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Fascism and Communism: Similarities, Differences, and Control
Fascism and communism are often thought to be opposites in 20th-century history, but both have resulted in regimes that centralised power and limited civil rights. Fascism places the nation or "people" above other differences, whereas communism aims to socially restructure society along the dimensions of class equality and common ownership. When adopted as totalitarianism, a form of statecraft that seeks to control politics, society, and sometimes private thought, government hinges on limiting options and creating consent. Comparing fascism and communism reveals points of similarity and key features of difference.
Fascist and communist dictatorships concentrate control via a ruling party that asserts its sole legitimacy. Bernhard and Slater describe communist regimes as party-states with a tri-legged monopoly over politics, economy, and society, which explains why political opponents, mercenary workers, and independent media are viewed as threats to the regime (Bernhard and Slater). Fascist states also blur party and state, enacting new laws and bullying opponents away. In both types of regimes, agencies of state enforce obedience through arrests, monitoring, and public trials, while mass parties engage citizens in rituals towards regime-approved gossip that eliminates dissidents in neighbourhoods, schools, and workplaces. The goal is anticipatory: by decimating alternative sources of power, rulers limit citizens' coordination. Oppression becomes policy rather than the exception, leading to increasing submission.
Despite the similarities, the ideologies legitimise control in different ways, and hierarchies follow. Fascism is about national resurgence, differentiating between insiders and outsiders along cultural lines, or according to perceived loyalty, and sometimes it tolerates private property as long as it aligns with state goals. Communism gains legitimacy through class struggle and guarantees egalitarian benefits - albeit those benefits are deferred for as long as communism yields one-party states. This also affects targets: fascist repression is justified as protecting the nation from "enemies", while communist repression is justified as protecting the revolution from "class enemies" or "counterrevolutionaries" (Bernhard and Slater). So, institutions can lead to different forms of exclusion and violence.
Both regimes rely on propaganda, or strategically designed messages that influence attitudes through repetition, imagery, and emotive language, to maintain an everyday consensus. Finchelstein explains that fascist politics accepts public lies by creating a belief in the leader as the embodiment of the truth, thus blurring the line between reality and allegiance (Finchelstein). Guriev and Treisman demonstrate that many dictatorships are increasingly staying in power through manipulating information - taking over the media, censorship, and "spin" because open measures of terror can be costly and conspicuous (Guriev and Treisman). Information control works best when accompanied by economic inducements, such as employment, food, or licences for political conformity, being the path to basic satisfaction.
Leadership is also a common denominator, particularly where regimes are mobilized around a demagogue, a leader who relies on fear and hatred to build his support. Fascist regimes often develop a cult of personality, a systematic effort to idealise the leader as godlike and infallible (Finchelstein). Communist regimes also feature personality cults, despite an ideology of collectivism, because a party-state is easier to command personally. By equating devotion to the leader with devotion to the party state, both regimes equate nonconformity with treason and justify expanded political police.
Finally, fascism and communism are most similar when they become totalitarian in practice: one-party rule, suppression of civil society, and propaganda that confines citizens' imagination. But they differ in the ends defining power (national hierarchy vs. class transformation), and enemies justifying force. Recognising both shared and different features of control reveals that it is not accidental and that resistance rests in supporting institutions that separate truth and power.
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