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HERMANN GRAML, Hitler und England: Ein Essay zur nationalsozia-
listischen Außenpolitik 1920 bis 1940, Zeitgeschichte im Gespräch, 7
(Munich: Institut für Zeitgeschichte and Oldenbourg Wissen schafts -
verlag, 2010), 124 pp. ISBN 978 3 486 59145 3. €16.80

The part played by Britain in Hitler’s mental map has long been rec-
ognized as central to the evolution of Nazi foreign policy. From his
original conviction that for racial and geo-political reasons an alliance
with Britain would be natural and beneficial to both, to his progres-
sive disillusionment with Britain from 1936 onwards, to the convic-
tion that Britain must be dealt such a blow that it would be incapable
of intervening on the Continent, Hitler turned a complete circle.
Having criticized Wilhelmine Germany for engaging in a land war
for Continental mastery and a sea war for global dominance at the
same time, he ended up in a similar predicament. His attitude was a
curious mixture of dogmatism and imagination. He was dogmatic
about the roots of British imperial power—Britain’s racial strength
and ruthless brutality—and therefore his belief that it would recog-
nize its true interests in sharing the world with Germany. He was
also, however, imaginative in playing on Britain’s actual desire for
peace and its reluctance to become involved in another Continental
war.

Hitler was proved right in the Munich crisis, though he resented
Chamberlain’s interference, which forced him to accept a two-stage
elimination of Czechoslovakia. But, from 1938 he also accepted the
risk that Britain would fight in what had become, as he said to
Goebbels in October, a conflict for ‘hegemony over Europe’—a con-
clusion confirmed after Germany took over the rest of Czecho -
slovakia in March 1939 and Britain gave guarantees to Poland,
Romania, and Greece. In other words, although Britain was no longer
the formidable and clear-sighted power it had once been, Germany
was nevertheless engaged—as he told his most senior commanders
in May 1939—in a ‘life and death’ showdown with Britain for hege-
mony. A natural alliance for sharing the world had been replaced by
an inevitable conflict. This raises an interesting question. Had Hitler
not seen at first that his goal of ‘living space’ in the East would make
Germany the strongest power on the Continent and therefore pro-
voke British resistance? Or did he just change his mind about
Britain’s willingness to accept German ‘hegemony’?
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One of the virtues of Hermann Graml’s short study is to offer an
answer to this question. He sees the key (p. 101) in a radical widen-
ing of Hitler’s aims by 1937 from expansion to the East to the simul-
taneous domination of Western Europe, encapsulated in the new talk
(to Goebbels) of liquidating the Peace of Westphalia. It was this new
vision that made Hitler realize that Britain could at best be forced to
accept the inevitable and would not willingly cooperate in a new
order which would, for example, give Germany control of the Chan -
nel ports. Graml sees the expansion of Hitler’s aims as linked to the
successes of Italy and Japan and his feeling that Britain was in any
case a weakened power. It could also be seen, however, as simply
coming to terms with what was needed for expansion to the East. He
had, after all, accepted in the 1920s that France would resist, though
by November 1937 he argued that Britain would not intervene for
Austria or Czechoslovakia, and France would not act without Britain.
In 1938 he changed his mind again at the time of the May crisis over
Czechoslovakia, when Britain reacted forcefully. It may be, therefore,
that Hitler’s conclusion that he would have to disable Britain from
intervention on the Continent was more a result of his recognition of
the hardening of British (and French) attitudes than his own vaulting
ambition. Indeed, if the Western powers were going to resist, he had
no alternative to what he called liquidating Westphalia unless he was
going to give up the fundamental goal of living space in the East. The
fact that he had to compromise again after 1940 because Britain did
not accept defeat, Italy staked its own claims, and Pétain and Franco
refused to fall in with his wishes for the Mediterranean and North
Africa shows only how constrained Hitler’s choices had become.

There are also fresh perspectives or emphases in Graml’s treat-
ment of Hitler’s early diplomacy. He is interesting on Hitler’s
attempt to cultivate Yugoslavia during the friction with Italy over
Austria in 1934 and per contra the crucial importance of Italy’s suc-
cessful facing down of the League over Abyssinia in changing the
pattern of alignments to Germany’s advantage. He also makes good
use of the Goebbels’ diaries.

In the final chapter, which takes the story to September 1939,
Graml defends the view that Hitler was not interested in preventing
British and French intervention on Poland’s behalf, and feared anoth-
er Munich which would deprive him of justification in the eyes of the
German public for destroying Poland. On this view, Hitler made no
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attempt to isolate Poland from the Western powers but rather
pressed forward to war, convinced that Britain and France had no
way of aiding Poland in any case and also that war with them was
inevitable and would follow as soon as Germany had destroyed
Poland. This interpretation may well catch the main thrust of Hitler’s
thinking accurately. But there are some straws in the wind which
suggest that he was not quite as consistent as Graml maintains. The
commentary given by Goebbels in his diary during the critical days
from 26 to 30 August 1939—passages curiously not discussed by
Graml—certainly suggests that Hitler lost confidence once Mussolini
made it known that Italy would not join a war with the Western pow-
ers. In particular, in reference to Hitler’s last-minute idea of offering
a plebiscite in the Polish corridor on 29 August, Goebbels noted: ‘He
hopes in this way perhaps still yet to prise London apart from
Warsaw and find an occasion to strike.’ That did not mean that Hitler
was prepared for another Munich, but it does suggest that he was
temporarily at least in two minds about isolating Poland, even if he
soon lost interest again in diplomacy and reverted to war with or
without Italy.

This is a refreshing essay on a well-worn theme, even if it some-
times makes Hitler even more single-minded than he was. 
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