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A German soldier stands on a toppled Polish monument. Krakow, Poland, wartime. Institute of National Remembrance 

Hitler's pretext for military expansion eastward was the "need" for more Lebenstraum, "living space," for the German nation. On the eve of the invasion he reportedly stated in a meeting of high officials:

I have issued the command and I'll have anybody who utters but one word of criticism executed by firing squad-that our war aim does not consist in reaching certain lines, but in the physical destruction of the enemy. Accordingly, I have placed my death-head formations in readiness—for the present only in the East— with orders to send to death mercilessly and without compassion, men, women, and children of Polish derivation and language. Only thus shall we gain the living space that we need. 
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