v

Urmia University

Journal of Politics in the Mirror of History

Volume 3, Number 1, Spring 2026

Online ISSN: 3116-1316
https://jhf.urmia.ac.ir/

in the M
of History

Studying the factors in the emergence of personality cults in

totalitarian regimes

Sasan Tahmasbi !

1- Assistant Professor, Department of History, Payame Noor University, Tehran, Iran.

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Avrticle type:
Research Article

Received:
2026/06/27
Accepted:
2026/07/21
pp:

18-31

Keywords:
Totalitarianism;
Personality Cult;
Hitler;

Stalin;

Kim I1-Sung;
Kim Jong-II.

Some leaders of totalitarian regimes had a cult of personality and held a
godlike status in the eyes of their adherents. More precisely, they were
believed to be infallible against any mistake, to possess superhuman
abilities, and to have all the goodness and virtues of humanity embedded in
them. Hitler, Stalin, Mao, Kim Il-sung, and Kim Jong-Il are prominent
examples of these leaders. Having used a descriptive, analytical, and
deductive method and a historical approach, the paper is going to answer
this question: What were the factors in the emergence of the cult of
personality in totalitarian regimes, and why did the leaders of these regimes
acquire a godlike status? The findings of the paper show that the lack of a
democratic tradition in totalitarian countries, which had prevented political
participation and practice and had stunted the political maturity of the
people, the populist abilities and charms of totalitarian leaders, and their
pretence of simplicity and distancing from the general public, which created
a mysterious image of them, were the most important factors in the
emergence of personality cults. These factors, under the shadow of
extensive and purposeful government propaganda, achieved maximum
effectiveness and created a god-like and ideal image of totalitarian leaders
for people who did not have a sufficient understanding of politics for
centuries and had experienced a life devoid of political activism.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The term totalitarian emerged in the 20th century to refer to new absolute governments, first
applied to Fascist Italy and the Soviet Union, and later to Hitler's Germany. At the end of World
War Il and during the Cold War, Soviet satellite governments were also called totalitarian. The
Communist Parties in China and North Korea have also been similar in many aspects to German
Nazism and Soviet communism. One-party regime, intimidation, police rule, monopoly of
information and weapons have been more or less characteristic of all these governments. The
cult of personality is also considered one of the main characteristics of the leaders of these
governments, which brought them a godlike status.

Material & Methods

Having used a descriptive, analytical, and deductive method and a historical approach, the paper
is going to answer this question: What were the factors in the emergence of the cult of
personality in totalitarian regimes, and why did the leaders of these regimes acquire a godlike
status?

Results and discussion

The findings of this paper indicate that totalitarian regimes were formed in countries that did
not have a background or tradition of democracy and had always struggled with authoritarian
regimes, which resulted in the lack of political participation of the majority of the people.
Therefore, when totalitarian regimes came to power, they were faced with people who had been
deliberately excluded from politics for centuries, but who were eager to play a political role.
Totalitarian leaders exploited this political enthusiasm and immaturity, presenting themselves
as all-powerful heroes and exciting the public. The state propaganda machine played a major
role in this campaign, capturing the public's attention by widely distributing pictures, emblems,
and sculptures of these leaders, holding exciting political rallies, fabricating stories about their
heroism, determination, and military achievements, and even spreading rumours about their
miracles and feats. In addition, strict laws were enacted that made insulting these leaders
punishable by severe punishment. On the other hand, totalitarian leaders tried to use their
populist appeal to captivate the public. Hitler's eloquence and fiery speeches were among his
most important advantages, and they captivated the public. Stalin did not have Hitler's abilities,
but he tried to attract people's attention by using selective sentences and boasting of his
knowledge as a philosopher. In addition, he tried to present himself as handsome, capable, and
healthy; these measures worked to a large extent and gave him a charismatic and saintly image.
Mao followed the same path, relying on his writings, which were mainly provided by his
associates, to present an educated image. He also showed off his health and ability by
performing dramatic movements. Kim Il-sung and Kim Jong-Il, who developed the cult of
personality to an astonishing level, used all the tricks of Stalin and Mao to attract the attention
of the people and presented themselves in the closed and isolated society of North Korea as
people with unparalleled knowledge and an attractive and flawless appearance. Since
totalitarian regimes considered themselves to have arisen from the people and made the fight
against class differences their main slogan, the pretence of simplicity played an important role
in the political behavior of totalitarian leaders. Thus, while secretly enjoying their luxurious
lives, they appeared in public with a simple and poor appearance to present a sympathetic image
to the people who were mostly suffering from poverty and hunger; while kings, as predecessors
of these leaders, were always a symbol of luxury and nobility, people felt alienated from them.
Despite all the prudence and tricks that totalitarian regimes used to create a cult of personality
for their leaders, it was clear that if they established close contact with the people, the mask
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would be removed from the face of these leaders and they would lose their sacred status.
Therefore, they used the duality of dramatic speeches and distancing themselves from the
people. More precisely, although they appeared on stage for a few moments and delivered
impressive speeches, they did not approach the people so that their true face and, in fact, their
weaknesses would not be revealed. In this respect, they were similar to the pharaohs of Egypt
and the kings of China and Japan, who, by hiding in their palaces, acquired a godlike and
mysterious face. The most important result of the personality cult was the consolidation of
despotism and the immunity of totalitarian leaders from criticism and responsibility, which led
to the reduction of the status of citizens to the level of obedient servants and victims of the goals
and ambitions of the leaders.

Conclusion

From the point of view of the adherents of totalitarian governments, their leaders were the
owners of miracles and dignity; their words and speeches were like divine commands; they did
not commit any mistakes or errors; they had mastery over all human sciences and knowledge
and were the source of all goodness and virtues. Hitler, Stalin, Mao, Kim Il-sung, and Kim
Jong-1l are prominent examples of these leaders. The emotional behavior of people when
confronted with these leaders and the events that occurred during the funerals of some of them
are evidence of their godlike status. The most important result of the personality cult was the
consolidation of despotism and the immunity of totalitarian leaders from criticism and
responsibility, which led to the reduction of the status of citizens to the level of obedient
servants and victims of the goals and ambitions of the leaders.
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