
215LESSON 15: YOUTH AND THE NATIONAL COMMUNITY

“Heil Hitler!”: Lessons of Daily Life

In 1938, writer Erika Mann published a book called School for Barbarians: Education Under 
the Nazis. Mann had emigrated from Germany to the United States in 1937. Her book criti-
cized the Nazis’ efforts to shape young people’s ideas and feelings. In it, she describes how 
daily life in Germany was a kind of “school” that educated children in accordance with Nazi 
ideals: 

Every child says “Heil Hitler!” from 50 to 150 times a day . . . The formula is required by law; 
if you meet a friend on the way to school, you say it; study periods are opened and closed 
with “Heil Hitler!”; “Heil Hitler!” says the postman, the street-car conductor, the girl who 
sells you notebooks at the stationery store; and if your parents’ first words when you come 
home for lunch are not “Heil Hitler!” they have been guilty of a punishable offense and can 
be denounced. “Heil Hitler!” they shout in the Jungvolk and Hitler Youth. “Heil Hitler!” cry 
the girls in the League of German Girls. Your evening prayers must close with “Heil Hitler!” 
if you take your devotions seriously . . .

. . . You leave the house in the morning, “Heil Hitler” on your lips; and on the stairs of your 
apartment house you meet the Blockwart [block warden]. A person of great importance 
and some danger, the Blockwart has been installed by the government as a Nazi guardian. 
He controls the block, reporting on it regularly, checking up on the behavior of its resi-
dents . . . All the way down the street, the flags are waving, every window colored with 
red banners, and the black swastika in the middle of each. You don’t stop to ask why; it’s 
bound to be some national event . . . Only the Jews are exempted under the strict regulation. 
Jews are not Germans; they do not belong to the “Nation,” they can have no “national 
events.” . . .

There are more placards as you continue past hotels, restaurants, indoor swimming pools, 
to school. They read “No Jews allowed”—“Jews not desired here”—“Not for Jews.” And 
what do you feel? Agreement? Pleasure? Disgust? Opposition? You don’t feel any of these. 
You don’t feel anything, you’ve seen these placards for almost five years. This is a habit, it 
is all perfectly natural, of course Jews aren’t allowed here. Five years in the life of a child of 
nine—that’s his life, after four years of infancy, his whole personal, conscious existence . . . 3

3 Erika Mann, School for Barbarians: Education Under the Nazis (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 1938), 21–24. Reproduced by permission from 
Dover Publications.
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