
Hitler Youth
The Hitlerjugend, or Hitler Youth, in ways resembled the Boy or Girl Scouts.  Children met often, learned 
inspiring songs, went camping, had field trips and activities, and met for large rallies.  But the Hitler Youth 
was not "just a wholesome young people's group."  Its purpose was to train a generation of soldiers and true 
believers.  Membership was compulsory for all children, but especially boys.  Adolf Hitler stated that by the 
end of the generation, he would have his '3rd Reich' and Aryan state, when the ideologies and traditions of 
the present generation had died away.  He was serious: in addition to extensive groups and rallies, at the 
height of the war, when monies for fighting were low, he ordered a large Europe wide Youth Rally.  The 
military considered it wasted spending, but Hitler was investing in a generation that would do his bidding.

Boys aged 10 - 14 belonged to the Deutsches Jungvolk (German Young People), then at age 14 transferred to 
the Hitler Jugend (Hitler Youth).  Girls aged 10 - 14 belonged to the Jungmadelbund (League of Young 
Girls), then at age 14 transferred to the Bund Deutscher Madel (League of German Girls).  A third, voluntary 
organization, Glaube und Schönheit (Belief and Beauty), was open to girls/women between 17 and 21.  

The Hitlerjugend was organized into local cells, which met weekly, and in which Nazi doctrines were taught 
by adult leaders.  Regional leaders typically organized rallies and field exercises in which several dozen cells 
would participate. Members from all over Germany would attend the annual Nazi Party rally at Nuremberg.

The organizations and activities for boys and girls were different.  

The boys' groups resembled military training, including weapons training, assault course circuits and basic 
strategy. Some cruelty by the older boys toward the younger ones was tolerated and even encouraged, since it 
was believed this would weed out the unfit and harden the rest.  Part of boys' Wehrsport (military athletics) 
included marching, bayonet drill, grenade throwing, trench digging, map reading, gas defense, use of 
dugouts, how to get under barbed wire and pistol shooting.  

The girls' organizations included campfire romanticism, summer camps, folklorism, tradition, and sports.  
They were very popular - more popular than the Hitler Jugend, with its rigorous paramilitary training.  The 
programs often were very interesting, and allowed the girls freedoms and activities previously unavailable to 
them German society, such as traveling without their parents, camping, hiking, and playing sports.  Girls had 
to be able to run 60 metres in 14 seconds, throw a ball 12 metres, complete a 2 hour march, swim 100 metres 
and know how to make a bed.  Some of this drew criticism from Nazi party leaders, such as Heinrich 
Himmler, who felt that these activities were not befitting girls. Said Himmler in a speech at Bad Toelz: 
"When I see these girls marching around with their nicely packed backpacks - it's enough to make me sick."

Beside being able to go on trips and have a life outside of school or their family, the program offered much 
that appealed to girls, such as singing, arts, crafts, theater, and community work.  Some of the Belief and 
Beauty organizations offered arts and sculpture, clothing design and sewing, general home economics, and 
music.  But though the courses were very interesting for many girls, the purpose was to educate girls within 
the National Socialist belief system, train them so they would properly run their households, cook well for 
their families, and care properly for their children, and in fit them for their roles as German wife, mother, and 
homemaker.  According to Dr. Jutta Rüdiger, leader of the League of German Girls beginning in 1937:

The task of our Girls League is to raise our girls as torch bearers of the national-socialist world. We need 
girls who are at harmony between their bodies, souls, and spirits. And we need girls who, through healthy 
bodies and balanced minds, embody the beauty of divine creation. We want to raise girls who believe in 
Germany and our leader, and who will pass these beliefs on to their future children.

To the outside world, the Hitler Youth seemed to personify German discipline and achievement.  In fact, this 



was inaccurate. School teachers complained that boys and girls were so tired from attending evening 
meetings of the Hitler Youth that they could barely stay awake the next day at school.  By 1938, attendance 
at Hitler Youth meetings was so poor - barely 25% - that the authorities decided to tighten up attendance with 
the 1939 law making attendance compulsory.

As of 1940, the Germans were training their male youth in combat and para-combat arts. A special division, 
the 12th Panzer Division SS, was comprised of Hitler Youth. While at first these younger soldiers were put in 
less dangerous positions, as the war increased, their role increased also, until Hitler had even young teenagers 
fighting for the Reich.  Trained sometimes from the age of 10, they were known for cruelty. One  result of a 
generation of boys sent to battle was postwar semi-literacy and illiteracy. 

The Hitlerjugend trained "fuhrer-worship" and unquestioning obedience to authority. Brought up as sons and 
daughters of a cruel state, they were themselves cruel, anti-Semitic, and after the war ended, confused.  The 
promises had not held; Germany was in ruins.  Anti-Semitism, though despised and discredited, continued to 
run rampant.  The results (and end) of blind obedience produced a schism in German society: some 
abandoning all respect for authority and others continuing in the training and mindset of their youth.

Hitler Youth Membership

1923: 1,200.  1924: 2,400.  1925: 5,000.  1926: 6,000.  1927: 8,000.  1928: 10,000.  1929: 13,000.  1930: 
26,000.  1931: 63,700.  1932: 107,956

1933: 2,292,041. 1934: 3,577.565
After the Nazis seized power in early 1933, all other youth movements were abolished and as a result the 
Hitler Youth grew quickly. More than a million additional children were added to the organization in 1934.

1935: 3,943,303.  1936: 5,437,601
The first Hitler Youth Law was promulgated in 1936. This essentially made membership compulsory, but did 
not explicitly say so, nor did it establish any penalties for non-compliance.  The law stated that all children 
both boys and girls should enter the Hitler Youth at age 10.

1937: 5.879.955.  1938: 7.031.226.  Despite the new law, membership did not increase substantially in 1937 
(but did in 1938).  The delay in the increase might have been caused by families that were (initially) not 
particularly supportive of the Nazis.  The increase may be an indicator of actual political attitudes.



Youth are serving the Leader
All 10-year-olds will join the HJ (Hitler Youth) 
Source:  
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Every Girl Belongs To Us
League of German Maidens poster
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Build youth hostels and camps
Source:  http://www.scoop.co.nz/stories/CU0412/S00028.htm

 

Poster advertising the Reich's Sports Day 
for
the League of German Maidens 
(Jungmadelbund)
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Youth Serves the Führer.
All 10-year-olds into the Hitler Youth

Source:  http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/posters2.htm
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And you
Waffen-SS recruiting poster
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Adolf Hitler's youth attends community schools
Source:  http://www.calvin.edu/academic/cas/gpa/posters2.htm
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Trommler der Hitler-Jugend im Deutschen Stadion 1933 in Berlin.
Source: http://www.ndr1niedersachsen.de/programm/
zeitzeugen6-magnifier_i-0_p-1.html

Frankfurt a.M., 1944 - Hitlerjugend beseitigt den Schutt
(Hitler Youth removing rubble, Franfurt on the Main, 1944)
Source:  http://www.nazis.de/hitlerjugend_befiehl.htm
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Why and how this worked (while it did)

One explanation comes from Erich Fromm, a German psychologist who left Germany after the Nazi 
takeover.  In his book "Escape from Freedom," published in 1941, he postulated five basic needs:

1. Relatedness - having relationships with others, care, respect, knowledge 
2. Transcendence - creativity, develop a loving and interesting life 
3. Rootedness - a feeling of belonging 
4. Sense of Identity - seeing oneself both as a unique person and part of a social group 
5. A frame of orientation - understanding the world and our place in it 

Fromm said that each of the above needs may be satisfied not only in the positive ways listed above, but, in 
other (bad) circumstances, in negative ways.  For example, the need to transcend, if not satisfied by active 
creation, may be alternatively satisfied by destruction.

Here, Fromm speaks of an "escape from freedom."  The "individualized man" he mentions is bereft of 
"primary ties" (for example, to nature or family):

There is only one possible, productive solution for the relationship of individualized man with the world: his 
active solidarity with all men and his spontaneous activity, love and work, which unite him again with the 
world, not by primary ties but as a free and independent individual...   However, if the economic, social and 
political conditions... do not offer a basis for the realization of individuality in the sense just mentioned, 
while at the same time people have lost those ties which gave them security, this lag makes freedom an 
unbearable burden. It then becomes identical with doubt, with a kind of life which lacks meaning and 
direction. Powerful tendencies arise to escape from this kind of freedom into submission or some kind of 
relationship to man and the world which promises relief from uncertainty, even if it deprives the individual of 
his freedom. (Erich Fromm, Escape from Freedom [N.Y.: Rinehart, 1941], pp. 36-7.

Fromm, who grew up, studied, and worked in Germany during the rise of Nazism, was quite familiar with it.  
He explained that a totalitarian state like Nazi Germany can satisfy all the "basic needs."

Besides Fromm's psychological explanation, there are of course other explanations, including social, 
economic, and political.
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