
 

 

Under Stalin’s rule, the extent to which the Soviet Union can be considered a totalitarian state was 
significant. Carl Friedrich’s 1950 political model characterised a totalitarian state as one with control 
over the economy, armed forces, party, ideology, media and terror. Analysing the USSR when under 
Stalin’s rule, one can draw many parallels to Friedrich’s political model, and in particular, the 
fundamental aspect of the use of terror as a mechanism to successfully implement a fully functional 
totalitarian state. 

 
That Stalin ruled by terror, and used it to exert control over all aspects of Soviet life, is beyond a 
doubt. For instance, by 1937, Stalin had recognised the threat of the armed forces and other 
authoritative figures, and began to increase his control over them, through the use of purges. Stalin 
removed anyone he believed to be a threat to his authority, and as he was deeply suspicious by 
nature and suffered from increasing paranoia as he grew older, he continued to believe he was 
under threat from potential enemies. Stalin purged and centralised the Red Army, for, as Lynch 
states, the armed forces needed to be “kept subservient” for Stalin’s complete control. The Red 
Army underwent a wholesale purge following the trial and execution of the leading Soviet military 
figure, Tukhachevskii. Over the space of two years over 35 000 officers were discharged, many of 
them being shot or imprisoned. The terror associated with Stalin’s purges was significant, as terror 
spread down through the Party ranks, Soviet institutions and society itself, as no one was free from 
suspicion. Stalin believed the purges were needed to prepare the country’s defences, and “violence, 
dictatorship and terror were methods he and fellow Party veterans took to be normal” (Service). 
Consequently, it is clear that Stalin’s instruments of control over the party and armed forces, such as 
the purges, constitute a totalitarian society. 

 
Stalin’s total control over the political system and ideology in the Soviet Union is consistent with that 
of a totalitarian state, under the model of Friedrich. Stalin ran the USSR by a bureaucratic system of 
government in which Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism was the only accepted political ideology. All other 
political beliefs were prohibited and under the operation of democratic centralism, members were 
obliged to uncritically obey all orders handed down by Stalin and party leaders. Again, Stalin 
maintained this ideological and political control through his “terror system” (Thomas & McAndrews), 
which constituted of regular show trials and executions against certain members of the party. Even 
aspects of life that were deemed to be separate from politics and economics, such as film, theatre, 
painting and writing, had to be conforming to a set of guidelines. Painters, sculptors and writers had 
a duty to conform to social realism in their style, as nonconformity to these restrictions proved for 
many to be fatal, as Robert Service highlights, “more great intellectuals perished in the 1930s than 
survived”. The atmosphere of repression on genuine creativity and ideological freedom are common 
characteristics of a totalitarian state, further supporting the view that Stalinism was indeed a form of 
totalitarianism. 

 
Stalin also exerted centralised control over the economy, another fundamental principle of 
Friedrich’s totalitarian model. The creation of collectivisation and introduction of industrialisation 
allowed for the “complete centralisation” (Lynch) of the Soviet economy. Stalin’s model of 
collectivisation provided the capital and labour force to enable a rapid industrialisation process, as 
Stalin understood the importance and power of an industrialised state. Throughout the 
collectivisation process, Stalin maintained it was a voluntary system, however “coercion was used 
against the entire peasantry” (Thomas & McAndrew), and by 1941, almost 100% of peasantry 
farmland had been collectivised. To begin industrialisation, Stalin set up Five Year Plans, which saw 
rapid industrial expansion. There was a 270% increase in electricity expansion and an 88% increase 
in coal production. However, the Five Year Plans’ exuberant targets were never met, which was a 
key trait of totalitarian governments, as pursuit of a goal, regardless of the cost, was the only 
ideological foundation for a totalitarian state, so achievement of the goal can never be 



 

 

acknowledged. Through the installation of collectivisation and industrialisation, control over the 
Soviet Union and its economy became much more centralised for Stalin’s totalitarian state. 

 
Finally, Stalin exercised control over the media, particularly to create glorification of his own cult, 
which further supported his ability to lead a government under totalitarian control. Stalin dominated 
every aspect of Soviet life, so that he became not simply a leader, but the embodiment of the nation 
himself. Communism was no longer a set of theories; it was no longer Leninism, it was whatever 
Stalin said and did. From the early 1930s onwards, Stalin’s picture began to appear everywhere, and 
his absolute control of the media allowed him to manufacture his image as the hero and saviour of 
the Soviet people. Roy Medvedev, a Soviet historian states “Stalin did not rely on terror alone, but 
also on the majority of the people, who were deceived by cunning propaganda”. Stalin became an 
icon - his greatness was published in the official Soviet newspapers and articles, which oversaw the 
subsequent deification of Stalin as leader, with terms such as the “granite Bolshevik” and the “Man 
of Steel” commonly used. The actual extent of Stalin’s popularity is difficult to judge in real terms, 
however, it is clear that his presence was glorified through his total control of the media, stressing 
the complete totalitarian regime he operated. 

 
Stalin’s Soviet state satisfies the factors in which Carl Friedrich characterised as embodying a 
totalitarian government and it is beyond doubt that Stalinism was a completely totalitarian regime. 
Through the use of terror Stalin exerted total control over the media, ideology, political party, armed 
forces and economy. 

 

 


