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Chapter 1
Introduction

According to Tolstoy, war and women are things that
don’t go together—they exist apart. But when I wit-
nessed all the atrocities of 1941, the death of my friends
and relatives, peaceful civilians, I wanted to liberate
my people from the enemy. I want you to underline in
red that it was the cherished dream of the girls to liber-
ate the land, but none of us wanted to fight—to kill.

—Capt Mariya Dolina
125th Guards Bomber Regiment
Hero of the Soviet Union

Women have always participated in armed conflict, most of-
ten as active supporters of the armies they have followed. Some
women, usually the wives of soldiers, served as nurses, laun-
dresses, cooks, and seamstresses. Other women chose active
participation in battle, including the famed Molly Pitcher. Mary
Hays McCauly earned this moniker during the Battle of Mon-
mouth in 1778 when she provided pitchers of water and medical
care to members of the Continental Army fighting the British.
After shrapnel struck her husband, McCauly took up his posi-
tion as a cannoneer so that the artillery crew could continue to
fight. Gen George Washington rewarded her bravery by making
her a noncommissioned officer.* The story of Molly Pitcher sym-
bolizes the realities of women and war. War has always affected
women to some capacity despite civilized society’s best attempts
to protect the gentler sex from war’s brutality. Yet, despite Molly
Pitcher’s successes on the battlefield, which included picking
up an injured soldier to save him from charging British sol-
diers, American culture has traditionally deprecated female
participation in war. In most cultures, even today, a woman
engaged in combat operations represented an anathema, such as
the reactions to Jeanne d’Arc by political and religious leaders.

*Public Affairs Office, Fort Sill, OK, “The Story of Molly Pitcher,” http://sill-www
.army.mil/pao/pamolly.htm.
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History, therefore, has either completely dismissed female con-
tributions and participation in armed conflicts or relegated
their participation to scandalous supporting roles, such as
prostitutes or pillow-friendly spies. The reality is women have
made significant contributions in military conflicts, and their
role continues to expand in the modern era.

This paper reviews four case studies that demonstrate the
variety of ways women have participated in modern armed con-
flict and explores whether current US laws and policies exclud-
ing women from combat remain valid or need to be amended.
Each case study examines three principal facets of female par-
ticipation in combat: context, motivations and inspirations,
and the actual contributions made by these women in combat
operations. Two case studies, one on World War II Soviet pilots
and the other on modern Americans, follow the more tradi-
tional explanation of armed conflict and focus on women inte-
grated into military organizations involved in wars. The other
two case studies, including one on female resistance fighters in
World War II Europe and another on female terrorists and in-
surgents, represent the asymmetric aspects female participa-
tion often provides during conflicts.

The first case study examines the women involved in resis-
tance operations throughout Nazi-occupied Europe. Contextu-
ally, many of the women presented in this case study had ex-
perienced or had close family to live through World War 1. That
experience evoked strong emotional motivations for many of
the women profiled and often resulted in intense hatred of their
enemies, the German Nazis. Due to the loss of family members
and friends and with the emotions provoked by the occupation,
many women believed that they had no other choice but to resist.
In their minds resistance represented defense of their families,
friends, culture, and nations. While most of these women be-
gan their resistance activities as lookouts and messengers,
many went on to conduct insurgent paramilitary operations
against the Nazi occupying forces.

Additionally, a number of female resistance fighters figured
in the increasing politization of women in pre-World War II Eu-
rope. Female members of the Communist Party, for example,
believed in the equality of the workers, regardless of gender.
Since most resistance movements represented a conglomera-



INTRODUCTION

tion of political viewpoints, female communists were able to
engage in resistance activities due to their association with
their political party. Similarly, female Zionists also found it
easier to engage in nontraditional roles due to the Nazi perse-
cution of European Jewry. The overriding cultural expectations
of European women during the 1930s and 1940s remained en-
trenched in the notion that a woman’s traditional role was that
of wife, mother, and family nurturer. The realities of the Nazi
occupation led to a reevaluation of how women could contrib-
ute to their societies and actually opened doors previously
closed to them. While these women still struggled to make their
contributions to the resistance, they often found greater sup-
port among men with similar political views.

The second case focuses on the three female flying units cre-
ated by Joseph Stalin shortly after Germany’s invasion of the
Soviet Union. Similar to the female communists in resistance
movements elsewhere in Europe, the story of female Soviet pi-
lots demonstrates the complexity surrounding a political ideol-
ogy that promotes equality among the genders yet continues to
enforce patriarchal expectations of the role and behavior of
women. Women like Marina Raskova often had to depend on
relationships with male party or military leaders to gain entry
into the Soviet military system. Further, persistence remained
a key element for the realization of female combat roles. Most
women profiled here had to persist in asking permission to fly
or to enter the military until male authority relented.

The invasion by Germany did not make inclusion of females
into the Soviet military any easier. From the start, most female
combatants remained isolated from their male counterparts
and had to prove their abilities continuously. Ultimately some
women had the opportunity to join male regiments and flour-
ished once they demonstrated their worth. Organizationally,
however, the Soviet military remained dubious about female
combatants and that attitude persists today in the Russian
military. The contributions and successes of the female Soviet
combatants in World War II, however, defy those attitudes. The
Night Witches, as the Germans called one unit, proved that
women could handle the rigors of combat, possessed the de-
sired aggressive instinct required in combat, and were moti-
vated in many of the same ways as their male counterparts.

3
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The third case study examines the roles of women in more
recent insurgencies, what many would call terrorist operations.
For the most part, these women fulfill the role of suicide bomb-
ers used by many terrorist organizations to conduct their wars;
however, the startling fact remains that all of these women
come from very conservative and patriarchal societies. From
Lebanon to Chechnya to Sri Lanka, the role of women in these
cultures remains one of wife, mother, and daughter whose fate
lies in the hands of the men in their lives.

While suicide bombing has evolved into an accepted reality of
terrorist tactics, the world still reacts strongly to the notion of
female suicide bombers. This case study explores the motiva-
tions behind the actions of these women and reveals that there
are a number of similarities between these modern resistance
fighters and those from World War II. Primarily, these women
also feel that they have no other choice but to join terrorist or-
ganizations to fight the occupiers of their homelands. Most are
victims of brutal attacks who have usually lost husbands or
children, or been raped by occupying soldiers. For many of
these women, their sacrifice provides them a final opportunity
to serve their community. Ironically, their actions have also led
to interesting developments in these conservative cultures
where women are slowly earning praise and recognition as
combatants, leading to small and subtle, yet significant, shifts
in cultural norms.

The use of female combatants by America’s enemies has also
accelerated shifts in American military culture as well. The
fourth case study examines how the US military evolved from a
conscript force into the all-volunteer force that depends on fe-
male participation for mission accomplishment. As the US mili-
tary grapples with the realities of insurgent warfare, female
military members have quietly proven their capabilities in the
air and land combat environments.

The fourth case study also serves as the heart of this re-
search paper since it focuses on the role of American women in
combat. Current policies actually limit the combat roles avail-
able to women and spur some critics to argue the combat ex-
clusion policies do not go far enough. The fifth chapter of this
paper presents this side of the debate over the role of women in
combat and military service in general. This chapter presents

4
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the leading arguments against the inclusion of women in com-
bat beginning with the physical differences between men and
women, the effects of women on unit cohesion and combat
readiness, and the moral debate over sending a society’s moth-
ers and daughters to war. Chapter 5 highlights the growing
divergence between conservative cultural norms and the real-
ties of current combat operations while providing a backdrop
for the sixth chapter.

This paper concludes with a proposal of how the US military
and society should move forward regarding the role of women in
combat. The realities remain that despite the best attempts by
critics to argue that society should protect women from the vio-
lence of war, in an all-volunteer force structure women are never-
theless currently engaged in combat. Furthermore, all women,
military and civilian, have always been and will remain subject
to the brutalities of war. The events of 11 September 2001,
prominent among a myriad of others, demonstrate that reality.

The four case studies presented in this paper provide the
evidence that women have and always will participate in combat.
Moreover, their successful contributions have made differences
in the outcomes of wars. To deny citizens the right to fight for
their country based solely on their gender remains blatant dis-
crimination. The United States should once again assume a
leadership role in the world, live up to the rhetoric of its principles,
and demonstrate that women and men possess civic equality.






Chapter 2

The Female Fighters of World War II

At that time it was clear that each Nazi I killed, each
bomb I helped to explode, shortened the length of the
war and saved the lives of all women and children. . . .
I never asked myself if the soldier or SS man I killed
had a wife or children. I never thought about it.

—Marisa Masu, Italian resistance fighter

In both Western and Eastern cultures, expectations of the
role women play in society, in peace or in war, diminish the
contributions women make in the conduct of war. While a man
is expected and even revered for taking up arms, defending his
hearth, kin, and country, even if such action results in his own
death, a woman behaving in a similar manner faces a different
societal response. Women involved in armed resistance, even
during an enlightened modern era, are often accused of engag-
ing in “the ‘unwomanly’ behavior” and acting “‘like men’ in the
struggle.” Society explains the motivations of these women us-
ing familiar stereotypes. Their actions are the result of the
scorn of a significant other or because they are more emotional
and less rational, thereby denigrating their contributions. Po-
litical philosopher Jean Bethke Elshtain explains: “Female vio-
lence, it followed, was an aberration . . . [and] brooked no good.
It was overpersonalized [sic] and vindictive: behold the ‘venge-
ful women of Marblehead.’ "

Context Mattered—Societal Expectations
of Women during World War II

Whereas, Elshtain argues, a man engaged in violence can be
“moralized as a structured activity—war—and thus be deper-
sonalized and idealized,” a cultural aspect common to every
society regardless of religious, ethnic, or historical background.?
Many of the anti-Nazi female fighters, despite the role they
played in the defeat of the Nazis, still regarded their activities
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as an aberration and did not believe that women belonged in
combat. Russian women who fought in World War II, for the
most part, agreed that women “do not belong in combat” and
that those who took up arms against the Nazis only did so be-
cause “Russia faced certain destruction.” The appropriate role
women should have played has resulted in a skewed percep-
tion of the actual activities that women were involved in and
has limited testimonials as to why and to what level women
contributed to the resistance. Many of these women felt they
simply had no choice but to resist. They believed their activities
and actions failed to compare with the men, who were also
fighting the Nazis, since society expected its men to resist.

In spite of the evidence provided by female participants that they
took up arms and actively fought the Nazis, many historians, and
the women themselves, often dismiss their activities as being in
support rather than the active resistance it really was. According to
Timothy Kirk and Anthony McElligott, in historical accounts of the
resistance against the Nazis, “an iconography of women resisters
as ‘saints’ emerged. Essentially, the male resistance was ‘real,” while
women'’s resistance to fascism was relegated to the traditional roles
of support and self-sacrifice. Armed women are either written out
or deprived of their female identity, while women in nurturing or
caring roles lose any claim to be equal resisters.”

By redefining the roles women played in the resistance and
their impact on operations, historians, analysts, and the fighters
themselves actually perpetuate the notion that the role of a
woman is that of a life giver and not an active freedom fighter
who takes life when required. As Elshtain notes, “Women warriors,
like their male counterparts, see their violent actions as a form
of defense, preservation, and life saving.”® These culturally bi-
ased notions create a narrow view of the tactical usefulness of
women in resistance and terrorist activities. Terrorists and in-
surgent groups continue to exploit this narrow view today.

Necessity or Personal Motivations—What
Explains Female Resistance?

The desire for vengeance against the Nazis and the German
people for crimes committed against family, friends, and coun-

8
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try during the reign of the Third Reich as well as during the
devastation of World War I drove many women to resist the
German occupiers. French resistance fighter and famous writer,
Marguerite Duras, admits in her memoirs that “For a while I
could bear the grudge against them, it was quite plain and
clear, I wanted to massacre all of them, the whole population of
Germany, wipe them off the face of the earth, make it impos-
sible for it to happen again.”” Many women and young girls,
like Duras, endured separation from male relatives due to the
mobilization of Europe’s armies, which evoked memories of the
first war and created new animosities towards the latest Ger-
man invaders.

Elisabeth Sevier recalled the last time she saw her own fa-
ther: “On that day, I think I felt the first twinge of hate toward
Adolf Hitler and Germany. I hated the Germans for separating
my family, for causing my Papa to join the army and leave the
rest of us at home.”® Sevier ultimately joined the resistance af-
ter witnessing an event that still haunts her. She described
overhearing a commotion involving three drunken German sol-
diers, a Jewish mother, and her child: “I looked just in time to
see a frightened young Jewish woman trying to hide her yellow
star by holding her baby to her breast. The next thing [ saw was
almost as unbelievable as it was barbaric: one of the German
soldiers drew his revolver and fired two shots at the mother and
baby.”® For many women in Europe, personal experiences such
as these inspired them to take up arms against the Germans
since they felt robbed of their normal lives and their families.

Still reeling from the wounds inflicted from four years of trench
warfare during World War I, many Europeans loathed the idea
of fighting another war and directed their hatred toward the
perpetrator of both conflicts: Germany. Historian Evelyne Sullerot
recalled when her brother had been mobilized, “Only twenty
years between the two wars and we had lost an entire genera-
tion [of young men]. My brother was born in 1919, one year
after the war ended. He had the name of a dead uncle. And now
he was being called to fight in another world war.”'° The Sul-
lerot family found themselves still grieving for the loss of life
and property experienced during World War I when the Ger-
mans returned in 1940 to what many Europeans viewed as the
scene of Germany’s most dastardly crime. Lucie Aubrac “did

9
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not view her first efforts in the fall of 1940 as resistance. It was
a question of conscience” (emphasis in original).!! Aubrac felt
she had to prevent another tragedy by stopping the Germans
before a repeat of the Great War occurred.!?

Germaine Tillion, an early French resistance organizer, also
felt compelled by her conscience to take action to throw off the
yoke of German occupation. She fully understood the risks that
she and her compatriots undertook.'® Tillion’s groups initially
assisted French prisoners of war as well as aiding Jews escap-
ing the country. Her group eventually coordinated intelligence
collection with the British Special Operations Executive (SOE)
and Free French intelligence agencies. Tillion’s activities re-
sulted in her arrest and internment at the notorious Ravens-
briick concentration camp.!4

Another French woman, Lucienne Guezennec, used the meta-
phor of rape to describe the occupation. Guezennec explained
that her motivation to resist primarily developed out of her dis-
gust with the invading Germans: “My reaction to the Occupa-
tion was anti-German. Not ideological or whatever—out-and-
out anti-German. The invasion was like rape. To this day when
I read about a rape trial, I am reminded of the Occupation. This
was really a violation—violation of my country. It was impos-
sible to remain passive.”!® Like many of her fellow resistance
fighters, Guezennec’s disdain for the German occupiers and
their Vichy supporters found its basis in the previous war with
the Germans. She viewed the Germans as “wild hordes, like the
barbarians of old.”'® Guezennec eventually began sheltering
refugees from the Germans including former prisoners, Jews,
and Allied pilots evading German capture.'”

Guezennec’s memories of World War I were not isolated but,
in fact, were a common experience shared by many Europeans
who “remembered that German armies had destroyed their
family homes or those of relatives in World War 1.”'® Marisa
Musu, an Italian resistance fighter, strongly sought to engage
in armed conflict and thus joined the Italian Patriotic Action
Groups (GAP for Gruppi di Azione Patriottica) in her belief that
“armed resistance was the best and simplest solution.”'® The
tragedies that befell her fellow citizens during 20 years of Fas-
cist rule coupled with the actions of Nazi Germany strongly
influenced Musu’s decision to participate in GAP resistance ac-

10



THE FEMALE FIGHTERS OF WORLD WAR II

tivities. As Elshtain explained, “women warriors, like their male
counterparts, see their violent actions as a form of defense,
preservation, life saving.”?°

One such personal tragedy befalling a woman during the war
is the story of Gina Borellini, a resistance fighter in Modena,
Italy. Borellini initially joined the resistance “because of her
husband and brother.”! At first, Borellini served as a weapons
and message carrier. Eventually Fascists arrested her, along
with her husband, and subjected Borellini to mock executions
to elicit information on resistance activities. Although she did
not reveal any information, her captors executed her husband
for his actions in the resistance. Following her husband’s exe-
cution and the arrest of her brother, Borellini then joined a
partisan brigade unit where she engaged in armed conflict
against the Fascists, losing her leg in the process.??

While armed female members in partisan units were not as
common as other forms of resistance across Europe, their parti-
san activities eventually extended well beyond their initial roles
as messengers, evasion guides, nurses, and intelligence opera-
tives. Women, such as Borellini, directly participated in sabotage
and ambush activities. As one Polish partisan acknowledged,
“Among all the resisters, their task was the most demanding,
their sacrifices the greatest, and their work the least recognized.
They were overloaded with work and doomed from the start.”?3

The ramifications of World War I went beyond Europe’s mo-
bilization of the male population and the subsequent loss of
lives and land. Women had to take over as providers for their
families due to the loss of husbands and fathers. Thus, World
War I provided women with their first real opportunities for
meaningful and important work outside the home. This gener-
ational development contributed to female involvement in the
fight against the Nazis. Since there were simply too few men to
perform normal tasks, women demonstrated their abilities to
perform tasks once designated as a man’s job.

Within the newly formed British SOE, for example, the use of
women in nontraditional forms became an accepted practice.
Due to the nature and subversive mission of the SOE, cultural
and societal norms did not apply to the women who joined.
Margaret Rossiter explained the function of women in respect
to SOE operations in France:

11
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Women played important roles in the various sections of SOE. Unlike
the older services, this new and unorthodox organization was not bound
by traditions about suitable tasks for women. It employed women not
only because of the shortage of qualified men, but also because of the
special advantages women could offer. Women were therefore trained in
intelligence, radio communications, sabotage, paramilitary activities, and
parachute jumping. Many served in England as staff officers, radio op-
erators, and code clerks, and 39 were sent as agents to France. Twelve
of these were executed in German prisons or concentration camps, and
one died of meningitis in the field.?* (emphasis added)

The efforts of the SOE provided women with an opportunity to
combat the Nazi military occupation. Clearly necessity played
an important role in creating this and similar opportunities.
Necessity alone, however, does not explain the involvement of
women in the resistance. While necessity provided opportunities
to participate in paramilitary operations, personal and political
motivations drove women to participate in resistance activities.

Unfortunately, those opportunities diminished following the
defeat of Nazi Germany. Due to the nature of societal expecta-
tions of the roles a woman should play, many of them never
shared their experiences or sought postwar recognition.?® For
those women who died during the resistance, evidence of their
participation has been lost simply because most resistance or-
ganizations owed their very survival to minimal documenta-
tion. For members of organized political groups, such as the
communists and those Zionists who managed to escape the
Final Solution, there is a greater wealth of written accounts of
motivations and activities.

Political Motivations:
The Role of Communism and Zionism

In addition to religious motivations and personal experiences,
some women chose to take up arms due to their political objec-
tion against fascism or Nazism, both of which enforced tradi-
tional roles for women as childbearers and homemakers. A
large number of these women had a strong belief in the com-
munist ideology. Already forced underground by conservative
governments prior to the rise of the Third Reich, communism
provided these women with an organization that suited their

12
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desires for equality.?® In essence, to be a communist provided
them with emancipation from being the “breeders of cannon
fodder” and, eventually, with equal rights, pay, and freedom.?’
As the Nazis conquered Europe, the communists saw an op-
portunity to increase their political power and membership
through resistance movements.

While not as prevalent in the political spectrum, Zionism, an
ideology that promoted the idea of a Jewish state, also began
attracting new members, particularly women. Jews had been
the historical scapegoat for European woes even before the Nazis.
Zionists, therefore, understood the experience of being treated
as inferiors and within the Zionist movement, women found
themselves in positions of leadership and often treated as
equals by their male counterparts. While political objectives in-
spired Zionists, other Jews chose to resist the Nazis to help free
their people from oppression just as Moses had in the Exodus.
They sought to protect their families, faith, and fellow Jews.

Following World War I, more women in the West began to de-
mand a measure of equality with their male counterparts. While
these early feminists fought the prescribed societal norms
placed upon them by paternalistic societies, many found a
means of emancipation from societal expectations within the
communist parties in the 1920s through political dialogue and
protest. The first signs of resistance to fascism and Nazism are
evident within these fledgling parties: “After the war, their mili-
tancy continued as they organized and even led factory occupa-
tions and fought against the first Fascists bands. When the
Italian Communist Party (PCI from Partito Comunista Italiano)
was founded in 1921, many of the younger militant women be-
came charter members.”?®

The communist movement played a pivotal role in the moti-
vations of many of the resistance fighters in the Second World
War. For many female communists, however, the goal went be-
yond just repelling the Nazi invaders. These women sought to
create a new social order within their communities:

Resistance members of both sexes had to deal with the dangers, tribu-
lations, and failures of clandestine action. Women who joined under-
ground movements have pointed out that in most instances they shared
equal rights, equal responsibilities, and equal risks. Although not all
résistantes shared her political vision, perhaps they instinctively agreed
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with Brigitte Friand, who attributed this sharing to their common ef-
forts to build a new society, one in which each would have full human
dignity and equality—not just worker with bourgeois, but woman with
man. In most respects, assignments were based on aptitude and ability.
The enemy did not discriminate, either.2®

Aside from the external struggle between the communists and
fascist Nazis, the female members of the communist movement
continued to struggle against the same cultural dogmas that
other female resistance fighters encountered.

The 1920s and 1930s saw a rise in the Zionist movement
among the European Jewry. While most Zionists lacked the
political fortitude to take action to see their objectives come to
fruition, there were idealists (similar to female communists)
who sought their own form of Jewish utopia, and the actions of
the Nazis became the catalyst for a more direct response. One
such Zionist was Hungarian-born Hannah Szenes. Szenes ac-
tually fled Hungary prior to the Nazi occupation to escape per-
secution by the Hungarian anti-Semites. In 1943 she desired a
return to Hungary to “organize emigration for young people and
bring her mother out of Hungary.”*® Szenes received parachute
and military training from the British and in return agreed to
assist Allied aviators to evade capture or escape as well as to
gather intelligence for Britain.*!

Shortly after she crossed the border into Hungary in 1944,
the Germans captured and severely beat Szenes, including on
“the palms of her hands and soles of her feet” to force her into
divulging the location of her transmitter and codes.?? She re-
fused to reveal the transmitter’s whereabouts and continued to
try to escape her captors. Despite brutal treatment at the hands
of the Germans and Hungarians, Szenes refused to reveal any
information. Her greatest display of bravery and final act of
resistance against the Nazis occurred on 7 November 1944 when
she refused a blindfold prior to her execution by firing squad.
This ultimate act of defiance does not appear to be an isolated
event among the women executed by the Nazis for their resis-
tance. A number of female resistance fighters who faced cap-
ture chose death by their own hand in lieu of Nazi capture.33

The female Jewish resistance fighters of the Warsaw Ghetto
engaged in active resistance through their involvement in the
Jewish Fighting Organization (ZOB from Zydowska Organizacja
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Bojowa), where they played a critical role during the Warsaw
Ghetto Uprising of 1943. Details of their actual activities are
limited since most of these women died either at the hands of
the Germans, their fellow resistance fighters, or by their own
hand during the uprising. Simha Rotem, a Warsaw Ghetto re-
sistance fighter, acknowledged one woman, Dvora Baran, whom
he described as “cut to the measure of the movement; in other
words, she and the movement were one and the same.”3*

Despite the harsh conditions of the ghetto, the two grew close.
Baran died, however, on 3 May 1943 in the Franciszkanska
Street bunker after the Germans had surrounded it. Rotem
described the actions Baran took on the day prior to her death.
Exploiting her femininity to achieve their tactical objectives,
Baran’s commander “assigned her to go first and find a way of
escape for the dozens of fighters still in the bunker. Surprising
the Germans with her beauty and boldness, she caught them
off guard and hurled a grenade into their ranks, thus allowing
the fighters to leave the shelter.”®® Baran, according to Rotem,
further drew upon her inner resolve to lead and encourage the
other fighters in the bunker. Rotem relates that Baran elo-
quently described their predicament and implored them to per-
sist in their fight: “We can expect very hard battles and every
day that passes is unbelievable. I still believe we can get even,
even after a week of war. . . . Hold fast.”36

Unlike other European women, Jewish women had few op-
tions when dealing with the Nazis. Unless they could escape
their German occupiers, only two options remained—resis-
tance or compliance. Resistance was their only option if they
wanted to defy the tragedy bestowed upon much of the Euro-
pean Jewish populace. Similarly, many Polish women found
themselves with no other recourse than to fight the Germans or
meet the same fate as the Jews, particularly following the War-
saw Uprising of 1944, which saw mass executions and war
crimes perpetrated on the Polish people such as the massacre
at Wola.?*” The few women survivors of that period in Polish his-
tory recollect witnessing the deaths of husbands, parents, and
most horrific for a woman, the death of their children.3®

Polish Zionists also chose to die by their own hand to avoid
Nazi capture. Based on recollections from Rotem about the
Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, Rivka Pasmanik, a member of the
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Zionist Youth, appears to have coordinated communications
from outlying farms to resistance leadership in the ghetto.
Since women were able to pass more easily through Nazi check-
points in and out of the ghetto, Pasmanik (and others like her)
chose to serve as couriers if they did not look Jewish.*® Pas-
manik, at some point, joined the ZOB and ended up in the
ghetto where she eventually took the life of another female re-
sistance fighter before shooting herself.*° Pasmanik, in a quest
to retain her dignity, wanted a death of her choosing versus
capture, torture (and possibly betraying her fellow resistance
fighters to the Germans as a result), and ultimately execution
by the Nazis.

The End Results

Thus, the vast majority of known female anti-Nazi resistance
fighters derived their motivation to resist from closely held be-
liefs and experiences, whether they were based on religious
faith, political objectives, German brutality, or a combination
of all three. Women like Szenes, Baran, and Pasmanik each
met their fate with dignity, fighting their enemies to their last
breath. Through their acts of resistance, these women demon-
strated that the traditional societal roles afforded women no
longer dictated their behavior as warriors.

Actually killing themselves for the cause of liberation was not
a primary tactic used by the female resisters of Nazi-occupied
Europe, unlike the suicide tactics of the more recent terrorist
organizations (like the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam [LTTE],
Hamas, or Chechen rebels). But, for example, a woman who
“sheltered someone sought by the Gestapo [from Geheime Sta-
atspolizei, the German Secret State Police]—a political refugee,
a Jew, an Allied aviator, or a résistant—risked death if caught
(some were executed).”*! These women were certainly willing to
risk their lives and the lives of their families for their cause and
beliefs, much like the men fighting on the battlefield or along
side the female resistance fighters.

Regardless of individual motivations, the role women played
in the defeat of the Nazis should not be ignored. Insurgents and
terrorists groups now employ, with increasing success, many
of the tactics and advantages used by female resistance fight-
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ers in World War II. Appreciating the devotion and the lengths
to which women under Nazi occupation were willing to go to
defeat their enemy enables modern military and political strate-
gists to better address that part of the population often over-
looked when planning and conducting military operations. The
legacy left behind by the female resistance fighters is that their
“wartime activities [were] personally liberating despite perva-
sive fears and almost paralyzing anxieties. None regrets her
choice to fight or to be in the thick of the fighting. They would,
to the woman, do it all over again. But they hope no one will
have to in the future” (empahsis added).*?

Ultimately, the Allies did defeat the Nazis, but questions re-
main about the impact of resistance groups and specifically
female resistance fighters upon that victory. While history has
glamorized the role the resistance played in the liberation of
Europe, it remains clear “the Resistance had played a major
role in the defeat of the Germans and had hastened the libera-
tion” of France and ultimately, all of Europe.*?

While the Nazis certainly regarded the female resistance
fighters as terrorists, the women who struggled against fascism
considered themselves freedom fighters who sought a quicker
end to the war. The Nazis, for the most part, failed to acknowl-
edge the use of women in the resistance movement even though
they captured and executed numerous female resistance fight-
ers. Resistance fighters used this narrow view to their advan-
tage, capitalizing on their femininity.** Modern terrorists and
insurgents continue to exploit this cultural weakness to their
advantage. For example, an Iraqi woman, according to a Fox
News broadcast on 10 April 2007, with explosives under her
abaya easily entered a police station, detonated her bomb, and
killed 16 Iraqgis. Just as Jewish resistor, Dvora Baran, used her
female attributes to distract German soldiers to engage them in
combat, modern female insurgents capitalize on female man-
nerism to attack their enemies.

These women conducted their final acts, considered acts of
martyrdom or at the very least heroic by many of their cultures,
without regret and inspired more women to take similar ac-
tions. Understanding this dedication to their cause, whether it
is the dedication displayed by a woman in the face of Nazi bru-
tality during interrogation or a woman with bombs strapped to
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her torso entering a military checkpoint, enables military strat-
egists to plan for appropriate defensive operations to protect
against the catastrophic results of suicide terrorism.

Notes

(All notes appear in shortened form. For full details, see the appropriate entry
in the bibliography.)
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Chapter 3

The Soviet Female Fliers
of World War II

Just as the Greek term for courage is elided to the word
for man, in Russian bravery is by definition masculine.

—Jean Bethke Elshtain

Amazons. The mention of the word evokes images of tall,
strong, combative women who abandoned femininity and the
protection of male companions to live as their own tribe. Most
assume that these are merely mythical tales about female war-
riors, yet greater writers such as Homer and Plato described a
tribe of these women living in the southern areas of the former
Soviet Union.! Archeological evidence supports the idea that
women participated in battle, particularly among Sarmatian
women, who made their homes in present day Georgia, Ukraine,
and Russia. The majority of female graves from the period 300-
200 BC excavated in these areas contained various weapons
and armor, an indication that Sarmatian women participated
in combat.?

The Soviet Context

Over the centuries, Russian culture has embraced and even
glorified the female warrior ethos. While the role of these poli-
anitsy or warrior heroines diminished as more stringent patri-
archal cultures emerged, the legends of female fighters re-
mained a part of Russian culture.® It appears that whenever
the Motherland of Russia came under the threat of invading
forces, women stood to fight alongside Russian men. One such
woman, Nadezhda Durova, led Russian cavalry against French
forces during the Napoléonic Wars (disguised as a man) and
received the Cross of Saint George for her contributions.*

Women actively joined the fight during World War I as well.
Nearly 400 women took up arms in infantry and aviation roles
as early as 1915 and by the time of the 1917 revolution, mili-
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tary services actively recruited female combatants.® Maria
Bochkareva, who enlisted in the infantry prior to the revolu-
tion, advised the Russian war minister on how to improve mo-
rale among Russian soldiers along the front. Bochkareva sug-
gested the creation of an all-female regiment to demonstrate to
the men how to conduct combat operations. Bochkareva sug-
gested that the 300 women (from over 2,000 volunteers) of the
“Women’s Battalion of Death” would “shame the men in the
trenches” when women willingly went over the top.®

Bochkareva’s battalion went into action in an effort to spur
male units to engage; however, their mission failed to elicit
much response on the part of their male contemporaries. De-
spite this failure, Russian leadership appears to have accepted
the concept and other all-female units were “formed under the
Russian provisional government in Petrograd, Moscow, Odessa,
Ekaterinodar, and Perm.”” Further, the Russian public appears
also to have accepted the notion of female units. In June 1917,
citizens of Petrograd gathered to honor Bochkareva’s battalion
in a solemn ceremony and treated its leader as a hero.®

The Russian Civil War provided further opportunities for
women to become involved in combat operations. The Workers’
and Peasants’ Air Fleet, for example, desperately sought pilots
to fight against the anti-Bolshevik forces and did not object to
the use of women in combat roles. Marxist ideology promoted
equality among the sexes and while “not obligated to military
services, the new Soviet woman was certainly free to partici-
pate in the revolution and Civil War.” The struggle of women in
a patriarchal society paralleled the struggle of workers against
capitalism; the leaders of the communist revolution found will-
ing supporters and participants among the disenfranchised
half of the population. Communist leaders propagated the be-
lief that once the revolution succeeded “men and women natu-
rally would become equals; there could be no gender discrimi-
nation in a socialist state.”!°

Under the Bolshevik leadership, Russian women gained what
few other women had: equality. The Provisional Government
had previously granted women equality under the law, which
provided them with improved educational and professional op-
portunities.!! The Bolsheviks championed the theory that Marx-
ist socialism would resolve all societal difficulties. The Bolshe-
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viks equated the establishment of a socialist government with
the creation of a utopian society where men accepted “women
in combat as a matter of course, without sexist resistance or
pious welcome speeches.”!?

As revolutionary fervor diminished and Soviet power as-
cended, women once again returned to their familiar roles as
nurturers encouraged by their Soviet leadership especially un-
der Stalin. Fortunately, Soviet educational opportunities pro-
vided to women in the 1920s and 1930s allowed a number of
women to receive flying training. Most of these women received
civilian training through aero clubs, although a select few re-
ceived their training from the military, and Soviet women ac-
complished several civilian aerial achievements, including the
nonstop flight of the Rodina (“Motherland” in Russian).'® Crewed
by three women, the Rodina broke the women’s international
record for flight over a straight-line distance and established a
new nonstop flight record of just over 26 hours.'* The fact that
the three women each held commissions in the Soviet air force
only added to the propaganda value of the flight. Further, the
navigator on the Rodina, Maj Marina Raskova, survived alone
for 10 days in the subarctic forests of Russia on a couple of
candy bars and wild berries following her bail out prior to the
Rodina’s emergency landing. Raskova immediately became a
heroine within the Soviet Union, and Stalin himself propagated
this heroic image. At a dinner celebration, Stalin reportedly stated
that the crew of the Rodina “avenged the heavy centuries of the
oppression of women.”!5 Despite his insistence that the role of
Soviet women remained entrenched in the traditional expectations
of life givers and nurturers, the accomplishments of Raskova
and her fellow aviators appear to have intrigued Stalin.

While Stalin appears to have indulged the escapades of Raskova,
his interests resided primarily in the accomplishments of So-
viet aviators, male and female, and less in the aspect of pro-
moting Marxist gender equality.'® The rise of fascism and threat
of German invasion returned women to nontraditional roles
and provided an incentive for social acceptance of women in
these roles. The feats of female aviators in particular served to
inspire the Soviet public, and the adulation women such as
Raskova received “can only be compared to that of American
film stars of the period, but with the added aura of the war-
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rior.”!” The popularity and proven capabilities of female avia-
tors, nested in Amazonian legends and Marxist ideology, pro-
vided the impetus for the first state-sanctioned use of women
in combat. At the request of Hero of the Soviet Union Raskova,
Stalin agreed to establish three all-female aviation groups.!®

Hitler Invades the Soviet Union

Despite the popularity of the female military officers of the
Rodina, when Hitler initiated Operation Barbarossa there were
very few women in the Soviet military.'® While not specifically
denied acceptance into the military by any government regula-
tion, Soviet military leadership discouraged women from volun-
teering for active military service and often turned volunteers
away. Instead, Soviet leadership encouraged women volunteers
to join paramilitary groups to receive various types of military
training, including flight training. Sponsored by the Soviet
Komsomol (a communist youth organization), Soviet women main-
tained higher levels of fitness through military-related sports,
received weapons training to include sport sharp shooting, and
even flight training for some.?° In response to the German inva-
sion in June 1941, military training opportunities for women
increased. The Administration for Universal Military Training
of the People’s Commissariat of Defense sponsored 110 hours
of military training for women beginning in October 1941.%!
This training provided the Soviet Union with an extensive re-
serve force to help resist the invading German armies. By 1942,
these paramilitary groups throughout the Soviet Union had
trained over 220,000 women in military operations; the Ger-
man invasion forced the Osoaviakhim (Organization for the
Promotion of Defense and Aviation-Chemistry Construction) to
provide further training in specific military specialties.??

Raskova sought to tap this wealth of fighting potential and
used her influence with Stalin and the defense ministry to per-
suade them to press forward with female aviation units. A num-
ber of female veterans further suggest that public pressure
heavily contributed to the decision to create the units, claiming
that it was only due to their consistent demands for acceptance
that the military finally ceded to their wishes.?® The Nazi inva-
sion only increased the fervor among Soviet women to join the
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military and defend their nation. Women, particularly female
instructor pilots, inundated Raskova with requests to join her
units or asked how they could “put their skills to use in the
service of their country—more particularly, how they could get
to the front, preferably in an airforce [sic] unit.”** The accounts
of these female veterans reveal that a “fever of patriotism” com-
pelled them into action, similar to the response of American
men following the Japanese attacks on Pearl Harbor.?®> With
evidence of such strong devotion to the Motherland, coupled
with extensive flying experience since Raskova required a mini-
mum of 500 flying hours for those who desired to fly fighter or
bomber aircraft, Stalin agreed to establish the 122nd Compos-
ite Air Group.?® Three all-female regiments comprised the unit:
the 586th Fighter Regiment, the 587th Bomber Regiment, and
the 588th Air Regiment.

The 586th Fighter Regiment

The Soviets activated the 586th Fighter Regiment in April 1942
and assigned it to defend Saratov on the Volga River; the unit
would later play a critical role during the Battle of Stalingrad.?’
The first commander of the 586th, Maj Tamara Kazarinova, led
the unit for six months. Kazarinova and her sister, Militsia, had
both served on Raskova’s staff and were among the few career
female Soviet military officers.?® There appears to be a dispute
as to why air force leadership removed Kazarinova from com-
mand. Some veterans of the unit testified that Kazarinova and
her sister were stern disciplinarians and had disagreeable per-
sonalities, yet the official explanation remains that Kazarinova
had medical issues that inhibited her command abilities.?® Ka-
zarinova did not fly while assigned to the 586th, which was not
representative of the contributions of her unit’s female mem-
bers. Just as male aviators in air forces across the globe in that
era chafed under the authority of nonflying leaders, Kazarinova’s
demonstrated lack of fighter skills put her at odds with many
of the experienced pilots under her command. This led to the
assignment of Kazarinova’s most vocal opposition to male units.3°

According to a 1993 interview with Kazarinova’'s successor,
Alexander V. Gridnev, Lilya Litvyal and Katya Budanova had
requested Kazarinova’s removal for “not being suitable for fill-
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ing the position.”®! Their request, in conjunction with the re-
quests of other prestigious pilots in the unit, created a strong
rift between Kazarinova and her squadron leadership. This rift,
according to Gridnev, explains to some extent the logic behind
assigning these experienced pilots to male units since their re-
assignment essentially removed the “troublemakers.”®? The
troublemakers, however, proved to be formidable pilots against
the Luftwaffe.

Litvyak, initially assigned to the 586th, flew with the 437th
Fighter Regiment, the 9th Guards Fighter Regiment, and
eventually with the 73rd Fighter Regiment of the 6th Guards
Air Division of the Eighth Air Army. All three regiments were
regular military units.?® Litvyak’s name appears throughout
the limited literature on this subject, and within the former
Soviet Union Litvyak remains a heroine to her people. Dur-
ing a temporary assignment to the 73rd, Litvyak and fellow
“troublemaker” Budanova, flew as wingmen to veteran male
pilots. Both pilots proved their abilities and earned the right
to conduct “lone wolf” or freelance operations just like the
best male pilots of the 73rd.** Lone-wolf missions involved
individual fighters patrolling without the support of wing-
men or any form of backup. Similar to fighter sweep tactics,
lone wolf missions sought out the enemy to engage them in
air-to-air combat.®® The fact that both women conducted
lone-wolf missions attests to their capabilities as pilots, since
sending poorly skilled pilots on such risky missions most
likely would have resulted in the loss of much needed air-
craft and skilled aviators.

Litvyak always had a passion for flying and began her early
training in the profession by sneaking into the local aero club
at night.*® By the time the war began, Litvyak had mastered
flying and risen to instructor pilot. As German bombers began
to make their runs over Moscow, an enraged Litvyak sought to
join an operational unit but officials ordered her to evacuate
instead.®” The formation of Raskova’s female units provided
Litvyak with the opportunity to defend her nation and she
jumped at the opportunity.

After mastering the Yakovlev Yak-9 fighter in training, Litvyak
quickly demonstrated her abilities during her first sortie over
Stalingrad with the 437th. Following her flight lead and squad-
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ron commander and fellow female pilot, Raya Belyayeva, Litvyak
engaged a flight of Luftwaffe Focke-Wulf 190s and success-
fully shot one down.3® When Belyayeva ran out of ammunition
while under attack, Litvyak shot down a German Messer-
schmitt aircraft to defend her commander.*® After this historic
first action in which she became the first woman fighter pilot
to shoot down an enemy aircraft, Litvyak met one of the pilots
she had shot down. The POW was a decorated ace of the Ger-
man Air Fleet 4 who vehemently denied that a woman had
shot him down. Upon hearing the details of her account, the
astounded pilot had to admit that Litvyak had indeed bested
him in aerial combat.*® Litvyak herself went on to become an
ace and participated in a number of notable air battles over
Stalingrad and beyond. Litvyak amassed 12 confirmed Kkills
and assisted in the downing of two more before the Germans
shot her down.*!

Litvyak’s close friend and fellow member of the famous 9th
Guards Fighter Regiment, Budanova also flourished as a pilot
in this prestigious unit. To gain entry into the 9th Guards,
pilots had to already be aces or have the demonstrated ace
potential.*? Similar to Litvyak, Budanova had always been en-
thralled by flying and sought to become a pilot despite her
mother’s reservations. Budanova joined the Kiev aero club
just prior to the war and devoted herself to perfecting her
skills. When the Germans invaded, Budanova “realized that
her flying above the tiny airfield near Moscow was but a prep-
aration for something important and irrevocable she was
about to do. She decided in the very first few days of the war
to devote her life, knowledge, and experience to service in the
great cause of bringing about victory over the enemy.”*?
Clearly, Budanova’s motivations rested in the love of her coun-
try and her experience as a pilot provided her with the oppor-
tunity to defend her nation. The contributions of Litvyak and
Budanova provide evidence regarding three aspects of the role
of Soviet women in the Great Patriotic War: they also held
strong nationalistic views, they sought to defend their nation
against invaders, and they could effectively operate in combat
and succeed despite their gender.
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125th Guards Bomber Aviation Regiment
(Originally designated the 587th
Bomber Aviation Regiment)

The regiment initially commanded by Marina Raskova be-
gan its service in January 1943 at the height of Germany’s
siege of Stalingrad flying the Petlyakov Pe-2, a twin-engine
dive-bomber. Raskova’s tenure as commander ended prema-
turely when she crashed her aircraft during severe weather en
route to the unit’s reassignment to the western front.** De-
spite the devastating loss, the regiment endured and went on
to serve with distinction for the remainder of the war. Many
veterans of the unit expressed heightened fears that Raskova’s
death would signal an end to the female units, so they contin-
ued to prepare themselves for combat over Stalingrad.*® Their
preparations enabled the unit to achieve a number of notable
military successes, and the “regiment was rewarded for its
successful actions in the North Caucasus by being named af-
ter this, its first, remarkable commander.”*®

Raskova’s replacement, Maj Valentin Markov, served as the
regiment’s commander until its disbandment in February 1947.
Initially unhappy with his assignment to the female unit, Mar-
kov remained loyal to the women who proved themselves formi-
dable fighters for the Soviet Union.*” Markov, better than any-
one, understood the male assumptions about the female fighters.
Upon his selection as the 125th commander, his friends regarded
him with pity and felt his career was over.*® The initial response
to his command met with equal disappointment; the women of
the 125th did not want a male commander anymore than their
male commander wanted a female regiment. As Markov and the
women of the 125th adjusted to each other, Markov marveled at
the work ethic and dedication demonstrated by everyone in the
regiment. He recalled that “sometimes, seeing how the girl ar-
morers hung heavy bombs from the aircraft, how the mechanics
prepared the airplanes at night, in snowstorms and frost, I
thought: ‘well okay, we men are supposed to do all this . . . but
them?! How they, who for the most part are still girls . . . how
they must love our homeland! ”4°

After repeated demonstrations of their flying abilities and ex-
tensive training programs implemented by Markov, the 125th
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soon experienced success in the skies over the western front.
The male units assigned to Stalingrad looked askance at the
125th when it arrived at an airfield on the Volga River.?° Ac-
cording to squadron navigator, Galina Ol'’khovskaia, “they met
us with distrust in the division. The male pilots could not ac-
cept the idea that, just like men, some girls had mastered com-
plicated equipment and would be able to complete any sort of
combat mission.”! Combat successes rapidly changed the opin-
ions of the male aviators. Further, Markov frequently arranged
training tests during breaks in combat operations to prove the
abilities of the women to other male regiments.>® Not surpris-
ingly, men from other regiments began to regard their aviation
sisters as competent aviators, if not as equal combatants.

Unlike the other two units that flew antiquated aircraft, the
125th flew the latest innovation in Soviet bombers, the Pe-2.53
The Pe-2 was a difficult aircraft to fly and required a three-person
crew. Despite the physical challenges of flying the Pe-2, the
women of the 125th demonstrated remarkable flying skills even
under dire circumstances. A difficult plane to land under normal
situations, the Pe-2 became very unstable during emergency
conditions. On one occasion during the 1944 summer offen-
sive, Lena Malyutina received severe wounds from a shell frag-
ment that rendered her unconscious.’* Her navigator, Lena
Yushina, and tail gunner, Sasha Sychova, managed to stabilize
the aircraft and revive Malyutina. Malyutina, struggling to re-
main conscious for the remainder of the flight, managed to land
the aircraft successfully. According to a later account,

Lena did not see the airfield. Everything swam and rocked before her
eyes, and only her body, trained in the course of hundreds of flights, felt
the machine and her hands and legs automatically reacted by operating
the control wheel and the pedals. Her ability to react was growing
weaker and each of her motions was resulting in an unbearable pain,
but she exerted all her strength, forcing herself to hold on and to fight
for the lives of her friends who had refused to abandon her. At best, any
landing of the Pe-2 was tricky and the seriously wounded pilot was very
much afraid of an excessive airspeed loss during the descent, which
could have resulted in the machine falling into a fatal spin. Her last
thought was, before passing out again: “I landed after all.”®®

Following a two-month recovery, Malyutina rejoined the 125th
and continued to fly missions until the end of the war. Malyutina,
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along with her crew, would fly sorties over Riga, Liepaja,
Klaipeda, and Koenigsberg, and “fought side by side with the
pilots of [Charles] de Gaulle’s Normandie-Niemen Regiment.”6

The Night Witches:

The 46th Taman Guards Night
Bomber Aviation Regiment
(Formerly the 588th Night

Bomber Regiment)

The 46th became the most famous of the Soviet female units
and the Germans rewarded their efforts by calling them the
“Night Witches (Nachthexen).”” A fictional tale of the unit enti-
tled The Night Witches by Bruce Myles is often cited as an offi-
cial account of the unit and its female members. The 46th flew
the decrepit Polikarpov Po-2 (also known by an earlier designa-
tion, U-2) in combat missions that included the defense of Stal-
ingrad, Sevastopol, and Minsk, and offensive missions over
Warsaw and Berlin.*® The 46th had only one commander dur-
ing its existence, Evdokia Bershanskaia. In addition to the tac-
tical call sign awarded the unit by the Germans, the unit also
remained singularly distinctive from the other units created by
Raskova. As each veteran of the unit attests, the unit “was the
only one of the original three regiments that remained all-
female throughout the war, and to have its campaign record
examined systematically in several books.”>®

Perhaps it was because of its status as an all-female unit
that the 46th flew the outdated Po-2, despite the desire of most
of its pilots to fly more advanced fighters. The Po-2 was a
wooden, open cockpit biplane that could only fly at night due
to its vulnerability to flak. Undeterred by the aircraft’s limita-
tions, the women of the 46th continuously sought to improve
their tactical skills in the fragile little Po-2.

Although the 46th would soon prove their worth as combat-
ants, the men within the Soviet air forces and army initially
regarded the unit with disgust and trepidation. On one occasion,
Soviet male pilots harassed a formation of the 46th during flight
and caused them to scatter.®° Military leadership also frowned
upon the unit even though communist ideology espoused the
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idea of gender equality. In spite of the lofty political rhetoric, in
reality, gender evoked the assumption that they were merely
“little girls,” and the Po-2 was all they could handle.®!

The women of the 46th soon proved their worth in the war.
At the height of the German invasion during the siege of Stal-
ingrad, the 46th engaged in their first combat sorties. Often
equipped with only four to six small bombs and gliding to their
targets with their engines cut off, the women of the 46th suc-
cessfully harassed German troop supply lines and provided
critical reconnaissance information.®? The psychological effects
of the night-bombing raids often exceeded the actual physical
destruction. According to Reina Pennington, historian of Soviet
aviation, the Germans admitted the unpredictability of the
raids “reduced the already short rest of the troops and had an
adverse effect on supply operations.”®?

The limited range of the Po-2 forced the unit to operate close
to the front line, so the 46th flew shorter sorties. This provided
them with the opportunity to quick turn their aircraft and crews
to put more sorties in the air and more bombs on target with
an average crew “flying five to ten missions each night.”®* Until
the end of the war, most Po-2s had no weapons other than their
bombs and no parachutes, compounding the rigorous demands
of nighttime combat flying. Yet, the women of the 46th contin-
ued to fly and fight successfully. In order to maintain or in-
crease their harassment of the Germans, the regiment took on
“increasingly more difficult tasks aimed at slowing down the
enemy advance by bombing his rail and motor transport. They
bombed all night long; yet, in addition to reconnoitering, they
flew daytime liaison missions to assist in command and control
of troops, and transported high commanders. They slept al-
most anywhere; on the ground under the wing, in haystacks,
and in sheds.”® According to 46th veteran, Polina Gelman, the
motivation to continue went beyond the demands of national-
ism or self-preservation. Gelman explained, “that’s the way it is
in war. Whoever didn’'t want to be there could leave. There
weren’'t any people like that in our regiment. Only the dying
and the wounded left. And the wounded, after the hospital,
even despite the protests of the doctor returned to the regiment
and continued to fight and even to perish.”%®
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One explanation for this devotion comes from the regiment’s
former chief of staff, Irina Rakobolskaia. When asked why the
women of the 46th flew so many missions, Rakobolskaia simply
responded, “Out of enthusiasm . . . to prove that we could do
anything.”®” Rakobolskaia also described the methods the 46th
used to replace women lost in combat while ensuring that the unit
remained exclusively female. According to Rakobolskaia, the regi-
ment “began to train our own personnel as replacements.”%®

The Po-2 actually provided the 46th with the means to train re-
placements. As a training aircraft, it had dual controls, enabling
navigators to train as pilots during their missions. Rakobolskaia
described the training regimen as self-generated; navigators trained
as pilots on return flights from missions, mechanics trained as
navigators, and weapons loaders trained to become mechanics.®
As more women volunteered to defend the Motherland, recruits to
the 46th entered as weapons loaders and worked their way up to
pilot. The ramifications of this innovation in training occurred when
Yevdokia Nosal received a fatal wound to the head and her naviga-
tor, Irina Kashirina, had to land the aircraft.”

Nosal’s story represents the tragedies that befell many women
involved in the war. During the early stages of the German in-
vasion, Nosal lost her newborn son during a German bombing
raid in Belorussia that destroyed the hospital where she gave
birth.”! After barely surviving the hospital’s destruction and
her journey home, Nosal volunteered to serve at the front to
seek revenge for the death of her son and for the destruction of
her beloved homeland.” Nosal received the regiment’s first
Hero of the Soviet Union award posthumously.

In February 1943, the regiment received its first of many ac-
colades from the Soviet leadership. In recognition of their suc-
cesses in combat over Stalingrad, the North Caucasus Front,
and in the Kuban, the 588th officially received its Guards des-
ignation.” The unit flew over 24,000 missions and 23 of its
members became heroes of the Soviet Union, a testament to
the capabilities of female combatants.”*

The End Result

While the women of Raskova’s regiments and others who
served amid traditional male units proved themselves as equally
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capable as all-male aircrews, the Soviet government stood down
the female units after the war’s conclusion. Some of the female
combatants successfully continued careers within the Soviet
military, but most returned to their civilian lives. The experi-
ence did leave a lasting impact on the female Soviet psyche:
many women continued to demonstrate their equality to men,
despite a lack of support from the Soviet government.

One veteran of the 46th, Marina Chechneva, continued to fly
even after the birth of her first child and death of her pilot hus-
band. Even though the government demobilized her from the
military reserves, “she devoted herself to flying as a sport, in an
attempt to show that here too, women were men’s equals.””
Chechneva validated her belief in female equality. She estab-
lished a number of flying records and her instrument and land-
ing skills in the Yakovlev Yak-18 earned her the title of “Cham-
pion of the USSR for 1953.”7¢ After her flying career ended,
Chechneva continued to promote gender equality. An estab-
lished Communist Party member, she represented a number of
Soviet committees within her nation and abroad. In 1968, the
department of history of the Plekhanov Institute awarded her
“the title of Candidate of Historical Sciences” for her disserta-
tion on Soviet women combatants in World War II1.77

Other female veterans also went on to proclaim the contribu-
tions of women during the Great Patriotic War. Mariya Smirnova
of 46th Taman Guards Night Bomber Regiment, also forced
into the reserves after the war, continued to speak to Soviet
youths and service members about the role women played in
the Soviet victory.”®

Despite the attempts to highlight the contributions of women
during the war, the Soviet public and military apparently knew
very little about the female combatants. Maj Marta Meritus of
the 125th regiment described a reunion for veterans following
the war: “The commander of the front, under whom we fought
during the war, asked why we had been asked to this reception
and who we were. We had to explain that we were the pilots and
mechanics of the 125th regiment. He had thought it to be a
male regiment, and it surprised him to learn about us after the
war. Even now, very few men can believe that women crews
could fly the dive bomber.””® Western reactions, until recently,
were even further dismissive.
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According to Kazimiera Cottam, Western scholars tended to
regard female Soviet combatants as merely Soviet propaganda
and accounts of “female success in the military are often dis-
missed as anecdotal, propaganda-type stories.”®® The Soviet
government and military did little to dispel such assumptions.
Despite historical female successes in combat, the Soviet gov-
ernment continued to deny women, for the most part, access to
military schools and careers.?! Currently, the Russian military
has very few women in its ranks and very few female pilots. As
recently as the early 1990s, Svetlana Protasova had to beg Boris
Yeltsin and defense minister Pavel Grachev for admittance into
the Russian Air Force and permission to fly the prestigious
Mikoyan and Gurevich MiG-29.82

More recently, Russian president Vladimir Putin highlighted
the Russian army’s “Beauties in Shoulder-Straps” competition
to select the prettiest woman in the Army.®® The aim of the
beauty pageant was not to recruit more women to serve in the
Russian armed forces, but merely to lift the morale of the male
majority of service members and recruit more men to the fight
in Chechnya. Although Russia has a rich history of women
successfully serving in combat, their modern armed forces rep-
resent a more conservative approach to women in uniform and
in combat.

Russian defense ministry officials also cite recent military
experiences with women in combat in Chechnya that support
these conservative policies. During the 1990s, half of the con-
scripts in the Russian Army were women and many of these
served in combat positions, including machine gunnery posi-
tions.®* The performance by these female combat troops bodes
ill for future female combat inclusion. According to Gen Vladimir
Konstantinov of the Organizational-Mobilization Main Direc-
torate of the General Staff, “in 1999 all female contract soldiers
of the Leningrad Military District 138th and 200th Permanent
Readiness Motor-Rifle Brigades refused to go to fight with their
units in the second Chechen campaign, causing immense prob-
lems in refitting the units with men.”®® The Defense Ministry
reports that the current percentage of female recruits is hold-
ing steady at 24 percent and that in future operations, the min-
istry will exclude women from combat operations.® While the
future for Russian women serving in combat remains bleak,
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recent developments suggest the roles of women in the Russian
military may yet improve. In March of this year, Vladimir Putin
appointed Lyubov Kudelina to the post of deputy minister of
defense, the first woman in Russian or Soviet history to serve
in such a position.®?” Putin has tasked Kudelina with rooting
out corruption and reigning in a careening defense budget to
bring some stability to the military. Kudelina, if successful,
could pave the way for more Russian women to serve in the
military the way Raskova did in the last century.
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Chapter 4

Shahida in a Brave New World

One of the most surprising developments has been the
way in which suicide terrorism has opened the stage for
the entry of female combatants, who are increasingly
involved in what was once a male dominated arena.

—Clara Beyler

Most Americans associate the global war on terror (GWOT)
with the current conflict between Western secular ideals and
radicalized Islamic traditionalists. The American press and me-
dia continue to reinforce this notion. However, organizations
have used terrorism as a “threat or use of physical coercion,
primarily against noncombatants, especially civilians, to create
fear to achieve various political objectives” throughout history.!
Terrorism serves as a tool for oppressed peoples and groups
seeking political upheaval, but state actors also often resort to
terrorism to control their populations. In the modern era, both
the oppressed and oppressors have used terrorism without
mercy and without limit.

Context Still Matters—
Societal Expectations in the
Modern Age of Terrorism

While the American press has focused upon the terrorism im-
plemented by a single transnational terrorist group, al-Qaeda,
the reality is that terrorism and more specifically, insurgent
terrorism exists throughout the world. Bard O’Neill, director of
studies of insurgencies and revolution at the National War Col-
lege, contrasts the transnational terrorism of al-Qaeda, using
the entire world as a battlefield, with the more defined insur-
gent terrorism of groups like Hamas and Hezbollah who have a
specific enemy, Israel. The American press initially used the
term “insurgency” to describe the current conflict in Iraq; how-
ever, the situation is much more complicated than a simple
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insurgency. O’Neill defines insurgent terrorism as an attempt
to overthrow a state, to

erode the psychological support by instilling fear into officials and their
domestic and international supporters. In the short term, terrorists of-
ten pursue one or more objectives such as extracting particular conces-
sions (e.g., payment of ransom of the release of prisoners), gaining pub-
licity, undermining or seeking to join a negotiating process, demoralizing
the population through the creation of a widespread dis