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MICHAEL KATER, Hitler Youth (Cambridge, Mass.: Havard Univer-
sity Press, 2004), 355 pp. ISBN 0 674 01496 0. £18.95. $27.95 (hard-
back). German trans. Hitler-Jugend (Darmstadt: Primus Verlag, 2005)

Just as Günther Grass, winner of the Nobel prize for literature, strug-
gled to find the right words to admit that during the Nazi period he
had been a member of the Waffen-SS, so many of his generation find
it difficult to confess what the Third Reich meant to them. No one
knows better than Michael Kater just how much they, as youngsters,
believed in the promises of the Nazi regime, even that of the ‘final vic-
tory’. In his overview with the simple title Hitler Youth, written in an
appealing style that is both concise and clear, the Emeritus Professor
at the University of Toronto looks at the generation which, born
between 1916 and 1934, literally grew into the National Socialist state.

The author, an expert on the history of National Socialism, sets
out to examine the collective experience of those who were young
during the Third Reich. Using memoirs and diaries, private letters,
interviews, and all sorts of notes, Kater, who is well known for his
books on doctors in the Third Reich, the SS Ahnenerbe, the NSDAP,
students, and, lastly, composers in the Nazi state, now looks at the
youth organization of the Third Reich. He does not categorize his
findings, nor does he characterize his sources or reflect on how to
deal with them as a scholar. He also does without a bibliography.
This may, quite rightly, be a source of regret to the specialists
amongst his readers, but it undoubtedly makes this short, readable
study, intended for a broad readership, even more attractive.

In Kater’s book actresses, former soldiers, future academics,
authors, former functionaries of the Bund Deutscher Mädel and even a
Federal Chancellor all have their say. Examining their youth and
experience of the political events, especially the war, the author uses
individual examples to draw broad conclusions. There are informa-
tive answers to questions such as what made the Hitler Youth so
attractive, how its widespread network functioned, what indoctrina-
tion meant, what consequences the outbreak of war had for young-
sters, and also what happened to those who refused to join.

Kater’s book closes a gap that is particularly conspicuous in the
Anglo-American sphere where there are hardly any studies of the
Hitler Youth. On the German-speaking research scene it is, admit-
tedly, somewhat different. Since Arno Klönne’s pioneering work in
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the 1950s, differentiated studies of the organization, structure, and
personnel of the Hitler Youth have been undertaken. However, Kater’s
book also enriches research in the German-speaking area since,
inspired by recent works on the perpetrators in the Nazi state, the
author raises questions that still remain unanswered: what was the
motivation of those young people who became involved in the Hitler
Youth? To what extent were they responsible for, and guilty of, the
crimes of the Third Reich? The book’s strength lies in the author’s
empirical approach. Unlike the authors of older works, Kater is not
so much interested in questions of structural history, but rather in a
broad presentation of what, in the eyes of contemporaries, made the
Hitler Youth so attractive. Kater does not bring any new facts to light,
but he places different emphases, for example, by including the gen-
der aspect that has so far been largely neglected in Nazi research. He
is the first scholar to look at the interaction between the male and
female branches of the Hitler Youth. The author is not concerned to
empathize with his protagonists; rather he wants to find out how it
came about that young people allowed themselves to be drawn into
the service of a criminal regime. According to Kater there are psy-
chological reasons why those involved often kept quiet about it for a
long time and only started to think about it decades later, for exam-
ple, not wanting to re-evoke that bitter feeling created by defeat in
the war and the ‘collapse’. The author does not, however, interpret
findings such as these in more detail. This is a shame, as it would cer-
tainly have made a valuable contribution to memory research, which
he obviously wants to leave to others. One of the main reasons why
Kater’s book is informative and worth reading is that he meticulous-
ly draws together the testimonies and self-interpretations of those
who tied the hopes and longings of their youth to the Third Reich.

During their Kampfzeit the National Socialists put themselves for-
ward as a movement of young people, determined to do away with
the Weimar ‘gerontocracy’. And ‘Make way, You Old Ones!’ is what
Kater calls his introductory chapter. Youngsters were already aggres-
sive, racist, and enthralled by drill and discipline in the 1920s. Many
of them had joined the Wandervogel, the first German youth move-
ment founded around the turn of the century, and many later trans-
ferred to the Bündische Jugend, which during the Weimar period was
far stronger than the Hitler Youth. Resentment about modernity in
general and the Weimar state in particular was characteristic of
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organized, anti-democratic youth long before 1933. Kater shows that
right from the start the Nazi regime knew how to exploit the energy
of young people searching for identity and meaning in order to tie
them closely to the Führer. To sum it all up: ‘It was one of the great
propaganda achievements of the Nazi rulers that they were able to
offer a political and ideological world view that granted status, cer-
tainty, and power to young people, so much so that teenagers of both
genders could accept and abide by the prescribed behaviors with
hardly any qualms’ (p. 4).

At the time of the Nazi seizure of power the Hitler Youth, which
had emerged around 1925 from various youth associations of the
Weimar period, already had 100,000 members—by the end of 1933 it
was more than 2 million. The newly appointed Reichsjugendführer,
Baldur von Schirach, was by then already convinced that he would
be able to incorporate the entire German youth into his organization.
At the end of 1936 the peer pressure on boys and girls was given legal
force and from March 1939 it became obligatory for all those aged
between 10 and 18 to join the Hitler Youth. Anyone who performed
this service negligently, or, indeed, not at all, had to reckon with
harsh sanctions, especially during the war. In the chapter ‘Serving in
the Hitler Youth’ Kater sketches life in the Hitler Youth: drill and dis-
cipline, sport, camping, and social evenings. In short, everything that
those taking part remember as ‘comradeship’ and ‘experience of
community’, along with a desire for adventure and a feeling of liber-
ation and escape from parental control, seems to be what made the
Hitler Youth so attractive. It quickly established itself as a so-called
‘third pillar’ alongside the family and school, but made no secret of
its sole claim on young people, stirring up and instrumentalizing
already existing generational conflicts.

The slogan ‘youth should be led by youth’ seemed particularly
enticing, meaning, after all, that 11 and 12-year-olds were already in
command of those even younger. The leadership organization soon
became a structural problem for the Hitler Youth as incompetence,
abuse of power, and corruption began to spread. Children and ado-
lescents were quite capable of turning their supposed responsibility
for the younger ones into superiority, and of getting hold of money
by blackmail, double book-keeping, and humiliation (it was often
spent on alcohol and tobacco). The Nazi regime tried to counteract
this by training youngsters ‘capable of leadership’ for the Hitler

103

Hitler Youth



Youth at ‘leadership academies’, for instance, the Hitler Youth Reichs-
führerschule in Potsdam and the Akademie für Jugendführung in Bruns-
wick. However, these plans did not come to much as there was insuf-
ficient personnel and the level of education remained poor. To the
last, the regime never got to grips with the problems of education,
discipline, and leadership within the Hitler Youth. Lina Heydrich, for
example, widow of the former head of the Reich Security Main
Office, felt compelled in the summer of 1944 to ask Himmler for per-
mission for her son to leave the Hitler Youth so that he would not be
led astray under the supervision of 16-year-olds; Himmler immedi-
ately granted her wish (p. 57).

As Reichsführer SS and head of the German police, Himmler gave
older members of the Hitler Youth clearly political tasks. Performing
‘patrol duty’, members of the Hitler Youth, along with SS and Gestapo,
kept an eye on ‘suspicious’ youngsters. Even during the Anschluß of
Austria they were already involved in campaigns against Jews, and
again in the November pogrom of 1938, when Jewish homes and
businesses were stormed all over Germany.

It was not until the war had started that girls and young women,
who were forced into service just as much as boys, were required to
perform duties connected with racial policy. As camp helpers in con-
quered Poland, for example, they gave instruction to Volksdeutsche in
the wake of ‘Germanization’ and the ‘new racial order’. The indige-
nous populace in whose homes the Volksdeutsche were living had pre-
viously been evicted and usually forcibly deported. In his chapter
‘German Girls for Matrimony and Motherhood’ Kater describes the
organization and activities of the Bund Deutscher Mädel (BDM) before
and during the war. He looks very closely at gender-specific differ-
ences and integrates findings from gender-research, though in this
respect he does not move beyond the position of the early 1990s.
Under the heading ‘Eugenics and Race’ the author looks at the BDM
project ‘Glaube und Schönheit’, which scholars have largely neglect-
ed so far, and shows plausibly how the institution, founded in 1938,
which only accepted ‘Nordic’-looking young women aged between
17 and 21, served to cultivate ‘racial’ perfection, and also as a reser-
voir of potential partners for the SS elite. Kater breaks new ground
when he maintains that cultivating racial purity, the key objective of
the Nazi state, released libidinous energies among adolescents of
both sexes and gave free rein to promiscuity (p. 106)—by no means
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the traditional view. Kater’s remarks on how sexuality was dealt
with in the Hitler Youth, backed up by the sources, the potential for
conflict it created, and the disintegration of traditional values and
norms are particularly interesting in terms of social history.

The regime rigorously pursued and punished unrestrained sexu-
al activity, especially in the case of youngsters who refused to join the
Hitler Youth. In the chapter ‘Dissidents and Rebels’ Kater sets out the
various forms of deviant behaviour and outlines—in each case paying
attention to social profile—Swing-Jugend, Edelweißpiraten, and other
‘gangs’ and ‘packs’. The author powerfully describes what the young-
sters objected to about the state’s claims and how each group cultivat-
ed its own identity. From the start of the war onwards the Nazi regime
reacted with increasing toughness to young people who would not
conform. Justice took a radical course: beatings, arrests, detention, and,
finally, a special concentration camp for young men and women. Kater
goes into rather too much detail about the Weiße Rose, which has
already been well researched, and it is difficult to understand why, at
the end, the author measures juvenile resistance against the fictitious
yardstick of the degree of ‘self-sacrifice’ in each case. 

‘Hitler’s Youth at War’ is the fifth and most impressive chapter in
the book. Kater focuses on the war experiences of the young people
and describes their fanaticism and enthusiasm. Long-established
enemy images seem to be confirmed here, such as their belief that
they belonged to the ‘master race’. The Wehrmacht quickly recruited
year-group after year-group from the Hitler Youth. Kater assesses his
sources with sensitivity to show the young people’s gradual disillu-
sionment, their traumas, but also their brutalization in the face of
everyday violence. A special section is dedicated to the anti-aircraft
auxiliary service: drill in the training camp, everyday life in the
bunker close to the anti-aircraft positions, and assisting the soldiers
in shooting down enemy aircraft. As anti-aircraft auxiliaries, young
people lived far away from their parents and were proud to have
already grown out of the Hitler Youth, but they were far too young
for the soldiers to take them at all seriously. They became increas-
ingly alienated from their social environment and developed their
own sense of identity and belonging, which endured beyond the end
of the war.

In brilliant sections of this chapter Kater shows how much the
Nazi regime, especially in the Endkampf, relied on the unconditional
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support of young people. Both the SS and the Wehrmacht acquired
their new recruits from military training camps. A few were recruit-
ed voluntarily but generally the SS forced the boys to join, often by
using tricks and even violence. At the end, 13 and 14-year-olds were
deployed at the front. Likewise, juveniles, including girls, were active
in the Volkssturm on the home front, and even amongst the Werwölfe
who carried out acts of sabotage against the Allies in suicide com-
mandos. As auxiliaries to the various Wehrmacht units and other
organizations, young women had already been in active service since
the defeat of Stalingrad. Now they were deployed as anti-aircraft
auxiliaries and, in the Volkssturm, fought with bazookas.

In the final chapter Kater goes far beyond the caesura of the end
of the war and looks at the Allied Re-Education Programme and the
long-term consequences for the young people of the ‘shock’ of uncon-
ditional surrender. The author does not, however, adequately
address the difficult question of the responsibility of the young peo-
ple, as the concepts he selects, but does not explain (for example,
‘complicity’) are not sufficiently differentiated. Indeed, the passages
in which Kater deals with the concept of guilt are the weakest in the
book. On the other hand, what he has to say about this generation’s
recall ability is important and worthy of more extensive research.
Kater identifies two memory-triggers, though does not say whether
or how they are connected to one another: perception of their own
psychological damage, and the question of what their own place was
in the rule of terror.
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