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Age of Extremes: A World at War, c. 1914-1991 (HPHI4902), Assignment 2
What similarities can be drawn between German foreign policy up to August 1914 and Hitler’s expansionist policy in the 1930s?
Introduction
German foreign policy before August 1914 and Adolf Hitler’s expansionist policy in the 1930s have long been compared by historians seeking to understand the origins of the two world wars. While the contexts differ—Imperial Germany under Kaiser Wilhelm II versus Nazi Germany under Hitler—clear continuities exist in strategic ambition, diplomatic behaviour, and the use of military power. As Zara Steiner argues, pre-1914 Europe was marked by “a system increasingly unable to contain the ambitions of its most dynamic power.”[footnoteRef:1] This essay contends that both eras shared key similarities: a drive for expansion and status, reliance on militarism, and a willingness to take diplomatic risks. However, it will also argue that Hitler’s policies were more ideologically driven and radical in execution. Ultimately, while Nazi foreign policy built upon earlier traditions, it represented a more extreme manifestation of German expansionism. [1:  Zara Steiner, The Lights That Failed: European International History, 1919–1933 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 12.] 


The Pursuit of Power
A central similarity between the two periods is the desire to expand German power and influence. Before 1914, Germany pursued Weltpolitik, seeking global status through colonial expansion and naval development. Hew Strachan notes that Germany’s leadership aimed to secure “its rightful place as a world power through expansion and assertion.”[footnoteRef:2] This ambition led to confrontations such as the Moroccan Crises, which demonstrated Germany’s willingness to challenge existing powers. [2: Hew Strachan, The Oxford Illustrated History of the First World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 25.
] 

Similarly, Hitler’s foreign policy was fundamentally expansionist. His concept of Lebensraum centred on territorial acquisition in Eastern Europe. As Gerhard Weinberg observes, Hitler’s aims were “not limited adjustments but a vast reordering of Europe under German domination.”[footnoteRef:3] Both periods therefore reflect dissatisfaction with Germany’s position and a desire to alter the balance of power. [3:  Gerhard L. Weinberg, A World at Arms: A Global History of World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 28.] 

Furthermore, in both cases expansion was framed as necessary for national survival. Niall Ferguson argues that pre-1914 German leaders believed that “without expansion, Germany risked strategic suffocation.”[footnoteRef:4] Hitler echoed this sentiment, claiming Germany required space and resources to thrive. Although the ideological framing differed, the underlying logic of expansion as necessity remained consistent. [4:  Niall Ferguson, The Pity of War (London: Penguin, 1999), p. 89.] 


Militarism and Strategic Planning
Militarism played a defining role in shaping German foreign policy in both eras. Before 1914, the German military held significant influence over decision-making. The Schlieffen Plan exemplified a strategic mindset that prioritised rapid, decisive war. As Marc Trachtenberg argues, mobilisation itself became “a form of political decision-making,” blurring the line between diplomacy and war.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Marc Trachtenberg, ‘The Meaning of Mobilization in 1914’, International Security, 15.3 (1991), 120–150 (p. 122).] 

In the 1930s, Hitler similarly relied on military strength to achieve political goals. Rearmament and the expansion of the Wehrmacht were central to his strategy. Richard Overy notes that Nazi foreign policy “rested on the systematic rebuilding of German military power as an instrument of coercion.”[footnoteRef:6] The remilitarisation of the Rhineland in 1936 illustrates this approach, combining military action with political calculation. [6:  Richard Overy (ed.), The Oxford History of World War II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), p. 45.
] 

Both periods also demonstrate confidence in military solutions. Pre-1914 leaders believed in the effectiveness of rapid mobilisation, while Hitler believed that limited wars and intimidation would secure quick victories. As Strachan highlights, European powers before 1914 shared a belief in “the utility of war as an instrument of policy.”[footnoteRef:7] Hitler’s actions suggest a continuation of this mindset, albeit applied more aggressively. [7:  Strachan, The Oxford Illustrated History of the First World War, p. 30.] 


Risk-Taking
Another clear similarity lies in the willingness to engage in high-risk diplomacy. Germany’s actions before 1914 often involved testing the resolve of other powers. The Moroccan Crises, for instance, were attempts to weaken the Entente but ultimately increased tensions. Zara Steiner describes German diplomacy as “a pattern of provocation that risked escalation beyond control.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Zara Steiner, The Lights That Failed: European International History, 1919–1933 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 41.] 

Hitler adopted a similar strategy in the 1930s. Each step of his expansion—withdrawal from the League of Nations, remilitarisation of the Rhineland, Anschluss, and the Munich Agreement—was a calculated gamble. As Overy explains, Hitler’s approach relied on “a series of bold moves designed to exploit hesitation among his opponents.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Overy, The Oxford History of World War II, p. 52.] 

In both periods, these risks initially paid off. Germany faced limited consequences in the Moroccan Crises, just as Hitler encountered little resistance in the early stages of expansion. However, this success encouraged further risk-taking. Ferguson argues that such behaviour created “a cycle of escalation in which each success bred greater recklessness.”[footnoteRef:10] This pattern ultimately contributed to the outbreak of war in both 1914 and 1939. [10:  Ferguson, The Pity of War, p. 102.
] 


International Weakness
Germany’s foreign policy in both eras also relied on exploiting the weaknesses of other powers. Before 1914, German leaders sought to take advantage of divisions within the international system. As Steiner notes, the European balance of power was “fragile and susceptible to disruption by assertive states.”[footnoteRef:11] Germany’s actions were partly based on the assumption that its rivals would fail to respond decisively. [11:  Steiner, The Lights That Failed, p. 18.] 

Similarly, Hitler capitalised on the weaknesses of Britain and France in the 1930s. The policy of appeasement, combined with economic and political challenges, limited their willingness to confront Germany. Weinberg argues that Hitler recognised “the reluctance of the Western powers to engage in another major war.”[footnoteRef:12] This allowed Germany to expand with minimal resistance. [12:  Weinberg, A World at Arms, p. 35.] 

The failure of international institutions further facilitated this process. Before 1914, there was no effective mechanism to prevent conflict. In the 1930s, the League of Nations proved ineffective. As Overy observes, the League was “incapable of enforcing collective security against determined aggression.”[footnoteRef:13] In both cases, Germany exploited systemic weaknesses to pursue its objectives. [13:  Overy, The Oxford History of World War II, p. 60.] 


Ideological Differences
Despite these similarities, a key difference lies in the role of ideology. Pre-1914 German foreign policy was driven primarily by strategic considerations rather than a coherent ideological framework. While nationalism was important, it lacked the radicalism of Nazi ideology. As Strachan notes, German leaders before 1914 were motivated by “traditional concerns of power, security, and prestige.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Strachan, The Oxford Illustrated History of the First World War, p. 27.] 

In contrast, Hitler’s policies were deeply rooted in racial ideology. His concept of Lebensraum was linked to beliefs about racial hierarchy and the need to eliminate perceived enemies. Weinberg emphasises that Nazi expansionism was “inseparable from its ideological foundations.”[footnoteRef:15] This made Hitler’s foreign policy more extreme and destructive. [15:  Weinberg, A World at Arms, p. 40.] 

However, elements of continuity remain. Nationalism and a belief in German superiority were present before 1914. As Ferguson suggests, these ideas created “a cultural environment in which more radical ideologies could later flourish.”[footnoteRef:16] Thus, while Hitler’s policies were more extreme, they were not entirely without precedent. [16:  Ferguson, The Pity of War, p. 110.] 


Scale and Intent
Another important distinction is the scale and coherence of policy. Pre-1914 German foreign policy was often inconsistent and reactive. As Steiner argues, it lacked “a clear and unified strategic direction.”[footnoteRef:17] Decisions were frequently shaped by short-term considerations rather than long-term planning. [17:  Steiner, The Lights That Failed, p. 22.] 

In contrast, Hitler’s expansionism followed a more systematic approach. His actions in the 1930s formed part of a broader plan to dominate Europe. Overy notes that Nazi policy was characterised by “a coherent vision of territorial and political transformation.”[footnoteRef:18] This made it more dangerous and far-reaching. [18:  Overy, The Oxford History of World War II, p. 70.] 

Additionally, the pace of expansion differed significantly. Hitler achieved rapid territorial gains within a few years, whereas pre-1914 Germany’s expansionist efforts were more gradual and limited. This difference highlights the more aggressive nature of Nazi foreign policy.

Domestic Pressures and Foreign Policy
[bookmark: _Int_YBzOAab1]A further similarity between pre-1914 German foreign policy and Hitler’s expansionism lies in the influence of domestic pressures on external decision-making. In Imperial Germany, internal political tensions—particularly between the ruling elite and growing socialist movements—encouraged leaders to pursue an assertive foreign policy as a means of fostering national unity. As M. R. Gordon argues, German policymakers used foreign crises to “divert attention from domestic conflict and consolidate internal cohesion.”[footnoteRef:19] This suggests that expansionist behaviour was not purely strategic but also politically motivated. Similarly, Hitler utilised foreign policy successes to strengthen his domestic position. Early victories such as the remilitarisation of the Rhineland and the Anschluss generated widespread popular support and reinforced the legitimacy of the Nazi regime. Richard Overy notes that these successes “helped to stabilise the regime internally by demonstrating its effectiveness and restoring national pride.”[footnoteRef:20] In both periods, therefore, foreign policy served a dual purpose: advancing international ambitions while managing domestic challenges. This overlap highlights a continuity in the use of external expansion as a tool of internal political consolidation. [19:  M. R. Gordon, ‘Domestic Conflict and the Origins of the First World War: The British and German Cases’, Journal of Modern History, 46 (1974), 191–226 (p. 200).]  [20:  Overy, The Oxford History of World War II, p. 75.] 


Alliances and Strategic Calculations
[bookmark: _Int_RRsVJP4k]Another important point of comparison is the role of alliances and strategic calculations in shaping German foreign policy. Before 1914, Germany’s position within the alliance system—particularly its reliance on Austria-Hungary—significantly influenced its actions. The decision to offer the “blank cheque” in 1914 reflected both strategic necessity and miscalculation. As Marc Trachtenberg observes, German leaders believed that “firm support for Austria would localise the conflict rather than escalate it.”[footnoteRef:21] This misjudgement contributed directly to the outbreak of war. In the 1930s, Hitler also engaged in strategic manoeuvring through alliances, though in a more calculated manner. Agreements such as the Rome-Berlin Axis and the Anti-Comintern Pact were designed to strengthen Germany’s position while isolating potential enemies. Gerhard Weinberg argues that Hitler’s diplomacy sought to “reshape the international system in Germany’s favour before engaging in major conflict.”[footnoteRef:22] Despite differences in execution, both periods reveal a reliance on alliance politics combined with flawed assumptions about how other powers would respond. This further underscores the continuity in German strategic thinking, even as the context and outcomes differed significantly. [21:  Trachtenberg, ‘The Meaning of Mobilization in 1914’, p. 135.]  [22:  Weinberg, A World at Arms, p. 48.] 


Intentionalism vs Structuralism
The similarities between German foreign policy before 1914 and Hitler’s expansionism in the 1930s have been interpreted differently within the historiographical debate between intentionalists and structuralists. Intentionalist historians emphasise the role of individual agency, particularly in the case of Hitler, arguing that foreign policy was driven by a clear ideological programme. Gerhard Weinberg, for example, contends that Hitler possessed “a consistent and long-term vision of expansion that guided his actions from the outset.”[footnoteRef:23] From this perspective, the aggressive nature of Nazi foreign policy reflects deliberate planning rather than structural pressures. In contrast, structuralist historians highlight the broader political, economic, and institutional constraints that shaped decision-making. In the context of pre-1914 Germany, historians such as Niall Ferguson stress that leaders operated within “a system of alliances, military timetables, and geopolitical pressures that limited their choices.”[footnoteRef:24] This suggests that German actions were not solely the result of deliberate aggression but were influenced by systemic factors. Applying this framework to the 1930s, some historians argue that Hitler’s expansionism was facilitated by the weaknesses of the international system and the failures of the Treaty of Versailles. Richard Overy notes that “the opportunities presented by appeasement and international instability were crucial in enabling German expansion.”[footnoteRef:25] Ultimately, a synthesis of these approaches provides the most convincing explanation. While Hitler’s ideological intentions were clearly significant, they operated within a broader structural context that made expansion possible. Similarly, pre-1914 German policy cannot be reduced to either deliberate aggression or structural inevitability alone. The comparison therefore highlights the importance of integrating both intentionalist and structuralist perspectives when analysing German foreign policy across these two periods. [23:  Weinberg, A World at Arms, p. 25.]  [24:  Ferguson, The Pity of War, p. 105.]  [25:  Overy, The Oxford History of World War II, p. 82.] 


Conclusion
In conclusion, there are clear similarities between German foreign policy before August 1914 and Hitler’s expansionist policy in the 1930s. Both were driven by a desire for greater power, relied heavily on militarism, engaged in risk-taking diplomacy, and exploited international weaknesses. These continuities suggest that aspects of German strategic thinking persisted across both periods.
However, the differences are equally significant. Hitler’s policies were more ideologically driven, more coherent, and more aggressive in scale. As a result, while Nazi foreign policy built upon earlier traditions, it represented a more radical and destructive evolution. Ultimately, the comparison reveals both continuity and transformation, demonstrating how earlier patterns of behaviour were intensified under Hitler’s leadership.
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