineteenth
century, all the advanced countries of Europe
and North America had reached the final
class-based society in which growing num-
bers of property-less industrial workers (the
proletariat) confronted an ever smaller but
more wealthy class of capitalists (the bour-
geoisie), and by the turn of the century they
had reached the highest and final stage of
capitalism, imperialism.

According to Marxist-Leninist ideology
capitalism was in deep crisis by 1900. It was
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confronted by intensifying class conflict and
was buffeted by recurrent economic and so-
cial jolts arising from its inability to provide
a sufficient and stable market for the huge,
industrial productive power it had created.
World War 1, it argued, was a product of this
crisis and of the desperate attempts by each
capitalist power to secure fresh markets. The
conditions were thus ripe for socialist revo-
lution, for the proletariat to fulfil its destined
historic task — to overthrow imperialist gov-
ernments and the bourgeoisie; abolish pri-
vate property and end the exploitation of man
by man and the oppression of women; de-
velop a new culture and consciousness im-
bued with Marxism-Leninism, socialist
values, and solidarity among the workers of
all nations; and construct a classless society
based on public ownership, a planned
economy and, ultimately, an ideal order in
which the state and all forms of coercion have
withered away and material abundance is
sufficient to furnish the needs of all men and
women, enabling them to develop their hu-
man capacities to the very fullest,

As the war took its bloody toll, socialist
revolution had indeed broken out. It had
done so first in Russia. In part, according to
the Stalinist view, this was because Russia’s
rural backwardness and archaic tsarist re-
gime made it what Lenin had called ‘the weak-
est link in the imperialist chain’. But the
decisive factor had been the presence of the
Bolshevik (later Communist) Party. Unlike
all the bogus ‘socialist” parties in Europe (and



the Mensheviks and Socialist Revolutionar-
ies in Russia) the Bolshevik Party had been
truly committed to and guided by revolution-
ary Marxism. It had exposed the hypocrisy
of bourgeois liberalism, the capitalist ideol-
ogy which sought, by essentially vacuous talk
of equal political rights, to reconcile workers
to the reality of economic oppression and ex-
ploitation. In Lenin it had a leader of genius
whose grasp of Marxism had enabled him to
confront and defeat every deviation (notably
that of Trotsky) from the true path, forge the
party into the disciplined, centralised van-
guard which alone could instil socialist con-
sciousness into the proletariat and provide it
with unerring tactical and strategic leadership.

The result had been the epoch-making so-
cialist revolution of October 1917. Spear-
headed by its Bolshevik vanguard, and
supported by the overwhelming majority of
the people, the proletariat had brought the
first Marxist government to power and
marked the opening of a new era in world
history, the era of socialism. Stalinist ideology
asserted that revolution in the rest of Europe
had been (temporarily) delayed only because
Western ‘socialist’ parties had betrayed the
working class. But with ideological guidance
and strategic support from the USSR, frater-
nal Communist parties would presently lead
their respective revolutionary movements to
victory. Meanwhile, the overriding priority of
the world Communist movement was the se-
curity of the socialist homeland: all actions
and developments — be they diplomatic, po-
litical, social or cultural — were to be judged
progressive or counter-revolutionary accord-
ing to the impact they had on Soviet interests.

For by the late 1930s the USSR had pio-
neered the path which all mankind would fol-
low. It had successfully demonstrated that, as
Lenin’s faithful disciple and successor Stalin
had proclaimed, it was possible despite the
delay in world revolution to build socialism
in one country. Completing what the Octo-
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ber revolution had begun, the party had
moved on from the New Economic Policy
(NEP) and mixed economy of the 1920s to
implement a series of Five-Year Plans (run-
ning from 1928, 1933 and 1938) which ren-
dered the victory of socialism irreversible. In
little more than a decade, the USSR had sup-
posedly created a pulsating industrial base ca-
pable of providing both for defence against
imperialist aggression and for raising popu-
lar living standards out of all recognition. Col-
lectivization had transformed the countryside
and marked ‘the final victory of Socialism in
agriculture,” replacing the petty-bourgeois
drudgery of primitive strip-farming carried
out by countless separate households with
the application of collective labour and mod-
ern machinery to consolidated fields, thereby
opening the way to huge gains in productiv-
ity. Alongside the recasting of social and eco-
nomic relations, the party had moulded a new
socialist culture which, disseminated in the
course of a tremendous drive for education
and enlightenment, was bringing into being a
new Soviet man.

The great breakthrough involved unremit-
ting struggle against bitter opponents of so-
cialism — imperialist agents, remnants of
Russia’s defeated classes, ‘kulaks’ (rich peas-
ants), treacherous Trotskyites, Mensheviks
and Socialist Revolutionaries. These ‘enemies
of the people” had tried desperately to wreck
the Soviet economy and spread vicious anti-
Soviet and counter-revolutionary fabrications
but had been denounced by loyal workers
and crushed by the vigilant security police of
the mighty Soviet state. By the late 1930s,
united under the leadership of the party, itself
guided throughout by Stalin, ‘the Lenin of to-
day’, the beloved Vozhd’ (leader) and genius
with unmatched mastery of Marxism-Lenin-
ism, the Soviet people had, allegedly, put in
place the essentials of socialism.

Let us turn now to Nazi ideology. Like Sta-
linism, it drew on nineteenth-century currents

of thought, in this case on those which cel-
ebrated the age-old virtues, innate solidar-
ity and glorious destiny of the German
Volk, proclaimed the crucial significance of
racial differences and the unique evil of the
Jews, and denounced liberalism, socialism
and Marxism as inherently corrupt, divi-
sive and treacherous. It combined these
themes with an account of war-time and
post-war events which bore out their wis-
dom and gave them immediate political rel-
evance. The most authoritative statement
was Hitler’s own Mein Kampf, the profes-
sion de foi written in 1924 and 1925, a
free copy of which was received by teach-
ers, soldiers and newly-weds. It was auto-
biographical, impassioned and short on
intellectual rigour but it conveyed Nazism’s
essential message with abundant clarity.

The concept at the very core of Nazi ide-
ology was race. Racial analysis and recog-
nition of the unceasing struggle between
mutually hostile races, it argued, provided
the key to history. The preservation of ra-
cial purity was the party’s absolute and
overriding political priority. The different
races into which mankind was divided —
Aryan, Chinese, Japanese, Slavs, Negroes,
Jews — were set apart by different blood-
streams, each of which was complemented
not only by distinctive physical features but
also by distinctive psychological and spir-
itual characteristics. The race which in every
respect was superior was the Aryan race
whose dominant branch in the modern era
was the German people.

According to Nazi ideology, the quintes-
sential Aryan man or woman was the fin-
est human specimen — in noble bearing, in
fair colouring and facial features, and in
wholesome good health. Aryans had a vir-
tual monopoly of creativity — “All the hu-
man culture,” wrote Hitler, ‘all the results
of art, science, and technology that we see
before us today, are almost exclusively the
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creative product of the Aryan’? — whereas
other races only imitate.

Underpinning this physical and cultural
superiority was moral superiority, the very
essence of which was the ability of the Aryan
to sacrifice his own individual ego and sec-
tional interests in the wider interests of the
race, to unite under one leadership. The re-
sult had been cultural and military pre-emi-
nence, probably since the beginning of time.

History, however, had shown that supe-
rior races can forfeit their superiority, can
degenerate — as in ancient Greece and
Rome. It could happen to the Germans. And
it could happen in precisely the same way
that it happened earlier: by the Aryans be-
coming diluted, by the pure German blood-
stream being contaminated by lower races
with the inevitable result that their physi-
cal, moral and cultural strength would be
eroded and ultimately the race destroyed
altogether. Moreover, this was no vague,
theoretical danger: there was a mortal
threat to the German people of precisely
such contamination. And it came from the
Jews.

The Jews, in the Nazi view, were the low-
est race, the most degenerate, indeed barely
human at all. Their physical ugliness was
matched by their moral depravity: they were
idle, dishonest and malign egotists. Left to
their own devices, they would fight like rats
and drown in filth and offal. This noxious
bacteria, these parasites, these eternal
bloodsuckers were mingling with the Volk.
By marrying off their daughters to mis-
guided German men and seducing innocent
German girls, they were poised to infect the
German race.

Moreover, claimed the Nazis, the Jews
were plotting to establish their own world
domination. On the one hand, they relied
upon the power and influence Wwhich flowed
from their wealth and domination of fi-



nance capital. On the other, they propa-
gated ideas and values deliberately crafted
to undermine the unity and strength of their
racial enemies. They were in large measure
responsible for the cultural decadence that
disfigured the cities of Weimar, the absurdi-
ties of modern art, the foppish fashions that
denatured men, and the scandalous lifestyle
and unnatural career ambitions of ‘emanci-
pated’ young women which drew them away
from their role as homemalkers, wives and
mothers. Jewish intellectuals encouraged the
individualism, liberalism and parliamentari-
anism which had done so much to divide and
sap the vitality of their enemies; they encour-
aged pacifism and cosmopolitanism and did
all they could to deride manly respect for cour-
age, force and violence.

The most corrosive, the most insidious
Jewish product was Marxism. The Jews had
used it to destroy the Russian state and un-
leash the vicious repression imposed by the
Bolsheviks who, in the Nazi view, were Jew-
ish-led. And unless the people were alerted
and mobilised, the Jews would do the same
to Germany. Already during the war they had
undermined the glorious national unity of
1914 and managed to incite a proportion of
the German working class into strikes and
demonstrations to sabotage the war effort
— thereby opening the way to the ‘stab in the
back’ of the army by liberal and Social-Demo-
cratic politicians, the criminals responsible for
Germany’s surrender and the outrageous
terms which Versailles had imposed on the
people.

It was to halt and defeat for all time the
Jewish threat, to reunite the Volk in a har-
monious national community
(Volksgemeinschaft), bring all Germans
within one Reich, win for them the additional
Lebensraum (living space) they needed, and
restore them to their rightful position of
world supremacy, that Hitler had committed
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his life. Hitler’s own person occupied a cen-
tral role in Nazi ideology. He was the man
destined to unite the German people, defeat
their enemies, and restore them to greatness. !
He was a man of the people but at the same
time a leader of world-historic stature, the
personification of the vision, wisdom, and
unflinching valour of the true German. The
concentration of authority in one man com-
plemented the Germanic virtues of obedience,
duty, honour and willingness for self-sacri-
fice for the good of the race. The
Fiihrerprinzip, the principle of firm leader-
ship and unquestioning obedience, became
embedded in Nazi ideology as the model for
relations within the party, within the state,
and between state and people.

Under Hitler’s leadership, according to
Nazi ideology, the party had mobilised the
people, swept to power, and wielded the full
force of the state to turn the tide, It had
stamped out political division. It had driven
Jews out of public life, and forbidden inter-
marriage between Jew and Aryan. It had re-
stored women to their primary role in the
home. It had purged German culture and the
education system of its degenerate and un-
healthy elements and redirected it to lift mo-
rale, renew the people’s consciousness of
belonging to a national community, and
“burn the racial sense and racial feeling into
the instinct and the intellect, the heart and
the brain of the youth entrusted to it.”? It
had taken measures to weed out and halt
breeding among the mentally and physically
defective and, committed as it was to ‘Blood
and Soil’, it had acted to guarantee the future
of the healthiest German stock, the rugged
peasant farmer rooted in the beloved coun-
tryside of the fatherland. To transcend dif-
ferences between social classes and win
workers back to their national loyalties, it
had brought them and employers together
in the German Labour Front, teaching both

sides of industry to unite in
common effort. It had re-
stored the German economy
and prepared the country
for war.

Abroad, it had faced
down feeble Western resist-
ance to the reoccupation of
the Rhineland, brought
both Austria and the Ger-
man areas of Czechoslova-
kia into the greater Reich,
and regained the lands sto-
len by Poland. The way was
now open to smash the Jew-
ish-Bolshevik USSR, subor-
dinate the Slawv
Untermenschen
(subhumans) to Aryan rule
and secure the Lebensraum
on which Germans would
settle, thereby entrenching
their European and world
supremacy.

Both the Nazi and
Stalinist regimes, then, de-
picted the world in terms
of a momentous struggle
in which they were the
chief protagonists of the
forces of good against
those of evil. Each claimed
that it was thus justified

‘One People, One Reich, One Fiihrer’
Picture postcard of 1938
Peter Newark's Historical Pictures

— indeed duty-bound —
to ride roughshod over civil liberties and
where necessary to resort to violent meas-
ures. But it is difficult to push the anal-
ogy between them any further.

The two ideologies were utterly dissimilar
in terms of coherence and the sources upon
which they drew. In its rhetoric and appeal,
Stalinism descended from the eighteenth-cen-
tury Enlightenment, which had fused two
ancient currents of Western political thought:
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the search for the good life and faith in the
power of reason and scientific method to
understand, master and transform the mate-
rial and social world. It claimed to deliver the
liberty, equality and fraternity which the
French Revolution had promised. And it was
based directly upon a reading (albeit a very
partial one) of the ideas of Marx and Engels,
the most powerful intellectual product of the
Enlightenment and the French Revolution



and one of the formative influences upon
twentieth-century intellectual development
across the globe.* Nazi ideology, on the other
hand, explicitly repudiated the goals of uni-
versal liberty, equality and fraternity, and re-
jected much of the Enlightenment tradition.
It drew far more from Romantic and irra-
tionalist currents, elevating the will-power
and imagination of (one) man over logic and
reason. Its greatest debt was to racist theo-
ries which, judged in terms of their impact on
twentieth-century intellectual development,
were negligible.

For Stalinism, the struggle was between
classes: property relations and the socio-eco-
nomic structure were crucial whereas race was
a very minor matter. For Nazism, class differ-
ences were of minimal significance and prop-
erty relations were to be approached
pragmatically, whereas the common racial
bond and the clash between races was all-
important. The key values proclaimed by the
two world views were entirely at variance.
Where Stalinism looked forward to an egali-
tarian social order, Nazism saw elitism and
hierarchy as inherent in human nature. Where
Stalinism preached equality of political sta-
tus and economic opportunity for women,
Nazism drew a firm line between the public
male sphere and the private female sphere.
Where Stalinism preached an international-
ist creed and projected the USSR as a model
for all humanity, Nazism was ultra-national-
ist and said little and cared less about the fate
of the Untermenschen who populated most
of the globe.

Nor were the two ideologies commensu-
rate in terms of the range of questions which
they purported to answer. Stalinist ideology
constituted an all-embracing philosophy of
life. It denied the existence of God and took a
materialist view of existence. It presented a
tightly-drawn and detailed explanation for
economic, social, political and cultural devel-
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opments throughout the entire course of
human history. Its scope was total: it claimed
to be able to decipher the class content and
significance of every institutional structure,
social custom, human relationship, literary,
artistic, musical or scientific product.

Nazi ideology, on the other hand, was
much more selective about the issues it ad-
dressed. Beyond its core ideas and values
— the racial purity, genetic good health and
unity of the German ‘national community’,
German supremacy in the relentless strug-
gle between races, and Hitler’s messianic
leadership — there was a penumbra where
the Nazi view was much more vague, ill-
defined and contradictory. It contained dis-
tinctly anti-Christian elements and yet in
public Hitler repeatedly affirmed his Chris-
tian commitment. It contained fiercely anti-
capitalist motifs, but also celebrated the
contribution to be made by loyal Aryan
businessmen and entrepreneurs. It played
upon anti-industrial and anti-urban
themes, and yet paraded the power and
dynamism of German industry.

This distinction was epitomised by the way
in which the two ideologies projected the fu-
ture. Stalinism promised that beyond the class
struggle lay Utopia. All the problems which
had beset humanity — material want, eco-
nomic injustice, oppression and war — would
be resolved and social harmony would be
combined with the full development of every
individual. Nazism projected no final desti-
nation. The ‘Thousand-Year Reich’ assumed
the permanence of racial struggle; the ines-
capable fact that one race will dominate an-
other; and the need for the Aryan race to be
ever vigilant, united in readiness for conflict,
and hierarchically organised behind an elite
marked out by its racial purity, physical prow-
ess and qualities of loyalty and leadership.

Nonetheless, it by no means follows from
these ideological differences that there is a

—

corresponding contrast between the two re-
gimes. For there was a further difference:
whereas Hitler meant every word of his ide-
ology, there was a yawning gulf between Sta-
lin’s actions and his rhetoric. The central
tenets of Nazi ideology were precisely what
guided the Third Reich. Indeed, as time
passed the regime actually became more
overtly, brazenly and ruthlessly true to its ideo-
logical values and vision.'

The reverse was true in the case of the
USSR. The values and vision of Marxism-
Leninism became ever less relevant to the re-
gime’s practice. A key to the power of Stalinist
ideology was that it conferred legitimacy on

the regime as the embodiment of historical
progress while committing it to virtually no
specific policy. Having identified the CPSU as
the vehicle destined to realise the socialist
dream, it left the leadership remarkably free
to ‘move the goal posts’, redefine key terms,
turn policy upside down, suspend supposed
principles and indefinitely postpone sup-
posed goals.” It is conceivable that Stalin
and his acolytes came to identify their own
interests so closely with the cause of social-
ism and ‘the world proletariat’ that they were
unconscious of any hypocrisy. Nevertheless,
the Stalinist regime was a travesty of the ide-
ology it preached.

Poster celebrating the triumphant completion of the First Five=Year Plan: Stalin’s immaculate leadership makes
the USSR impervious to the worst efforts of clerics, capitalists ond traitorous social-democrats

British Museum
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iberal-democratic regimes character
.1stically accord primacy to one post, be it
premier or president, but the decision-mak-
ing power of the holder is limited by a variety
of formal constitutional and informal insti-
tutional devices. Under the Nazi and Stalinist
regimes, however, decision-making power
became concentrated in the hands of one
leader elevated to a point of arbitrary au-
thority.

In the first place, each acquired unchal-
lenged supremacy within his own ruling
party. Hitler had dispensed with collective
leadership as soon as he established his pri-
macy in the early 1920s. At will he ignored
the views of his most senior lieutenants, a
key instance being in 1932 when Gregor
Strasser, the second most prominent Nazi,
was driven to resign from the party in exas-
peration because Hitler contemptuously ig-
nored his insistence that von Papen’s offer of
the post of Deputy Chancellor be accepted.
Hitler ruthlessly repressed attempts by ele-
ments within the party to pursue policies that
conflicted with his own. The most dramatic
instance of this was the ‘Night of the Long
Knives’ in 1934, the blood-bath he visited
on Ernst Rohm and the leadership of the SA,
the party’s paramilitary wing, who yearned
for a wholesale purge of the old elites and
aspired to replace the traditional army. Never
again would a Nazi organization overtly buck
the Fihrer’s authority. On any issue that he
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cared to assert himself — be it on questions
of personnel or of policy great or small — his
word was decisive.

Stalin’s route to personal control of CPSU
policy was much more tortuous. As General
Secretary from 1922 he had acquired con-
trol over appointments to senior party posts,
thereby gaining influence over the make-up
of the Party Congress, of the Central Com-
mittee it elected, and, in turn, of the Polit-
buro itself. Taking care to support policies
which found favour among the upper ech-
elons of the party, he had emerged as the piv-
otal figure in the Politburo. But it was only
with the support of allies in the Central Com-
mittee that by 1927 he had defeated critics
on the ‘left’ (Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev) and
by 1929 those on the ‘right’ (Bukharin,
Tomsky, Rykov). Thereafter he was able to
promote his own supporters into the Polit-
buro and, through his personal secretariat
and the Secret Department of the Central
Committee, to secure an unrivalled grip on
communications within and information
about the party hierarchy. Even so, he was
still at times thwarted. In 1932 his demand
for the execution of Riutin, author of a se-
cret memorandum denouncing him and his
policies, was rejected and in the mid-1930s
headstrong allies such as Ordzhonikidze
would not flinch from arguing against him
over policy issues. It was only in the after-
math of the Great Terror (1936-38), which

devastated the party elite (70% of the Cen-
tral Committee elected in 1934 were arrested
and many of them shot), that collective lead-
ership atrophied, the Politburo met on an
increasingly ad hoc basis, and his word, like
Hitler’s, became unchallengeable.'®

Second, both leaders ensured their domi-
nation of the key executive, legislative, judi-
cial and administrative bodies of the state. In
Hitler’s case, this was secured by combining
the posts of President and Chancellor; by
reducing the Reichstag to a Nazi rubber-
stamp; by appointing loyal acolytes to key
posts at cabinet level, and, from 1934, dis-
continuing cabinet meetings altogether. The
federal structure inherited from Weimar was
erased, the elected assemblies of the Linder
(states) were abolished (1934), and their gov-
ernments subordinated both to newly cre-
ated Governorships (generally held by Hitler’s
faithful regional party chieftains, the
Ganuleiters) and to the Ministry of the Inte-
rior in Berlin. The judiciary was stripped of
its independence and lost much of its juris-
diction to new courts set up by the party and
affiliated organizations, or were bypassed by
arbitrary police action. The measure of inde-
pendent influence on policy initially exercised
by established specialists within the state ap-
paratus was whittled away. As Hitler’s confi-
dence in his own will and judgement swelled,
civil and military leaders who demurred were
abruptly replaced — Finance Minister
Schacht in 1937, Foreign Minister Neurath,
Defence Minister Blomberg and General
Fritsch in February 1938.

In Stalin’s case, by the time he consolidated
his leadership, the party’s own domination
of the state machinery was already firmly es-
tablished, in the form of the nomenklatura
system giving the party control over impor-
tant appointments at all levels of public life.
At the summit, the legislature, the Supreme
Soviet and its Central Executive Committee
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provided automatic endorsement of Polit-
buro decisions. The cabinet (Sovnarkom:)
served to execute Politburo policy and on
the eve of war (1939) Stalin took over its
chairmanship, combining it with his leader-
ship of the party. Here, too, the judiciary was
made utterly subservient to political author-
ity — and freely bypassed altogether. Any
hint of independence and esprit de corps on
the part of the military hierarchy was extin-
guished by the mass purge of its leadership
in 1937, control over officers being further
buttressed by the reintroduction of political
commissars to monitor their every move.

Finally, the authority of both leaders was
confirmed, celebrated and underscored by the
cult that surrounded them, by the hyperbolic
praise heaped upon them at every public oc-
casion. Each occupied a central role in the
mass rallies and ritual with which the respec-
tive regimes sought to rouse public opinion.
Both were elevated to super-human status,
and were credited with intellect and foresight
of genius, immeasurable moral superiority,
heroic personal dedication, and leadership
qualities of world-historic proportions. And
in both cases, the cult served to provide the
focus for emotional loyalty beyond the ranks
of the party; both leaders were exempted from
much of the resentment that other senior fig-
ures and the parties themselves attracted; and
their personal popularity did much to shore
up the regime — in Hitler’s case this was true
throughout, while in Stalin’s it became true
after the tide in the ‘Great Patriotic War’ had
turned and he was seen to be leading the coun-
try to victory.

However, these striking analogies need to
be seen alongside qualitative differences in
the position of the two leaders. In the first
place, Stalin took a much more direct interest
in the details of policy than did Hitler. Dur-
ing the 1930s Stalin was intimately involved
in the work of the numerous ad koc sub-



committees into which the Politburo increas-
ingly descended, and argued vigorously over
detailed issues of foreign and armaments
policy, the security police, ideology, personnel,
and above all economic policy. Hitler, on the
other hand, soon began to restrict his direct
intervention more and more to foreign and
military policy. This is not to deny that in one
sense Hitler influenced the outcome of every
policy conflict; whoever could demonstrate
most convincingly that he was ‘working to-
wards the Fihrer’, pursuing the line that con-
formed most closely to the Fithrer’s will, was
best placed to prevail.'” There were occasions
when he did give clear directives on disputed
issues: on cultural policy, for example, he in-
tervened in 1934 to damn modern art conclu-
sively; on the question of the employment of
women, he was adamant that they were un-
suitable as lawyers.'® But over a whole range
of policy and personnel matters it became in-
creasingly difficult for his acolytes to secure
any explicit decisions from him.

Second, the similarities in their cult status
should not disguise the fact that Stalin’s posi-
tion was far more vulnerable until the very
end of the 1930s — and even then he could
never enjoy Hitler’s security. Stalin was acutely
suspicious of the senior figures who had sur-
rounded Lenin and at one stage or another
opposed his emergence as successor, and he
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ensured that these figures were swept away in
the Great Terror of the later 1930s. Hitler had
no cause for such a sense of insecurity. The
closest analogy to Stalin’s assault upon loyal
Stalinists was the Night of the Long Knives,
but in terms of the number of victims, there is
no comparison between that and the havoc
Stalin wreaked on the hierarchy of the CPSU.
Stalin may have exaggerated the threats to his
own position but what is certain is that, de-
spite numerous assassination plots, most fa-
mously the officers” bomb plot of July 1944,
Hitler neither experienced comparable fears
nor had reason to do so.

The third point is related. Hitler’s charis-
matic leadership was an essential feature of
Nazism. Faith in the Fiihrer was an integral
element of Nazi ideology. The regime’s ability
to reproduce itself without Hitler, though un-
tested, since at the time of his suicide it was in
any case imploding in the face of total military
defeat, must be extremely doubtful; indeed Ian
Kershaw has argued that he was irreplace-
able.” In the USSR, on the other hand, the
Communist Party established its dominance
before Stalin gained control of it and it out-
lived him by decades. Indeed, whereas the
death of Hitler might well in itself have been
fatal to Nazism, Stalin’s death became the pre-
condition and the opportunity for the party
to readjust and prolong its hold on power.

The Autonomous State

¥ "he two regimes were distinguished not

4. only by their leaders’ personal control
of state policy, but also by the extent to which
they escaped constraints exercised upon their
freedom of manoeuvre from outside the state.
In liberal-democratic (as well as liberal-con-
stitutional and monarchical) states, such con-
straints have characteristically been exercised
by foci of power, be they classes, interest
groups or independent institutions — politi-
cal, economic, social, cultural, minority-eth-
nic, religious — on which the state depends
for support or whose opposition it is unable
to ignore. En route to power, of course, the
two parties in question had depended upon
a measure of popular support: in the Bolshe-
vik case, this had been strongest among the
working class, in the Nazi case among the
urban and rural lower-middle classes.*® But
once in power, neither rested upon an identi-
fiable social base in the sense of a particular
class or stratum outside the state whose de-
mands it implemented or whose interests it
defended against other classes. The Soviet
regime stripped workers of their independ-
ent organizations, subjected them to harsh
economic conditions and political repression,
and rode rough-shod over their protesta-
tions. In Germany, the lower-middle classes,
urban as well as rural, were bitterly disap-
pointed by the Nazi regime’s failure to pro-
tect them against competition and depressed
prices or to privilege them against large-scale
enterprise.
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This is not to deny the support which the
Stalinist regime enjoyed from radical Marx-
ist intellectuals, upwardly mobile sons and
daughters of workers and peasants, enthusi-
astic young worlers and, episodically, from
wider strata of workers glad of guaranteed
employment, nor to overlook the change in
popular attitudes towards the Soviet regime
resulting from the ordeal and outcome of the
war, Nor is it to deny the widespread ap-
proval and at times popularity of the Nazi
regime, especially for its economic success and
foreign policy triumphs, before military re-
versals began to take their toll. But arguably
these two regimes achieved a greater measure
of ‘autonomy’ in domestic affairs* — that s,
independence from the pressures, demands
or effective resistance of different sections of
society — than any others in modern Euro-
pean history.

Both closed off all avenues for organised
opposition. They banned rival political par-
ties, halted competitive elections, and ensured
top-down control of policy within the ruling
party itself. They deprived major public in-
stitutions, from universities to trade unions,
of their independence and subjected those
that remained to close supervision — the
Nazis in the process of the ‘co-ordination’ of
society after they came to power, the Com-
munists through the blanket coverage of the
nomenklatura system. Both imposed rigid
censorship over the media, brought the news-
papers (with the minor exception of a few




carefully monitored ‘independent’ papers tol-
erated in Germany until 1943) under direct
party and state tutelage, used intimidation
and force to choke open criticism, and over-
rode legal and civil rights at will. By the out-
break of war in 1939, 225,000 people in the
Third Reich had been convicted for political
offences; in the same year there were 2.9 mil-
lion offenders (probably one-third of whom
were ‘politicals’) in Soviet forced labour
camps, colonies, prisons and ‘special reset-
tlement areas’.’> Millions more had and
would pass through or die at the hands of
the SS§ and NKVD. In short, both regimes
prevented pluralist participation in policy
formation and, in many respects, insulated
themselves from independent sources of pres-
sure and/or resistance.

Clear differences in the position of the two
regimes emerge, however, when attention
turns to the extent to which each exercised
this autonomy to confront whole classes,
popular opinion and non-state institutions.
The Stalinist regime clashed head-on with the
great bulk of the peasantry by enforcing col-
lectivization, stripping individual households
of their land, and abolishing the village com-
mune: between 1930 and 1933 there were
up to 6 million victims of ‘dekulakization’,
2.1 million of them sent to forced labour set-
tlements run by the security police, as many
if not more exiled within their own region,
and 1-1.25 million abandoning their homes
and fleeing. Peasant resistance did compel a
brief pause and retreat in 1930, and extracted
the concession that each household could
retain a very small plot of land for its own
use. But the regime broke the most basic
rhythm in the lives of the majority of its citi-
zens, destroyed the measure of dignity and
independence they derived from farming un-
der the traditional communal system, and
launched a massive campaign against their
entire culture and religion. Furthermore, in
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1932/33 up to 7 million peasants, predomi-
nantly in the Ukraine, died in a famine
brought on by the dislocation of collectiviza-
tion {exacerbated by adverse weather) and
by the ruthless extraction of grain regardless
of basic peasant needs. The working class,
too, were subjected to periods of extreme
hardship. Between 1928 and 1933, as a re-
sult of policy deliberately pursued by the gov-
ernment, real wages fell precipitately as food
and goods were tightly rationed, overcrowd-
ing reached degrading proportions and fam-
ily life became virtually impossible. Petty
traders were deprived of their livelihood, non-
party intellectuals were silenced, and the in-
stitutional life and collective worship of the
churches of all denominations drastically
curtailed. The Stalinist state transformed the
economic life, the social and cultural profile,
the physical landscape of the country: it im-
posed a programme in social and economic
engineering without precedent in human his-
tory.

Moreover, in the process, the boundary
between state and society was radically re-
drawn and the state’s reach enormously ex-
tended. Private enterprise was virtually
eliminated and almost all the means of pro-
duction were brought into the hands of the
state. Enterprise managers, technical special-
ists, accountants and engineers became in ef-
fect public officials, whose position was not
unlike that of officials in the state’s civil, cul-
tural, military and police apparatus or those
in the upper reaches of all secular public in-
stitutions. Senior personnel in industry, mines
and on the railways, in state and collective
farms alike took their instructions from the
political authorities; they were dependent on
those authorities for their prospects — pro-
motion, demotion, relocation, dismissal; and
they were directly subject to the sharp shifts
in state policy — the succession of efficiency
drives, purges and orchestrated campaigns

of denunciation. The key role in condition-
ing the goals of enterprises, which had previ-
ously been played by the market and the profit
motive, was now assumed by the assignment
of targets and the allocation of goods by the
planning agencies of the state.

By these standards, the Nazi regime ap-
pears almost sensitive to sections of popular
opinion. This is not to deny that it prioritised
military-related expenditure at the expense
of civilian, as no liberal democracy had ever
done in peace-time.? But it was markedly
more willing to-adapt in the face of resistance
from outside the state. It showed distinctly
greater anxiety over popular morale and sup-
port, and was much more cautious than was
Stalin’s regime in the extent to which it re-
duced living standards. Although workers
lost their political rights, their independent
trade unions and their ability to engage in
collective bargaining, the regime would on
occasion back down in the face of clear signs
of intensifying worker discontent — notably
over proposed food-price rises in 1938 and
wage cuts at the beginning of the war.** Al-
though the scope of government regulation
grew dramatically in the late 1930s, the bulk
of private enterprise retained its freedom to
operate in the market, while pressure exerted
via the Ministry of Finance stymied the ef-
forts of the German Labour Front’s leader-
ship to gain significant leverage over
employers.” The Nazi regime also proved
much more ready to draw back in the face of
public protest over other aspects of its policy,
particularly those which most offended con-
ventional morality and religious sensibilities.
Public pressure, petitions, mass-meetings and
other forms of protest secured the reversal,
for example, of the arrest and dismissal of
Bishop Meiser, head of the Bavarian Lutheran
Church, in 1934, and of the official order to
remove crucifixes from schools in Oldenburg
(1936) and Bavaria (1941); and checked,
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though failed to halt, the murder of the men-
tally and physically handicapped (1941).2
By the same token, the Nazi regime did not
match the Stalinist extension of the state’s
reach. In Germany, the market remained cen-
tral to economic life. Certainly there was a
wide-ranging increase in regulation — over
agricultural production, against small-hold-
ers dividing their farms, to control prices and
wages, as well as foreign trade, and to
prioritise military-related production — but
this measure of intervention did not approach
that of the command economy of the USSR.
In Nazi Germany private enterprise remained
overwhelmingly preponderant not only in ag-
riculture, retail and wholesale trade but in
industry and finance, and the great majority
of the economically active were either em-
ployed by independent enterprises or self-em-
ployed, financially dependent on profits not
on the state. Here commercial incentives re-
mained ¢rucial in conditioning economic be-
haviour: the market continued to mediate
myriad relations which, in the USSR, were
now mediated directly by and within the state.
The scope of the ‘veto’ which elements in
German society could exercise over the re-
gime’s policy should not be exaggerated. For
the most part, it was restricted to limited is-
sues of particular concern to major sections
of society. It offered no protection to the Jew-
ish minority demonised in Nazi ideology —
be it from successive waves of state-sponsored
violence, intimidation and boycotts, epito-
mised by the terror of Kristallnacht in 1938,
from increasing social exclusion, or from the
‘Final Solution’. Nor did it prevent the per-
secution of other minorities such as homo-
sexuals, vilified as degenerate and sterile,
50,000 of whom were convicted and up to
15,000 condemned to concentration
camps.” Moreover, the evidence of ‘cumula-
tive radicalization’ in the regime’s later years
suggests that its autonomy, its willingness and
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ability to ride roughshod over every restraint,
was increasing.”® Besides the increasingly vio-
lent measures against Jews, this is suggested
by the adoption of the Four-Year Plan (1936);
the tightening of controls over private enter-
prise; the growing disregard for export-ori-
ented industries and insistence on the use of
domestic raw materials regardless of higher
costs; the readiness to develop state-owned
enterprises to achieve strategic goals; the me-
dium term commitment to economic prepara-
tion for total war in defiance of pressure from
sections of private industry®®; the increasing
use of direct coercion against workers®®; and
greater restrictions upon the churches and
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their bloody repression in occupied Poland. It
points towards a combination of determina-
tion and ruthlessness capable, given time, of
crushing the interests and sensibilities of all
social groups.

It remains true, however, that in domestic
matters Hitler never put the full measure of
his autonomy to the test. Hitler’s regime never
attempted to match in scale the social trans-
formation launched by that of Stalin; it imple-
mented no programme designed drastically to
recast the economic and social position of vir-
tually every family; it undertook no initiative
which had to be imposed by overt coercion of
the vast majority of the population.

The Propaganda State

"% "he Nazi and Stalinist regimes sought
1 toestablish a monopoly of public com-
munication in order to remould popular con-
sciousness in line with their respective
ideologies. Developments in mass literacy,
education and the media have enabled the
state in all industrialised societies to increase
significantly its impact upon the conscious-
ness of the citizen. But in liberal democracies
law and custom have limited the state’s use of
compulsion, and its power has been blunted
and diffused by freedom of speech and po-
litical and cultural pluralism. By contrast,
these two regimes set out, in principle at least,
to make the state’s ideological reach all-en-
compassing.

On the one hand, they banned novels, plays
and films, art, philosophy and history, and
even lines of research in the pure sciences
which ran counter to official ideology. Intel-
lectuals and artists had no chance of pub-
lishing or displaying their work unless
approved for membership of official bodies,
Unions in the Soviet case, Cultural Cham-
bers in the Nazi. In addition, both regimes
sought to restrict the activity and undermine
the cultural influence of the churches. They
resorted freely to violence, coercion and in-
timidation in their attempts to establish mo-
nopoly control of information and drastically
curtailed foreign travel and contacts. They
exploited new and more sophisticated meth-
ods of police surveillance and the introduc-
tion of a menacing party presence in the
workplace, the residential block and every
major secular institution.

On the other hand, each regime used every
means available — newspapers and bill-
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boards, radio and cinema, ritual and sym-
bol, mass meetings and public entertain-
ments, triumphalist public monuments and
state architecture — to bombard its citizens
with propaganda designed to foster identifi-
cation with its symbols, use its language, think
in its terms. Both mounted elaborate cam-
paigns to portray their respective parties as
champions of unparalleled improvements in
factory conditions and in workers’ morale
and quality of life. Each devoted enormous
energy to composing, packaging and dissemi-
nating an account of news and current af-
fairs at home and abroad tailored to
corroborate their respective views of the
world. They did all they could to ensure that
artists and intellectuals, dramatists and sci-
entists produced work which positively en-
dorsed the ideology. Both sought to induce
public acts of endorsement, epitomised by
the “Heil Hitler’ greeting in Germany, open
adulation of Stalin, and mass participation
in celebrations on new holidays marking
dates of key significance in the history of their
respective parties.

Greatest attention was paid to education.
In both countries, unsound teachers were
purged and the remainder trained to exalt
the values and inculcate the world view of the
regime. In each the syllabus was reshaped, in
the Nazi case concentrating upon the Ger-
man language, biology, and history, in the
USSR injecting a strong dose of Marxism-
Leninism. In extra-curricula activities, too, in
sport and leisure, the Nazi regime sought to
foster racial pride, the competitive spirit,
physical prowess and strictly gendered tastes
while the Soviet regime sought to instil com-




mitment to Soviet patriotism and ‘the build-
ing of socialism’. Both developed elaborate
youth movements — headed by the Hitler
Youth and the League of German Girls in the
Third Reich and by the Komsomol (Young
Communist League) in the USSR — charged
with working ideological indoctrination into
every facet of youth activity.

Yet, striking though these common features
undoubtedly are, the analogy holds good
only so far. In the first place, because Stalinist
ideology was intellectually more coherent and
broader in scope, it was easier to systematise
than was Nazism. Marxism-Leninism’s inter-
nal logic was so tightly drawn as to be stulti-
fying, but much of the Nazi outlook, beyond
its racial-eugenic core, was blurred and con-
fused. It was characteristic that whereas Sta-
linism purported to explain the entire course
of world history and codified its ideas all too
precisely in the Short Course in the History
of the CPSU (Bolsheviks) (1938), the Nazi
regime only began to publish new history text-
books at the end of the 1930s, and even then
provided no distinctively Nazi version of
much of the historical record.

In terms of cultural output more generally,
the Stalinist regime had much greater success
in sponsoring work which gave expression
to the party line: it set in train, for example, a
sustained tradition of ‘socialist realism’ in lit-
erature, cinema and the theatre which exuded
optimism and wove into traditional narra-
tive storylines the cardinal Soviet socialist vir-
tues of loyalty to party and country,
commitment to the common good, adherence
to atheism, rejection of bourgeois individu-
alism and faith in the future of socialism.3!

The Third Reich, on the other hand,
though able to make plain enough what kind
of art, literature and scholarship it con-
demned (Marxist, socialist, liberal, pacifist,
feminist, modernist and above all anything
of Jewish provenance), had much greater dif-
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ficulty in generating work with an ideologi-
cally consistent message. The effort it poured
into establishing a scientific basis for racism
was largely unavailing. Only a small propor-
tion of films, books and plays had a clear
and positive ideological message while its at-
tempt to create a new form of theatre, “Thing-
theatre’, pageantry performed on specially
constructed open-air stages and combining
drama, dance, chorus and music designed to
celebrate the ‘national community’, was an
embarrassing failure.*?

The fact that, as we have seen, the Stalinist
regime’s attempt to inculcate a new ideology
was accompanied by an epoch-making so-
cial upheaval also distinguished it from the
Nazi propaganda drive. While the country-
side was thrown into turmoil by collectiviza-
tion, forced-pace industrialization brought a
hurricane of change upon urban Russia, its
population rising by no less than 30 million
in just over a decade {1926-1939). The
number employed in industry, building and
transport rose from 6.3 to 23.6 million; the
number of white-collar workers more than
tripled; the number of state administrators
quintupled. The result was what Moshe
Lewin has called a ‘quicksand’ society, a soci-
ety caught up in a process of flux and change,
in which whole regions were, with bewilder-
ing speed, uprooted as millions upon mil-
lions left their homes and villages for
burgeoning shanty towns, building sites,
mines and factories, some acquiring new
skills, rising up the ladder of manual labour
or into the myriad newly created administra-
tive posts, some, too, suffering repression.??
Much about the regime’s account of this up-
heaval carried limited conviction and bore
even less relation to reality. The ‘building of
socialism’ was bedevilled by peasant apathy,
neglect and petty insubordination on collec-
tive farms and by labour absenteeism,
indiscipline and a disastrous turnover of in-

dustrial workers moving from one enterprise
to another. But it was accompanied, too, by
upward social mobility on a mass scale. For
beneficiaries and victims alike, the upheaval
generated the conditions for a shift in con-
sciousness and identity in which the language
it used — of socialism and capitalism, of plan-
ning and targets, of Stakhanovite workers
and collective farms, of kulaks and
Trotskyists, of wreckers and imperialist spies
— could not fail to play a part,

In the Third Reich, by contrast, there was
no remotely comparable departure from long
term socio-economic trends: for the great
majority of Germans, the measure of social
change that accompanied the Nazi propa-

ganda drive was decidedly limited. This is not
to deny shifts in attitude under the Third
Reich: traditional deference was to some ex-
tent undermined by the political subordina-
tion of employers and the old elites, and by a
somewhat increased rate of upward social
mobility especially among the lower-middle
classes. But behind the facade of ‘national
community’ and class harmony trumpeted
by the German Labour Front, for example,
worker-employer relations remained in many
respects unchanged.** Despite the model of
womanhood idealised by Nazi ideology —
absorbed in the role of wife, mother and
homemaker, nurturing tomorrow’s genera-
tion of the Volk, and loyally supporting her
husband in performing his duty
in the larger, public male arena of
political involvement, economic
production and military prepara-
tion — the proportion of women
employed in the late 1930s was
exceptionally high by interna-
tional standards. Nor was the
pressure brought to bear upon
the churches in Germany any-
where near as intense as the So-
viet campaign to close places of
worship, arrest priests, ban
proselytization, and discriminate
against known believers in the
USSR.

Neither regime, it should be
stressed, came close to achieving
its ideological goal. Both Germa-
ny’s ‘national community’ and the
USSRs ‘socialist consciousness’
failed dismally to overcome acute
hostility between different social
strata or elicit the enthusiasm they

1937 poster for an exhibition in Munich
on ‘The Eternal Jew’
Peter Newark's Historical Pictures



sought; it was all but impossible to live under
either regime without seeing the contrast be-
tween the propaganda image and everyday
reality; and surveys of the public mood car-
ried out by their respective police demonstrate
that both were unable to destroy secular and
religious dissent or eradicate vigorous and
critical counter-cultures.

Weighing which propaganda drive made
the greater impact is complicated by the fact
that Hitler was in power for only half as long
as Stalin and that one regime was destroyed
in the same military confrontation which
transformed the standing of the other.
Moreover, the absence of freedom of speech
makes it difficult to measure changes in men-
tality in either country, especially since con-
formity in public was quite compatible with
cynicism in private. Yet, it is clear that until
the reality of defeat set in, the ‘Hitler myth’
was immensely powerful; economic recovery
and foreign policy success ensured that the
Nazi regime was for a long time manifestly
more popular than that of Stalin; and the
Hitler Youth could make a deep impression
as was revealed most clearly amongst those
who fought on the Eastern Front.* On the
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1937 caricature of Trotsky washing his hands in blood as
he plots with Nazi Germany against the USSR
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other hand, the impact of the Nazi propa-
ganda drive appears to have peaked early and
gone into decline even before the war started,
and so central was Hitler’s charismatic per-
sonality that it is difficult to see how it could
have been maintained after his death. Nazi
ideology seems to have made real inroads only
where it went with the grain of traditional
attitudes, primarily among the middle and
lower-middle classes, and even here disillu-
sionment appears to have been spreading by
the late 1930s and to have become total in
1945.%

Stalinist propaganda, by contrast, appears
to have made sustained headway, despite ini-
tially confronting an abyss between its ideol-
ogy and the beliefs of the overwhelming mass
of the population. It was, as we have seen,
intellectually more compelling and easier to
systematise. It lent itself to legitimising the
regime however inconsistent its behaviour
and regardless of changes in leadership. It
was propagated in a society undergoing an
incomparably greater socio-economic up-
heaval; was accompanied by much more ex-
tensive upward social mobility; and was
projected by a state whose economic inter-
vention gave it a pervasive presence which
exceeded that of the Third Reich. Unlike Nazi
ideology, Stalinist ideology could work al-
most any development, at home or abroad,
into its narrative of class struggle, historical
progress, and the pioneering role of the
USSR, and succeeded in winning converts
beyond Soviet borders. Unlike Germany,
where there were substantial working-class
and Catholic cultural enclaves which re-
mained relatively impervious to the racist lan-
guage of Nazism, Marxist-Leninist
terminology became almost ubiquitous in
Soviet public discourse and remained so for
decades after Stalin’s death.*®

'?an. model liberal-democratic govern-
£ % ment relies for the implementation of
its policy upon politically ‘neutral’ officials
operating according to the legal-rational prin-
ciples of modern bureaucracy, and carrying
out the will of successive elected governments
within the bounds of the constitution. The
Nazi and Stalinist regimes, alike, rejected this
approach. Both were sceptical about the loy-
alty of the officials they inherited: in Germany,
on the grounds of their supposed legalistic
pedantry and social snobbery; in the USSR,
on the grounds of their supposedly bour-
geois prejudices. Both were acutely suspicious
of the tendency for bureaucrats to develop
institutional interests of their own and to
frustrate and distort the goals of their politi-
cal masters when those interests are at stake.
Above all, both expressed contempt for the
supposedly time-wasting and purposeless
rules and regulations of bureaucratic proce-
dure: Aryan racial superiority, the sheer force
of will-power, and the Fuhrer’s inspiration
would surmount all obstacles; socialist meth-
ods, proletarian élan and the genius of Stalin
would ensure that “there are no fortresses
the Bolsheviks cannot storm”.*

At first glance, there was much in common
about the two regimes’ efforts to overcome
bureaucracy’s supposed defects — and about
their manifest failure to deliver more effective
administration. Both purged the apparatus
of elements considered unreliable. Both mo-
bilised rank-and-file activists to bring pres-
sure upon officialdom. Both made party
membership a virtual requirement of senior

office and sought to ensure party control over
appointments to responsible posts. Both
looked to the party to monitor and goad civil
and military officials. And in both cases, for
a time at least, the state hierarchy which was
allowed to accumulate greatest power was
the security police. Moreover, the apparatus
of both regimes was marked by a measure of
disruption, malfunction, internal friction and
division which was not only in complete con-
trast to the streamlined monolith to which
they aspired, but also seems to have been
markedly less efficient than the legal-bureau-
cratic model they so despised. Yet, closer ex-
amination suggests the apparent symmetry
between the two is seriously misleading.

In the Nazi case, the only large-scale purge
of the apparatus took place immediately af-
ter the seizure of power in 1933, where most
of those dismissed were Jewish or known to
be politically hostile to the new regime, but it
was never replicated. In the USSR, on the
other hand, there was an almost continuous
purge, in one region or another, in one
branch of the apparatus or another. Moreo-
ver, the two major Stalinist purges — in the
early stages (1928-31) of the First Five-Year
Plan, when supposedly ‘bourgeois’ special-
ists were denounced and dismissed in virtu-
ally every field, and during the Great Terror
(1936-38) which cut a much larger swathe
through every hierarchy — were incompara-
bly larger than the Nazi ‘equivalent’, while
the waves of unease sent through the offi-
cials who remained were much more intense
and long-lasting. In the Soviet case, party
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members came to dominate all parts of the
apparatus as hundreds of thousands of men
(and some women) were promoted into the
rapidly expanding administrative, police and
economic hierarchies.*® In the Nazi case, on
the other hand, party ‘saturation’ was
achieved by the great majority of existing of-
ficials rushing to join the NSDAP after the
seizure of power. Moreover, hard though they
tried, the leaders of the Nazi party organiza-
tion, Hess and Bormann, never established
an equivalent of the Soviet nomenklatura sys-
tem. Nor could they construct an equivalent
to the CPSU’s system whereby full-time party
officials, from the departments of the Cen-
tral Committee down to local party secretar-
ies, shadowed and acted as the eyes and ears
of the centre.

Hitler’s own attitude — a mixture of com-
placency, scorn for and lack of interest in
administrative detail, a social-Darwinist be-
lief that struggle and competition between
rival organizations and among his own aco-
lytes would favour the most virile and effec-
tive, and a determination to avoid becoming
dependent on any one deputy or agency —
did not help. He protected the autonomy of
his regional party chieftains, the Gauleiters,
and allowed them to by-pass party headquar-
ters and appeal directly to him. The crucial
difference, however, was that whereas in the
USSR the party became the pre-eminent path-
way to joining the elite, and a post in the
party’s own inner apparatus offered the great-
est opportunities for exercising power and
securing material privileges, the Nazi party
was in no position to offer similar induce-
ments. It had a weaker hold over public ap-
pointments, was less well funded than the
CPSU, and, above all, in contrast to the USSR,
it faced steep competition from alternative
avenues to power and material rewards,
through birth, education, private wealth and

32

private enterprise. At the humblest level,
whereas members of the CPSU tended to be
treated with a mixture of awe and resent-
ment, rank-and-file Nazi members who were
charged with keeping themselves informed
about activity and the mood in their residence
bloc or factory could encounter real con-
tempt.

Unable to secure firm control of state ap-
pointments or to supervise the state appara-
tus effectively, the Nazi regime resorted
instead to creating numerous new party-led
agencies alongside the existing civil service.
These competed with and encroached on the
field of established ministries — Ribbentrop’s
office vis-a-vis the Foreign Ministry, Goering’s
Four Year Plan Office vis-a-vis the Econom-
ics Ministry, Ley’s German Labour Front vis-
a-vis the Ministry of Labour — and at the
same time resisted the attempts of Bormann
to subject them to the central party organiza-
tion. The most significant and ultimately the
most powerful of these semi-autonomous
institutions was the party’s elite paramilitary
organization, the SS (Schutzstaffel), under
Heinrich Himmler. Created as Hitler’s per-
sonal bodyguard, the SS carved a unique role
for itself when it alerted him to the potential
sedition of Réhm and the SA leadership. Fol-
lowing the Night of the Long Knives, the S5
succeeded gradually not only in developing
its own cadres, but in asserting control over
the regular police force and encroaching ever
further into the Ministry of the Interior as
well. By the time war broke out, it was begin-
ning to organise its own regiments thereby
vying even with the army.

The result of this situation has been labelled
‘polycratic chaos™' by Martin Broszat. Much
of the Third Reich’s political and adminis-
trative energy was absorbed in struggles be-
tween and within competing party and state
organizations, struggles which arose less from
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differences in substantive policy than from
rivalry, in-fighting and confusion. The Nazi
image of serried ranks observing absolute
discipline and wheeling in perfect step to or-
ders from above bore no relation to the real-
ity. The regime was parasitic upon the
(relatively) rationally organised, co-
ordinated, well-qualified and strongly moti-
vated administrative apparatus it inherited.
As that legacy was gradually eroded and de-
moralised, the heightened efficiency promised
by the Fiibrerprinzip turned into an admin-
istrative nightmare.

In the Stalinist case, too, the machinery of
state was anything but streamlined. Here,
however, the ill-defined and overlapping re-
sponsibilities being entrusted to different
parts of the party and state apparatus were a
secondary problem. More important was the
incomparably inferior apparatus the regime
inherited at the end of the 1920s and the
much lower general level of education: in 1937
something like three-quarters of regional and
city party secretaries — the party’s sub-elite
— had no more than elementary education.*
In part, too, administrative malfunction re-
flected the hectic growth and ceaseless flux of
the economic, administrative, party and po-
lice bureaucracies; the fact that they were be-
devilled by poor communications across a
vast country embracing a hundred different
ethnic groups; and the strong temptation of
corruption and embezzlement created by low
levels of pay. But the underlying problem lay
deeper: it lay in the very nature of the com-
mand economy.

There was permanent tension between the
leadership in Moscow and the regime’s own
officials. Whereas the leadership sought to
maximise output and accelerate development
by adopting highly ambitious economic plans,
the aim of industrial and agricultural man-
agers and officials was to secure low or at

least feasible targets. Confronted by impos-
sibly high targets, the latter bent the rules,
struck illicit deals with suppliers of food and
raw materials, and, in their desperation to
maximise gross output, turned a blind eye to
slipshod labour, tolerated monstrous waste
and accepted the production of faulty or even
useless goods. Moreover, regional party offi-
cials charged with monitoring the implemen-
tation of Moscow’s orders became enmeshed
in the same process. To ensure that their ‘par-
ish” looked good in the eyes of their superi-
ors, they colluded in unofficial networks
(lubricated by nepotism and bribery) de-
signed to circumvent unwelcome directives,
evade scrutiny from Moscow, conceal fail-
ures and claim success. The result was a flow
of deliberately misleading information to the
centre which made rational planning all but
impossible.

In the minds of Stalin and his circle, the
suspicion mounted that successive economic
crises, crippling bottlenecks and disastrously
poor quality output was the fault of officials’
incompetence, embezzlement, deceit, contra-
vention of directives and ‘socialist legality’,
and deliberate sabotage. This friction between
the centre and its own officials was a vital
element in the Great Terror (1936-38) which,
besides eliminating Stalin’s old rivals and pre-
empting the formation of any organised or
military opposition to him, was also directed
against the supposed ‘wrecking’ and treason
of officialdom. The heaviest toll was among
senior officials, predominantly party mem-
bers, in every branch of the apparatus — in
industry and agriculture, in the trade unions,
the legal system and education, in the plan-
ning agencies and economic commissariats,
in the Komsomol, the party apparatus, the
Central Committee and even the Politburo.®
The NKVD became, for a bloodstained pe-
riod, a third hierarchy empowered not only




to support the party in supervising the state
administration, but to monitor — and terror-
ise — the party apparatus itself.

The forces disrupting the administration of
the two dictatorships differed profoundly.
Whereas the ‘polycratic chaos’ in Germany re-
flected the incompatibility between rational
administration and the irrational if dynamic
nature of Nazism, the dysfunction of the
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Stalinist apparatus reflected first and foremost
the intractable problems of the Soviet command
economy. In Germany, administrative chaos be-
came progressively worse, whereas in the USSR,
after the Great Terror Stalin and his successors
would gradually if fitfully stabilise the appara-
tus, achieving greatest success in the Brezhnev
years (1964-82) — without ever overcoming
the central problem.*

The Murderous State

-

‘he final, harrowing facet to be con-
sidered was the mass murder both re-
gimes carried out. Each was responsible for a
death-toll which not only defied every princi-
ple of liberal democracy but has left a perma-
nent scar on the European, indeed the human
psyche. It is the issue of whether or not these
crimes were similar in kind which has made
comparison between the two regimes so con-
tentious. That there was a symmetry is sug-
gested, in particular, by three features.

First, the sheer scale of the death-toll. There
is still no consensus on the grim audit. The
Nazi victims included 2.6-3 million in death
camps; over 0.7 million executed in Russia
by the German army and $S; upwards of 0.5
million in ghettos; 0.23 million dying from
forced evacuation marches in 1945; and over
0.5 million premature deaths in inhuman
conditions in concentration camps. The to-
tal number, excluding Soviet POWs, is gener-
ally reckoned to exceed 7 million of whom
between 5.6 and 5.9 million were Jews. New
archival evidence on the Stalinist record has
greatly advanced our knowledge and sharply
corrected earlier estimates. The regime’s vic-
tims, according to the most carefully argued,
if far from conclusive, recent assessments, in-
cluded 1 million who were killed by the
OGPU/NKVD, the majority during the Great
Terror; 2-3 million who died prematurely
through the inhuman conditions in the pris-
ons, colonies, labour camps and special set-
tlements of the GULAG system, half of them
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before the outbreak of war in 1941; and up
to 7 million victims of the famine of 1932-
33. The total, excluding German POWs, is in
the region of 11 million.* Both involved the
death of numbers so vast that they defy the
imagination and make it exceedingly difficult
to find meaningful historical yardsticks.
Second, in both cases the toll was the result
of action taken by the state, not in a momen-
tary frenzy but for years on end, if at varying
rates, and with the approval of the leader-
ship. In the Third Reich, this was epitomised
by the construction and administration of
the death camps and gas chambers, and the
production-line systematization of murder by
officials instructed and paid by the state, In
the Stalinist case, too, party and police offi-
cials were acting on behalf of the state in up-
rooting, deporting and thereby, in many
cases, sending to their death peasants op-
posed to collectivization and minority nation-
alities accused of treason; in implementing
food requisitioning policies which left mil-
lions helpless in the face of famine and dis-
ease; in manning the GULAG’s sprawling
network; and in carrying out something of
the order of a million executions. There has
been much debate over the interaction be-
tween and relative importance of Hitler’s per-
sonal will and the radicalising momentum of
competition between rival agencies over “re-
solving the Jewish question”.* Doubt has
also been cast on the notion that Stalin delib-
erately planned the Great Terror of 1936-




Entrance to the gas chamber at Majdanek concentration camp in Poland
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38.7 But what is beyond doubt is that, in
both cases, these and the other mass killings
were sanctioned by the head of government.

Third, both regimes carried out wholesale
slaughter in the name of the ideology they
proclaimed. In Nazi eyes, mass murder was
made legitimate, indeed made necessary and
even heroic, by the racial struggle. Likewise,
for Stalinism’s defenders, the toll in the USSR
was justified by the higher goal of building
socialism; those who, consciously or with-
out knowing it, stood in the way of that goal
had to be removed. The quintessence of this
ideological justification was the imposition
of death-sentence-by-category. The charac-
ter, record, and attitude of individual Jews
was irrelevant: all members of the race were
to be wiped out because of their physical
make-up, their flesh, their bones, their blood.
During the Great Terror local NKVD offi-
cials were given a quota of “anti-Soviet ele-
ments’ and ‘enemies of the people’ to arrest,
as if the question of which particular indi-
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viduals filled the quota was a decidedly sec-
ondary matter.

So monstrous was the scale of the crime in
each case and so chilling is the apparent sym-
metry — the ideologically sanctioned use of
state power to put to death unarmed human
beings under its authority in numbers that
pass understanding — that it is tempting to
dismiss the differences between them as mat-
ters of mere detail. Yet it is precisely the blur-
ring of the distinctions that has aroused
gravest unease. Given that in other respects,
as we have now seen, the contrast between
the two regimes was profound, it should
come as no surprise that here, too, each as-
pect of the analogy needs to be qualified.

First, ideology: in the Stalinist case, endless
deceit and intellectual contortions were re-
quired to depict the slaughter as being in line
with the regime’s ideology and self-descrip-
tion. The Soviet regime went to extraordi-
nary lengths not only to hide the fact of mass
deaths, but also to conceal the identity and

distort the record of the victims. Peasants
deported during collectivization were de-
scribed as ‘kulaks’ or ‘kulak hirelings’, re-
gardless of their socio-economic status. Lesser
victims of the Great Terror were damned for
deeds they did not do, or for actions which
at the time they were performed were no of-
fence of any kind. The leading Bolsheviks
accused in the great Show Trials of 1936-38
were tortured into confessing to plots and
sabotage, treason and conspiracy which their
accusers knew to be brazen fabrication.

In the Third Reich, on the other hand, there
was no attempt to justify the mass murders
through the formality of a trial or trumped-
up charges against the victims. If the regime
partially concealed the death camps and em-
ployed euphemisms such as ‘euthanasia’ and
the ‘Final Solution’, this was not because the
leadership or the perpetrators pretended that
the Jews were being killed for some reason
other than the fact that they were Jews. In the
Soviet case, the slaughter was cloaked and
rationalised to conform to the humanist ide-
ology; in the Nazi case, the slaughter was the
ultimate fulfilment of the racialist ideclogy.

Second, there was a striking difference be-
tween the clumsy and at times almost indis-
criminate nature of Stalinist repression and
the relative accuracy with which the Nazi state
picked out its victims. In the Soviet case, there
was frequently no clearly defined target or
organised planning behind the successive
waves of violence. The Stalinist crimes which
appeared on the surface to be finely tuned
were the assaults of the Great Terror. But in
fact the very notion of numerical targets fixed
by region was the epitome of arbitrariness;
the regime had no idea exactly who would be
picked upon to fill the quotas; and in any
case the numbers arrested bore very little re-
lation to the quotas set.* Countless individu-
als were caught up in the net by chance,
because they were denounced by a malicious
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or terrified neighbour, because the quotas
had to be filled. Certainly some categories
were more vulnerable than others: peasants
much more than workers, men much more
than women, and in the Great Terror the so-
cial category at greatest risk were senior mem-
bers of the party, the upper echelons of the
regime itself. There were specific instances of
more precise targeting, notably the exile of
minority nationalities accused of collaborat-
ing with the Germans. But the repression was
so diffuse that, in the course of Stalin’s twenty-
five year rule, it affected every ethnic group
including the Russians themselves and every
social stratum including loyal Stalinist offi-
cials.

Measured against this, the Nazi murders
were planned, controlled and targeted with
extraordinary care and precision. In identi-
tying ‘political’ suspects, it is true, the Gestapo
depended even more than did the NKVD on
denunciations by citizens and, since as in the
USSR denunciations were often motivated by
fear, ambition or private grievance, there was
a decidedly arbitrary element about these ar-
rests.* But there was nothing haphazard
about the identity of the vast majority of those
who died at the hands of the regime. Tens of
thousands were killed for political opposi-
tion, but millions were selected irrespective
of political conduct, regardless of gender or
age, because they were judged to be mentally
or physically defective, or to belong to the
races which the regime had condemned —
Sinti, Roma, Slavs and, above all, Jews. The
Nazi massacres were directed at and in very
large measure fell upon those defined as
‘other” on biological grounds, most of them
from occupied Europe and over three-quar-
ters of them Jewish, while the (gentile) Ger-
man population in general and party
members in particular were virtually immune.

This relates to the third, critical contrast.
In the USSR, the proportion of the victims
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The Soviet Famine: frozen bodies pile up at a cemetery in the Ukraine
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who were deliberately killed were a small mi-
nority — 1 million out of 11 million, or un-
der 10%. The vast majority, rather than being
deliberately killed, were callously left to die.
This applies to the famine of 1932-33, where
rather than setting out to inflict death the
leadership demonstrated ruthless indifference
by refusing to cut its grain-collection quotas
adequately.®® It applies, too, to the inmates
of the GULAG. Although the regime set con-
siderable store by the forced-labour which
the camps and labour colonies provided —
and indeed one motive for the scale of the
arrests appears to have been to replenish this
labour-force’! — those arrested as common
criminals (never less than 50% of the GULAG
population)’? died alongside those arrested
for supposedly political offences. The Stalinist
death-toll rose primarily through attrition,
maltreatment, sheer hardship, overwork,
exposure to extreme cold, and above all star-
vation and disease.™

In the Third Reich, the reverse was true.
The great majority of Nazi victims — some

80% or 5-6 million — were deliberately
killed, while those left to die in concentration
camps by attrition constituted a small mi-
nority. Whereas the Stalinist regime treated
millions with such brutality that many of
them died, the Nazi regime set out not only
to punish, segregate, terrify and exploit those
it arrested: it set out to kill them. In the former
case, the potential victims were in a sense al-
most limitless and the actual victims were
drawn from all social categories, but slaugh-
ter as such was not generally the goal and the
rate of attrition fluctuated widely. In the lat-
ter, extermination was exactly what the re-
gime aimed to achieve and once it had
embarked on genocide it pursued that goal
relentlessly and to the bitter end. One regime
displayed a blood-curdling callousness, a
generalised indifference to human suffering
and willingness to take human life; the other
displayed an icy determination to treat spe-
cific categories of the human race, and in par-
ticular the Jewish people, as vermin to be
stripped, gassed and incinerated.
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Conclusio

espite some common features, the

pE

.+ contrast between the two regimes was
profound. Both propounded virulently anti-
liberal ideologies, but those ideologies were
at odds in their basic premises, the values
they cherished, their scope and coherence, and
the ultimate destination to which they
pointed. Both elevated one individual to a
position of unchallengeable authority, but
whereas Hitler was inseparable from the Nazi
regime and his death in itself potentially fatal
to it, Stalin’s death made it possible for the
Soviet regime to extend its hold on power.
Both states achieved what was by modern
standards a remarkable measure of au-
tonomy from society, but whereas the Stalinist
regime exercised that autonomy to refashion
by force the entire social fabric, the Nazi re-
gime never put the full measure of its au-
tonomy to the test. Both states set out to
mould a ‘new man’, but the Stalinist propa-
ganda drive was much broader in scope and
was accompanied by a far more radical re-
structuring of society and deeper penetration
of the state into social life. While both re-
gimes aspired to supersede legal-rational
methods of administration and failed dis-
mally to do so, Nazi ‘polycratic chaos’ re-
flected the regime’s parasitic erosion of the
state apparatus it inherited, whereas the mal-
tunctioning of the Stalinist apparatus re-
flected above all the tension inherent in the
undemocratic nature of the command
economy. Finally, while both regimes were re-
sponsible for murder on a mass scale, the

i
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Nazi regime executed the great majority of its
7 million civilian victims, whereas some 10 of
11 million Stalinist victims died of attrition,
worked into the ground, or fed too little to
live, and left to die.

These differences cast doubt on the value
of seeking to assess which was the more evil
of the two regimes. When they have been
weighed in moral terms, the Third Reich has
so far generally been convicted of the heavier
burden of guilt. In all the controversies over
the legitimacy of comparison between the two
— that of the Cold War between the 1940s
and 1970s, the Historikerstreit of the 1980s,
and the post-Soviet debate of the 1990s —
those who have pressed the similarity between
the two have done so to emphasise the
criminality of Stalinism, or to cast doubt on
the notion that the Nazi regime was uniquely
malign. Subsequent German generations have
found it much harder than the descendants
of Stalin’s generation to come to terms with
their horrendous history. This may be be-
cause virtually every Soviet family, including
the many with members who played a direct
role in Stalinist repression or colluded in de-
nunciations, suffered loss at the hands of the
regime, thereby in some sense expiating the
crime, whereas the proportion of German
families who suffered at Hitler’s hands was
small and his victims were helpless minorities
at home and conquered peoples abroad. It
may be because it was the Nazi regime which
launched the bestial war on the Eastern Front,
inflicting horrendous suffering and a death-

toll of some 27 million on the USSR. It may
be because Nazi rule is judged to have had
minimal impact on many long-term trends in
German socio-economic development, and to
have had an entirely destructive impact on
the rest, whereas there has been vigorous de-
bate over ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ socio-eco-
nomic repercussions of the Stalinist
industrialization drive and general recogni-
tion that the USSR under Stalin played the
central role in defeating and destroying the
Nazi regime. It may be because, having won
the war, the Stalinist regime and its succes-
sors were able to launder the documentary
records and soften the impact made by the
gradual uncovering of Stalinist crimes,

whereas those of the fallen Third Reich sud-
denly stood revealed in all their naked evil.

If the profound differences in the nature of
the two regimes are overlooked, it is difficult
to resist this kind of moral comparison, or
the hovering suggestion that whichever re-
gime is found less culpable cannot have been
all that bad. The implication of this study is
that, rather than forcing both into the same
measuring frame, deeper insight may be
gained by identifying the specific crime of
each. One regime adopted an ideology that
was vicious at root and acted out its mon-
strous precepts. The other purported to
stand for humanism’s highest ideals and de-
filed every one of them.
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