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Introduction

A hundred years ago, the concept of women being mass mobilized for war would have
been laughed off as insanity. Yet, at the height of World War II, the Soviet Union had an
estimated 800,000 women who served in the military, 500,000 of whom served in active combat
roles.' These women would make up almost 8% of the Soviet army contributing to it in both
meaningful and diverse ways. This is the first instance of women in widespread combat roles,
thus marking the transition between women individually volunteering to a widespread
mobilization of women at both the state and individual levels. These women fulfilled a variety
of roles, from the more traditional medical personnel to bringers of death such as, “Night
Witches”, tankers, and snipers. These women also brought their own unique traits, training, and
personalities that either helped or hindered their pursuit of military roles. Women would
challenge gender norms and try to establish what it was to be both female and a soldier, often
depending on what part of the military they served in. Soviet Women contributed in meaningful
ways to the war. These Soviet women were not just figureheads or propaganda producing pawns.
Still, even with state sancrioned mobilization and employment of women in combat roles, after
the war, many of these women were demobilized, denied recognition and even publicly ridiculed
for their services.® Hence, when women engaged in the traditionally male role of war, they came

back ridiculed, sometimes even untouchable.

. Roger Markwick and Euridice Cardona, Soviet Women on the Frontline in the Second World War (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 14, 18.
LK Cottam, “Soviet Women in WWII: The Ground Forces and the Navy”, International Journal of Women'’s
Studies 3, no. 4 (1980), 345 as cited in Samantha Vasjskop, "Elana's War: Russian Women in Combat"
(Undergraduate thesis, Ashland University), June 2008, accessed January 15, 2017, http://ashbrook.org/wp-
content/uploads/2012/06/2008-Vajskop.pdf., 28.

icole Dombrowski Risser, Women and War in the Twentieth Century: Enlisted With or Without Consent (New
York: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, 2001), 150-154.
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A variety of secondary variables and one primary factor influenced women'’s choices to
join the military and participate in the war. These auxiliary factors included early Soviet defeats,
temporary manpower shortages, encouragement to join medical corps and Lenin’s idealized
gender rhetoric. The main stated motivation of these women was their patriotic drive.
Researching deeper, though, showcases that while patriotic duty was stated highly among most
women, some other more personal motivations such as revenge, loss of family, to make up for
past familial transgressions, and to escape peasant life, were evident. Thus these women, who
almost unanimously volunteered for the war, were not pressed into military purely for the

purpose of solving mid-war manpower issues, nor were they pressed for significant propaganda

reasons.

Women tried to fulfill the “idealized” rhetorical gender ideology of Lenin, that sex did
not matter, for whatever career option they pursued. Of all the pre-war fields the military was
one of the few closed off to Soviet women. World War II, allowed women to makes leaps into
the military, demanding their place in this very masculine environment and often proving
themselves worthy warriors. Unfortunately, these views of equality between the genders were
not universal, especially i Soviet politics and in the military. By joining the military these
women received heavy criticism and resistance from many men, Soviet high command, and
sometimes other females. This was one of the largest challenges women faced, and while they
made progress in participating in the masculine field of war, this progress was far from perfect.
Women tried to gain a foothold in joining the military and trying to establish their legitimacy as
warriors. This foothold though was imperfect, temporary, and after the war, many of the gains
made by women in order to permanently join the military wcré denied and lost. Because of this

dichotomy between what was the idealized gender rhetoric, to the reality of Stalin’s regime,



women Were temporarily allowed to fight with Stalin’s support, and then denied or dismissed
when his presence or support diminished. It is key to remember the importance of Stalin’s
approval, especially in the very recently purged military. Nevertheless, these women’s war

contributions were a step towards the dominion of war being transformed from solely a man’s

duty to possibly a women's job as well.

This thesis seeks to address the following, broken down into three sections: The Soviet
women’s World War II preparation and analysis of gender rhetoric, Soviet women’s involvement
in the war, and the legacies and propaganda of women’s involvement. The first section will
answer the following questions. Did the Soviet Union prepare women to fight in a future war?
What were some reasons they did or did not? It is important to understand the complex Soviet

gender rhetoric and war perception in order to see the potential of Soviet women in the military.

The second section will focus on the different military services, and how women's
experiences and support differed from service to service. The following are questions that I will
address while exploring these nuanced differences between the services. Was the Soviet state
willing to use these women to fight in World War II? How did the Women who became soldiers
view themselves in this war? Did they reconcile traditional female identities with war, or did
they create a separate unique identity? Did they try to blend in with the male units? Did they
want to be separate from male units, and did this depend on the armed service they served in?
How did males treat this identity, and how did they interact with women? These questions and
their answers will differ from service to service, and not enough study has been done to try to

differentiate these experiences and answers.

The third section will look at the Soviet government’s propaganda and the legacies of

these women. It will ask whether the Soviet State continued to support these women after the




war. It will address state crafted heroines and various propaganda methods from movies to

posters. It will also provide some context to why finding these sources was difficult. It will also

reflect how the Soviet government fails to adequately support women in warfare and the effects

on these women’s postwar jobs, status and memory.

This analysis of Soviet women in combat will contribute to the limited scholarship and
public knowledge. It will provide much-needed insight into the mass mobilization of women in
warfare, a trend that has become a debate in many developed countries. While other scholars
have analyzed Soviet women's contributions they almost all fall into two categories. The first
being devoted to one military service branch, the most popular of which being the Soviet Air
Force. The second category covers the wide range of publication on the Great Patriotic War (the
Soviet Union’s official term for World War IT), which often only cover women as an
afterthought, often devoting less than a chapter to them. Therefore, this thesis seeks to create
original research in analyzing gender relations, women across the Soviet military branches, the

propaganda rhetoric of women, and these women warriors’ legacies.

This conflict between Soviet women'’s role in war and peacetime in World War II reflects
current struggles many women face in the modern military. This research is relevant to the
modern times, with arguments of whether women should be involved in war and combat being
discussed across a range of countries. At a time when women are being allowed into combat
across much of NATO and now the U.S., the study of large-scale usage of women in warfare is

especially pertinent.” The recent nude picture scandals in the US Marine Corps showcase the

4 "A Purple Heart Warrior Takes Aim At Military Inequality In ‘Shoot Like A Girl" NPR. March 02, 2017.
Accessed March 04, 2017. http://www.npr.org/201 7/03/02/517944956/a-purple-heart-warrior-takes-aim-at-military-
ineauality-in-shoot-like-a-girl. This is a pro-integration article that argues for women’s place in the military.

Lee Bockhorn, "Women at Arms," review of The Kinder, Gentler Military: Can America’s Gender-Neutral Fighting
Force Still Win Wars? & Breaking Out: VMI and the Coming of Women., Policy Review, Hoover Institution, July &




present day resistance to women engaging in a traditional male dominated field.” Also, the
current arguments for the United States registration for the draft for females provides further
reason to analyze how women can best serve in the US military.® This research will provide

;nsight into many of the pitfalls these women faced along with how important full government

and public support is for combat women in the war effort,

In order to understand the combat roles of women, its nuance and ultimate reversal after
the war, it’s important to look at individual stories, memoirs, and diaries. Through these women's
stories, we see the struggle presented in these 800,000 women soldiers who served and tried to
defy gender roles and the masculine history of war. Surviving women’s testimonies only further
complicate the reasons for their involvement. Some of these women joined out of necessity,
others to protect their families, others for the “higher purpose” of serving the motherland, while
some joined to prove themselves to others.” Thus, the motivations and goals of these women
were different, and because of these differences, we can further understand why these women
fought, if they did challenge the masculinity of war, and what ultimately happened to them.
Women were able to join the war effort in a small, yet meaningful way. The lack of complete
gender equality and resistance from both the public and government meant that women’s
military service was limited and, after the war, and these women warriors were dismissed and
demobilized. Ultimately their contributions would be officially constructed by the Soviet Union,

either through a few highly publicized selected heroes, or more often erased and hidden.

aug. 2000. Which is an analysis of the possible problems concerning women in the military.

: “Top US Marine vows action on nude photos scandal." BBC News. March 14, 2017. Accessed March 15, 2017.

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-39270693.

Bill Chappell, "Sharing Of Nude Photos Of Female Marines Online Prompts Pentagon Investigation," NPR, March

06,2017, , accessed March 15, 2017, http:/www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/03/06/518767235/sharing-of-

nude-photos-of-female-marines-prompts-pentagon-investigation.

Eugene Scott, "Obama signs onto women registering for Selective Service," Cable New Network, December 2,

2016, , accessed March 16, 2017, http:/www.cnn.com/2016/12/02/politics/women-selective-service-obama/.
Svetlana Aleksievich, War's Unwomanly Face (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1988), 10-18.




Therefore the details of the grunt service women would be hidden and misconstrued as selfish

and sexual by the general public and military men.
Historiography and Sourcing

World War II put the Soviet Union in a fight for its life. Yet, in this fight, was Stalin’s
regime willing to use women in active combat roles? The Soviet Union’s ideology and people
were challenged and almost brought down. Because of these trying conditions, some have argued
that it was only because of the threat of imminent destruction that women were allowed to serve
in the armed forces. Roger Cardona and Euridice Markwick, Professors at the University of
Newcastle, in Soviet Women on the Frontline in the Second World War, argue this, emphasizing
the state’s role or lack thereof in preparing women for the role of being a soldier in the war.®
They also discuss the rapid demobilization of these women after the war, how women rarely
challenged gender rhetoric and how women’s war rhetoric never featured women in prominent
military roles - except for rare heroines who had a very carefully crafted public image.’ In short,
Cardona and Markwick argue that women were a temporary solution to manpower shortage and
were not intended to serve as full-time warriors. Thus, they seem to agree that the identities of
woman and soldier were to remain two separate entities. Reina Pennington another scholar in
the field, in the academic journal Slavic Review, praised the intense research and well-rounded
focus of the book. She further states, “The research conducted for this book is outstanding. The
authors deftly combine published and archival materials, wartime diaries and letters, and recent
interviews with veterans.”'® This is important because it is one of the few secondary sources

that has such a breadth of primary material helping to filter out biases and providing translation

: Markwick and Cardona, Soviet Women on the Frontline, 12-23.
mMar.kwick and Cardona, Soviet Women on the Frontline, 19-21.
Reina Pennington, Book review of Anna Krylova, “Soviet women in combat: a history of violence on the Eastern

Front”, Slavic Review 73, no. 1 (2014): 202-03.



B P I IEERT TN,

N R ML A 3 e B e s an g et o= =
DO Y- Lo -

10 a large quantity of previously secret documents. Marwick and Cardona in, Soviet Women on
the Frontline, argue that challenging gender roles was not the main focus of these women.
Instead, these women volunteered patriotically to preserve the Soviet Union, fighting and serving,
with gender concerns and harassment as a secondary thought. Not all agree with Markwick and
Cardona, Professor Anna Krylova argues that gender identity and reconciling feminine
mother/wife images with the masculine warrior image was a priority for women, and connected
to state literature. They argue that the state did well to prepare the women rhetorically, and on
these women’s own initiative they genuinely believed they were able to reconcile the identities
of woman and soldier into one. Anna Krylova of Duke University favors the idea of women
being able to integrate themselves into the military and that they actively strove to create their
own identities within it."! These arguments, along with the women’s individual stories and
statistics, showcase how both rhetoric and policy regarding the role of women in warfare

changed over the course of the war. All three scholars have weight to their arguments, but the
Soviet government’s slow change and apparent resistance to women initially, along with the lack
of continued government backing seems to support Markwick and Cardona’s view that the

Soviet Government only lukewarmly allowed women into combat roles. This along with the

issue of identity and the issues of health and sexual assault, the selective use of imagery,
resistance by males, and the consistently attributed “womanly” traits to warriors showcased the

lack of full acceptance of women as soldiers.

The rarity and classification of subject material of this thesis, made it difficult to obtain

sources. This study of Soviet women in combat in World War Il is a relatively new field with

n n. Krylova, Soviet women in combat: a history of violence on the Eastern Front (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2010), 18- 21.



most major secondary sources being published within the last fifteen years."? This has to do with
the politics, access 10 archives and government interference. Unfortunately, the recent political
climate between Russia, Europe, and the United States seems to be closing this window into
access of sources. Another issue is the usage of Soviet sources, some of which have serious
piases, or edits which make it difficult to get an accountable understanding of what transpired
and what these women truly thought. These biases, however, do offer insight into the official
goviet Policy and how it tried to steer the conversation and release of information to show
women Warriors in a certain feminine aspect yet still as very capable warriors. Another issue is
the sources coming out of the Soviet Union. A prime example is BBC reporter Bruce Myles’
Night Witches: The Untold Story of Soviet Women in Combat. While an interesting read of oral
history and an attempt at scholarship, it made serious errors. In the academic journal. Military
Affairs, Kazimiera Cotom, one of the original scholars in studying soviet combat women,
comments upon the multiple inconsistencies and lack of fact checking by Myles. 13 As Catherine
Merridale notes in Ivan’s War “The search for Ivan, the Red Army soldier, involved more than
one journey... before I could begin to find the true Ivan”. 1 This difficulty in finding the

thoughts and feeling of the true foot soldier stem from the attempted absolute control of the
Stalinist state. This, paired with the Soviet banning of war diaries, seriously hampers the efforts
to find original primary sources.'’ These issues persist over earlier sources (pre-1990) and the

propaganda and information controlled by the state can cause an unwary reader to misinterpret

:: See Bibliography almost all of my secondary sources are published 2002 or later.

Cottam, Kazimiera Janina. Book Review of Night Witches: The Untold Story of Soviet Women in Combat. By
Bruce Myles, Military Affairs 47, no. 1 (1983): 50.

Military Affairs Journal review that criticized the Myles book, Cotom herself has written and recorded biographies
of similar women, and has some very rare books and article on the subject of Soviet women in world War II. Most
of her work is from the 1980’s and 1990’s and is one of the earliest pioneers in this field. Unfortunately there are
‘l"“t)’ a few copies of her works and these were not made available to me in a timely manner.

20(521)11!;2% Merridale, van's War: Life and Death in the Red Army, 1939-1945 (New York: Metropolitan Books,

Merridale, lvan's war, 8.
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