


 WOMEN UNDER SUSPICION





 WOMEN UNDER 
SUSPICION

Fraternization, Espionage, and Punishment in the 
Soviet Union During World War II

Regina Kazyulina

T h e  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  W i s c o n s i n  P r e s s



 Publication of this book was made possible, in part, by a grant from the First Book 
Subvention Program of the Association for Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Studies.

The University of Wisconsin Press
728 State Street, Suite 443
Madison, Wisconsin 53706

uwpress.wisc.edu

Copyright © 2025
The Board of Regents of the University of Wisconsin System

All rights reserved. Except in the case of brief quotations embedded in critical articles  
and reviews, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 

transmitted in any format or by any means— digital, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording, or otherwise— or conveyed via the Internet or a website  
without written permission of the University of Wisconsin Press. Rights inquiries  

should be directed to rights@uwpress.wisc.edu.

Printed in the United States of America
This book may be available in a digital edition.

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data

Names: Kazyulina, Regina, author.
Title: Women under suspicion : fraternization, espionage, and punishment  

in the Soviet Union during World War II / Regina Kazyulina.
Description: Madison, Wisconsin : The University of Wisconsin Press, 2025. |  Includes 

bibliographical references and index.
Identifiers: LCCN 2024052573 | ISBN 9780299352509 (hardcover)

Subjects: LCSH: World War, 1939– 1945— Women— Soviet Union. | Fraternization—
Soviet Union. | Women in war— Soviet Union. | Soviet Union— History— 

German occupation, 1941– 1944.
Classification: LCC D810.W7 K39 2025 | DDC 945.54/8647— dc23/eng/20250220 LC 

record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2024052573

http://uwpress.wisc.edu
mailto:rights@uwpress.wisc.edu
https://lccn.loc.gov/2024052573


 This book is dedicated to my grandparents, whose stories 
inspired me to make their world legible.





vii

 Contents

		  Acknowledgments	 ix
		  List of Abbreviations, Acronyms, and Terms	 xi
		  A Note on Transliteration, Place- Names, and Terms	 xiii

		  Introduction	 3

	 1	� Soviet Women Between the World Wars: A Story  
of Contradictions	 11

	 2	 Comrades or Spies: Women in the Red Army	 27

	 3	 Scouts or Assassins: Women in the Partisans	 45

	 4	� The Diary of a Komsomolka: Fraternization and the View  
from Below	 61

	 5	� “Socially Dangerous” Women and Retribution After Liberation	 88

		  Conclusion	 114

		  Notes	 119
		  Bibliography	 161
		  Index	 177





ix

 Acknowledgments

This book is based on several extended research trips to repositories in Ukraine, 
Russia, and the United States. The research was made possible through the 
generous support of several institutions and grantors, including Northeastern 
University, the American Councils for International Education, and the Harry 
Frank Guggenheim Foundation. My experience as the Robert A. Savitt Fellow 
at the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Center for Advanced Holocaust Stud-
ies at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum was also invaluable. 
Additionally, the Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies at Salem State 
University provided space and time for revisions. The opinions expressed herein 
are mine alone and do not express the views of any of these organizations.

I am indebted to numerous individuals whose generosity enabled me to 
conduct this research. In Kyiv, relatives reintroduced me to a country I had left 
many years before. Jared McBride provided invaluable advice on gaining 
access to archival repositories and locating potential sources. In Moscow, Elen 
and Sasha Volkov opened their home to me and made me feel welcome. I am 
particularly grateful to the staff of the Lenin Library, the Russian State Archive 
of Socio-Political History, and the Memorial Society in Moscow for their help. 
In Washington, DC, Joan DeLuca was a fantastic host and roommate who 
introduced me to the city. My cohort of fellows at the Mandel Center for 
Advanced Holocaust Studies—Debórah Dwork, Judith Gerson, Catherine 
Greer, Nataliia Ivchyk, Adam Knowles, Irene Kacandes, Michael Kraus, Ben 
Lee, Louisa McClintock, Wolfgang Schneider, and Allison Somogyi—
enriched my time there, making for a productive and personally fulfilling ten-
ure. I am grateful to them and thank the staff of the Mandel Center—especially 
Vadim Altskan, Elizabeth Anthony, Jo- Ellyn Decker, Elana Jakel, Natalya 
Lazar, and Vincent Slatt— for their advice.



x	 Acknowledgments

Many colleagues and friends shared this journey with me. Each in their 
own way has left a mark on this book. Colleagues at Salem State University—
Cami Condie, Dan Eshet, Michele Louro, Christopher Mauriello, Danney 
Rasco, Vanessa Ruget, Stephenie Young, and Yvonne Vissing—provided 
opportunities for me to present and workshop parts of this book. I will be 
forever indebted to Jeffrey Burds, Uta Poiger, Harlow Robinson, and Heather 
Streets-Salter for their patient guidance. In particular, I want to thank Jeffrey 
Burds and Christopher Mauriello for their advice and mentorship. Jack Gro-
nau, Elizabeth Lehr, Olivier Schouteden, Akin Sefer, and Sana Tannoury-
Karam generously read early drafts of chapters, providing invaluable advice 
that has improved this book in countless ways.

I am grateful to Dave Albanese, Feruza Aripova, Martin Castillo, Peter and 
Jessica Chaffee, Tara Dixon, Jeanne Essame, Stacy Fahrenthold, Jack Gronau, 
Victoria Hallinan, Shaunna Harrington, Bridget Keown, Bengü Kurtege-
Sefer, Lisa Lavezzo, Greg Leahy, Greg Leboeuf, Elizabeth Lehr, Courtney 
Marchuk, Chris and Lynda Martin, Ryan McCluskey, Allyssa Metzger, Jona-
than and Rema Mills, Malcolm Purinton, Nora Räsänen, Mikhail Rekun, 
Olivier Schouteden, Akin Sefer, Arielle Smitt, Sana Tannoury- Karam, and 
Sara Young for their friendship and patience.

I would also like to recognize and thank Amber Rose Cederström and the 
rest of the editorial staff at the University of Wisconsin Press. Their encour-
agement and insightful feedback were essential.

Finally, I would like to thank my family: Lena and Bo Borden, Françoise 
Bourdon, Anna and Alexander Gribnikov, Leonid and Alla Kazyulin, Riva 
Kazyulina, and Clyde Kessel. Most of all, I want to thank Kirill Shubin for his 
love and unwavering support.



xi

 Abbreviations, Acronyms, and Terms

BShPD	 Belorussian Headquarters of the Partisan Movement
ChGK	 Extraordinary State Commission to Investigate  

German- Fascist Crimes
GKO	 State Defense Committee
gorkom	 city committee
Gulag	 Main Administration of Corrective Labor Camps
Komsomol	 Communist Youth League
komsomolka	 female member of the Komsomol
KPZ	 preliminary detention cell
KRO	 Counterintelligence Department
NKGB	 People’s Commissariat for State Security
NKO	 People’s Commissariat of Defense
NKVD	 People’s Commissariat of Internal Affairs
oblast	 region
Ostarbeiter	 Eastern workers
partizanka	 female member of the partisans
raion	 district
OUN	 Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists
PPZh	 “mobile field wife” or “camp partisan wife”
RSFSR	 Russian Soviet Socialist Republic
SMERSH	 Main Directorate for Counterintelligence  

(aka “Death to Spies”)
Tsk KP(b)U	 Central Committee of the Ukrainian Communist Party
UkrSSR	 Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic
UPA	 Ukrainian Insurgent Army
UShPD	 Ukrainian Headquarters of the Partisan Movement





xiii

 A Note on Transliteration,  
Place- Names, and Terms

This book follows the Library of Congress transliteration system without dia-
critical marks to transliterate Russian and Ukrainian personal names, place-
names, and words. Since the breakup of the Soviet Union, place- names in 
Ukraine have been Ukrainianized and further changes have occurred since the 
passage of the “Decommunization” Laws in 2015. To avoid confusion and in 
recognition of the historical context, this book refers to locations and indi-
viduals as they appear either in the documents or the secondary sources being 
cited, except in the case of cities such as Kyiv. Whenever the present-day loca-
tion and name of a village, town, or city can be identified, both names are 
given. This choice is made solely for the purposes of clarity and to avoid 
confusion.

Because this a book about women, it is also necessary to note that the terms 
“young women” and “girls” are used interchangeably throughout. This also 
reflects the language used during the period under investigation. In the 1930s 
and 1940s, Soviet men and women semantically differentiated between 
“women” (zhenshchiny) and “young women” or “girls” (devushki). Young 
women or girls were thought to be sexually innocent, and they only became 
women once they married and lost their virginity. Officially, all women 
became adult citizens when they turned eighteen, but girls were not consid-
ered adult women until they were married.
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 Introduction

In 1944, Mark Donskoi’s film adaptation of The Rainbow (Tęcza), a prize-
winning novella by Wanda Wasilewska, debuted in the Soviet Union.1 Set 
during World War II, The Rainbow tells the story of the mostly female inhab-
itants of a Ukrainian village during the German occupation. The main pro-
tagonist is a female partisan (partizanka) named Olena. Pregnant with her first 
child, Olena is imprisoned and tortured by a German commandant who seeks 
to learn the whereabouts of her comrades in the forest. Rather than reveal their 
location, Olena sacrifices herself and her unborn child. Her selflessness is con-
trasted with the actions of Pusya, a local woman who spends her days in the 
company of the German commandant. While Olena and her neighbors suffer 
a multitude of torments, Pusya is seen lounging in bed, eating chocolate while 
waiting for her German lover to return. She is overtly sexual, and her sexuality 
amid the horrors of the occupation suggests that something is innately wrong 
with her. Throughout the film and the eponymous novella, Pusya is likened to 
a sick animal.2 And like a rabid dog, Pusya is killed by her avenging husband 
when he returns to liberate the village at the end of the film.

A year later, Soviet cinemagoers were introduced to a more nuanced image 
of a female fraternizer in It Happened in the Donbas (Eto bylo v Donbasse).3 The 
film follows the exploits of a female member of the Communist Youth League 
(komsomolka) named Lena who returns to her occupied hometown in 
Ukraine to lead an underground resistance. However, when she first arrives, 
Lena discovers that her friends are doing little to resist. One girl is so fright-
ened that she cannot bring herself to leave her room, let alone to act, and is 
waiting for the Red Army to return. Another girl, a nineteen-year-old komso-
molka named Liza, is passing her time with Germans. On the surface, Liza 
resembles the self-serving Pusya. She goes on dates with German soldiers and 
seems to be only concerned with having a good time. However, unlike Pusya, 
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Liza eventually recognizes the error of her ways. Her epiphany comes when 
she learns that the blouse she has been seen wearing throughout the film, a gift 
from her German boyfriend, previously belonged to a murdered partizanka. 
Horrified, Liza begs forgiveness and volunteers to take Lena’s place as a forced 
laborer. Like The Rainbow, the film ends with the Red Army about to liberate 
the town. But with no hint of what might await women like Liza, it leaves 
open the possibility of an outcome different from the swift vengeance that 
awaited Pusya.

As World War II came to an end, these representations provided Soviet 
audiences with different ways of thinking about and evaluating the phenom-
enon of wartime fraternization. Although both films likened it to treason, It 
Happened in the Donbas was less certain about where fraternization stood in 
the hierarchy of wartime “crimes.” Whereas earlier representations had sug-
gested that Soviet women who had relations with enemy soldiers should be 
summarily executed, by 1945 their actions, and consequently their fates, were 
subject to less clear-cut interpretations. Few, if any, had taken up arms against 
the Soviet Union. And while some may have worked for the German occupa-
tion regime, their wartime actions were more ambiguous than those of other 
real and imagined traitors. Soviet film critics, however, remained unconvinced. 
Although both films opened to mixed reviews, critics found particular fault 
with It Happened in the Donbas, in large part because of Liza’s character.4 Find-
ing her “contradictory,” they assessed the entire “melodramatic episode” in 
which she begged forgiveness as “[un]convincing.”5 The film’s striking attempts 
to humanize “traitors” like Liza fell flat with Soviet critics for whom The Rain-
bow’s Pusya was a more accurate portrayal of a wartime fraternizer.

The Rainbow and It Happened in the Donbas represent some of the earliest 
attempts in the Soviet Union to address the German occupation and make 
sense of the actions of civilians inside occupied territory. But what kind of fate 
actually awaited women suspected of fraternization in the Soviet Union? Did 
the genocidal violence of the German occupation and the starvation and 
forced labor that were imposed on civilians have any impact on the way their 
actions were perceived? And what about the women themselves? How did 
they understand their actions and those of their neighbors? What factors 
encouraged them to pursue relations with enemy combatants? Did their 
neighbors’ treatment of them resemble that of the secret police and Commu-
nist Party officials or did neighbors advance different views and interpreta-
tions of fraternization given their own wartime experiences? Was there any 
hope for redemption or were alleged fraternizers considered innately deviant 
and therefore irredeemable, like Pusya? And, if the latter was the case, what 
was the basis for these sentiments, particularly among Soviet authorities?
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The Soviet Union was far from unique in having to deal with the issue of 
fraternization as World War II ended. Indeed, the period of liberation saw civil 
and judicial authorities across war-torn Europe condemn women for their real 
and alleged relations with enemy combatants. In France, for example, women 
suspected of “horizontal collaboration” had their hair publicly shorn and were 
paraded before jeering crowds; as many as twenty thousand women were pub-
licly shamed in this way during the first weeks and months after liberation.6 
Similar scenes occurred across Europe, including in Belgium, Holland, Italy, 
Norway, Poland, and Czechoslovakia.7 In addition to such incidents, which 
began as early as 1940 in Denmark, as many as five thousand Danish women 
were detained and arrested for fraternization in the immediacy of liberation.8 
During the German occupation of Poland, neighbors denounced alleged frat-
ernizers to the Armia Krajowa. In some cases, beatings replaced the head-
shaving incidents that transpired elsewhere in Europe, and some women may 
have even been killed by the Polish underground.9 Meanwhile, in Czechoslo-
vakia, a “considerable” number of the nearly one hundred eighty thousand 
people who were tried by Czech honor courts were “Czech women accused of 
having consorted with German men during the war.”10 With women’s patrio-
tism closely linked to procreation, sexual liaisons with enemy combatants were 
“considered a far greater crime than the similar trespasses of men.” More than 
just a betrayal of the family, their actions represented a betrayal of the nation.11

Until recently, scholars believed that Nazi racial laws and prohibitions 
against “race mixing” precluded any social or intimate contact between Ger-
mans and local civilians in the German- occupied East.12 However, we now 
know that this was not so. Official prohibitions were often ignored, and sexual 
violence against Jewish and non- Jewish women and men was widespread.13 
While violence against civilians proliferated, a wide range of relations between 
non- Jewish women and German soldiers also developed.14 Requisitioned and 
sometimes hired to wash clothes and cook food for German soldiers, who 
were often billeted in their homes, local women were forced to engage on a 
personal, everyday level with the occupiers. And with the occupation some-
times lasting years, non- Jewish women were often presented with the “choice-
less choice” of cultivating a relationship with a German soldier, whether out of 
acute need, personal gain, love, or any combination of these and other factors.15 
But with Soviet women’s patriotism increasingly linked to procreation, as was 
the case elsewhere in Europe, these relationships exposed them to charges of 
unpatriotic and even criminal behavior, sometimes entangling the women in 
their partners’ crimes and, by extension, those of the occupation regime.

Since the collapse of the Soviet Union, scholars have done much to eluci-
date the lived experiences of civilians on the Eastern Front.16 They have also 
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cast light on Soviet wartime and postwar retribution.17 However, with some 
notable exceptions, including Regina Mühlhäuser’s work on sexual relations in 
the German- occupied East and Vanessa Voisin’s articles on fraternization, 
much of this scholarship has failed to take gender into account.18 By fore-
grounding gender, this book reinscribes women into the history of occupation 
on the Eastern Front. It considers how enduring assumptions and expecta-
tions about gender and “proper” wartime behavior informed the range of 
options available to them and how their subsequent choices were judged and 
punished. By delineating the gendered assumptions, anxieties, and fears that 
first gave rise to Soviet concerns about fraternization, it illuminates the roles 
Soviet and German military planners assigned to Soviet women and how they 
in turn attempted to negotiate and survive the unfathomable conditions they 
encountered within occupied territory.

This book traces how Soviet authorities punished women for their real and 
imagined interactions with enemy combatants during World War II. Speci
fically, it investigates how gendered anxieties and expectations encouraged 
Communist Party and military officials to view women in close contact with 
German soldiers as “socially dangerous,” invoking a uniquely Soviet legal con-
cept that specified numerous punishments, including imprisonment and exile. 
Although the Soviet Union legislated gender equality into law, deep misgiv-
ings remained about women and their contributions to the revolutionary 
project. Often considered “weak” and “politically unreliable,” women were 
thought to be particularly susceptible to foreign influences that could trans-
form them into a fifth column. Still more troubling was their supposed ability 
to lead men astray. Cast as “temptresses” who could corrode society from 
within, sexually active women came to represent everything that was danger-
ous and anti-Communist. I discuss this in detail in chapter 1, which traces the 
contradictory position of Soviet women in the interwar period and the anxi
eties and fears directed toward them. Although Soviet citizens did not accept 
all aspects of the official ideology and its evolving representations of and expec
tations for men and women, the outbreak of war would nevertheless see many 
fall back on these ingrained beliefs and models of behavior to evaluate the 
actions of their neighbors and comrades- in- arms.

Enduring expectations about “proper” wartime behavior that were shaped 
by interwar assumptions about gender roles had a profound impact on the 
lives of women not just in occupied territory but within the Red Army and  
the partisan movement. Within these spheres, their perceived deviation from 
the roles expected of them began to breed anxieties about their political reli-
ability. Until recently, the contributions and experiences of women within the 
Soviet armed struggle remained marginalized.19 Still, even as recent work has 
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done much to illuminate women’s contributions and the full range of relations 
that existed between them and their male comrades, anxieties over their pres-
ence continue to be framed almost exclusively in relation to the armed forces.20 
However, as the following chapters will show, concerns about women’s per-
ceived negative influence within the Red Army and the partisan movement 
were closely linked to anxieties about what was transpiring in occupied terri-
tory, particularly fraternization.

In fall 1941, the Soviet leadership decided to accept and later mobilize 
women into the Red Army. Taken in response to wartime exigencies, this 
unprecedented step quickly encouraged a host of anxieties. Military and Com-
munist Party officials began worrying that “backward” and “morally loose” 
women would corrupt the men in their midst, thereby undermining military 
morale and discipline. Initially, these fears focused on the “PPZh phenome-
non,” or the tendency of military commanders to pursue relations with their 
female subordinates.21 But what started as a moral crisis quickly turned into a 
security crisis once Soviet intelligence began receiving reports that German 
forces were trying to recruit women and girls in occupied territory to exploit 
Soviet vulnerabilities. I trace the convergence of these crises in chapter 2 and 
the measures Soviet authorities subsequently adopted. While Soviet officials 
recognized that the PPZh phenomenon not only undermined military disci-
pline but also exposed commanders to infiltration and sabotage, they did little 
to curtail it. Instead, they began calling for the surveillance and investigation 
of what many continued to see as the “morally loose” and “politically unreli-
able” women in their midst. A series of directives soon followed that called for 
the surveillance and investigation of any woman who was thought to have 
been in close contact with the enemy. Thereafter, the secret police continued 
to rely on these directives to identify targets for their policing operations.

Fears that German intelligence organs were recruiting local women as spies 
extended beyond the Red Army to the partisan movement. Chapter 3 explores 
the role of partizanki and the tragic consequences such fears had for fighters 
and civilian bystanders alike. Forced to operate in a hostile environment in 
which virtually anyone could be a spy or saboteur, the partisans were initially 
distrustful of all civilians inside occupied territory. Reports of female spies 
amplified this distrust and extended it to existing fighters. Although women 
were often relegated to traditional roles within the movement, they also served 
as scouts, couriers, and intermediaries between the partisans and civilians. 
These vital roles forced partizanki to spend extended periods of time away 
from their units while interacting with civilians, local collaborators, and 
enemy combatants. Every mission brought with it the threat of capture, inter-
rogation, and doubling but also scrutiny upon the fighter’s successful return. 
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With no foolproof way of verifying an individual’s story, partisan commanders 
and intelligence officers were left to use their own judgment to identify enemy 
agents. Under such circumstances, personal prejudices often colored a com-
mander’s decisions. And with no way of neutralizing a potential threat other 
than by eliminating it, women and girls suspected of espionage were often 
summarily executed.

By reading Soviet intelligence reports “against the grain,” we can see how 
gendered anxieties and fears informed Soviet wartime policies and the lived 
experiences of women caught in the maelstrom of total war.22 As fraternization 
became associated with espionage and German recruitment, Soviet women 
inside occupied territory were cast as “temptresses” who, for a pair of stockings 
or cologne, were thought to be willing to “sell” themselves and lead loyal 
Communists astray. The reality, of course, was far more complicated. A close 
reading in chapter 4 of a diary of a former komsomolka turned fraternizer from 
a small town in central Ukraine serves as a counterweight to the official reports 
and pronouncements analyzed elsewhere. A multiplicity of factors encouraged 
women and girls to engage in what we would today consider sexual barter or 
survival prostitution, but for many Soviet officials and neighbors their actions 
were interpreted as a sign of moral corruption and treason.

By the time the Red Army began to liberate large swaths of occupied terri-
tory following the Battle of Stalingrad in February 1943, Soviet counterintel-
ligence officials considered women and girls in close contact with the enemy 
to be potential spies, saboteurs, and members of German stay-behind net-
works. Acting on directives that were issued earlier amid concerns about 
enemy infiltration, the secret police detained and arrested suspected fraterniz-
ers in “mass cleansing” operations carried out in the wake of the Soviet 
advance. As I show in chapter 5, this often occurred with help from neighbors 
who shunned and sometimes denounced suspected fraternizers to the secret 
police. As Soviet forces advanced and the immediate threat of espionage di
minished, alleged fraternizers continued to be surveilled and punished because 
of their perceived ability to corrupt the men in their midst. Having been 
exposed to an alternative way of life while showing themselves to be “weak” 
because of how they had handled their private lives, such women could no 
longer be trusted. Afraid of their impact on the body politic, Soviet officials 
evicted them from such strategically important cities as Kyiv while sentencing 
others to the Gulag as “socially dangerous elements.”

Because of the relative accessibility of archives in Ukraine, many of the 
examples and cases discussed on the following pages occurred in what was So
viet Ukraine. Unlike present-day western Ukraine, which was forcibly grafted 
onto the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic (UkrSSR) following the Molotov- 
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Ribbentrop Nonaggression Pact, these territories were part of the Soviet Union 
from the time of the Russian Civil War, and civilians living there were exposed 
to Soviet ideology, including its gender prescriptions, for a significant portion 
of their lives. Following the German invasion of the Soviet Union in June 
1941, Soviet Ukraine was quickly overrun by the Wehrmacht. Most of the 
republic remained under occupation until the latter half of 1943 and early 
1944. Meanwhile, Germany and its allies carved the republic into several occu-
pation zones. The Transcarpathian region (oblast) of Ukraine, which was his-
torically known as Subcarpathian Rus, was annexed by Hungary following the 
dismemberment of Czechoslovakia in 1939. Large parts of the western regions, 
which were grafted onto the republic following the nonaggression pact, were 
incorporated into the General Government. Territory southwest of the Bug 
River fell under Romanian control and became part of Transnistria. The west-
ern and central regions of the pre-1939 republic were incorporated into the 
Reichskommissariat Ukraine. Finally, the easternmost regions, those closest to 
the rear operating areas of the Wehrmacht, remained under military control 
throughout the German occupation.

The administrative divisions Germany and its allies imposed on Soviet 
Ukraine and other parts of the Soviet Union had a profound impact on the 
lived experiences of civilians. So too did the ferocity of partisan and/or nation-
alist activity in a particular area and the interethnic dynamics that predated 
the occupation there. All these factors, in addition to race, gender, and age, 
worked to demarcate the choices available to civilians inside occupied terri-
tory, and scholars must take them all into account when considering the ac
tions of individuals on the ground. I strive to do this in the case study pre-
sented in chapter 4, but I contend that these distinctions had little impact on 
the official Soviet response to fraternization that evolved during the war.

Soviet directives calling for the surveillance of women in close contact with 
enemy soldiers did not target specific ethnic groups or areas of what had been 
occupied territory. Of course, this did not mean that individuals acting on 
these directives were necessarily blind to the ethnic backgrounds of the women 
they were investigating. Still, it seems that officially no distinctions were made 
between Ukrainian, Russian, or Belorussian women when it came to the issue 
of fraternization with German soldiers. The situation was different in present-
day western Ukraine, where the Soviet Union waged a counterinsurgency 
against the Organization of Ukrainian Nationalists (OUN) and the Ukrainian 
Insurgent Army (UPA) starting in 1944. Pioneering work by Ukrainian schol-
ars such as Marta Havryshko, Oksana Kis, Olena Petrenko, and others has 
shown that Ukrainian women suspected of being part of the nationalist 
underground or fraternizing with members of the OUN and the UPA were 
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violently targeted by Soviet secret police organs.23 Their treatment and subse-
quent fate lie outside the scope of this study. Still, when appropriate, examples 
from western Ukraine are used, particularly in chapter 5, to illustrate larger 
points about the Soviet response to real and alleged fraternizers.

During World War II, Soviet analysts read reports from underground agents 
and partisan scouts operating across German-occupied territory, including 
present-day Ukraine, Belarus, and Russia, to make policy recommendations. 
By adopting a similar methodology, we can trace the anxieties and fears that 
encouraged the Soviet secret police to view women in close contact with the 
enemy as “socially dangerous.” Many relevant archival collections, particularly 
those of the former KGB, remain inaccessible to foreign scholars in Russia. 
Still, by using relevant collections available in Ukraine together with de classi
fied reports, it is possible to document how a uniquely Soviet response evolved 
to the European- wide phenomenon of fraternization.

As the first book- length study of fraternization and its punishment in the 
Soviet context, this volume leaves many questions unanswered. Although I 
point to the stigma and lasting trauma women suspected of fraternization 
experienced in the postwar period in chapter 5, the book ends in 1945. Scholars 
continue to debate how the larger Soviet retribution campaign evolved in the 
postwar period. While some suggest that punishment became “less indiscrimi-
nate and less strict” as the Soviet Union transitioned to peacetime and official 
goals shifted from retribution to reconstruction, others maintain that some 
categories of individuals continued to be viewed as irredeemable. It remains to 
be seen whether postwar considerations, including the breakdown of the war-
time alliance and the start of the Cold War, had any impact on the way sus-
pected fraternizers were treated. Similarly, little information exists about  
their children and their subsequent fates. The ongoing inaccessibility of archi-
val collections in Russia means that it will be up to future scholars to deter-
mine the exact dimensions of the retribution campaign I identify in the fol-
lowing chapters.
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Soviet Women Between the World Wars
A Story of Contradictions

Although the Bolsheviks and their Communist successors were wedded to the 
goal of women’s emancipation, they inherited several beliefs from the nine-
teenth century that influenced their conception of women’s “nature” and sub-
sequently their roles in society. Women were “backward” and in need of tute-
lage from a more “advanced,” male proletariat.1 If their “apolitical” and 
“passive” nature could be overcome, then, the Bolsheviks believed, women 
could serve as a valuable lever in the transformation of society.2 However, if 
left unchecked, their “backwardness” was thought to leave them susceptible to 
counterrevolutionary influences that could transform them into a fifth col-
umn. This dichotomous view of women as potential allies and comrades on 
the one hand and as sources of danger and contamination on the other per-
sisted throughout the first two decades of Soviet rule. Despite changing 
approaches to the “woman question” and subsequently to women’s roles in 
society, it remained a fixture, coloring the way both rank- and- file Commu-
nists and ordinary citizens approached the women in their midst.3

Soviet citizens did not accept all aspects of the official ideology and its 
evolving representations of and expectations for New Soviet Men and Women. 
Still, they had to engage with it on a daily basis. While some aspects of the 
ideology may have initially seemed completely foreign to them, others may 
have appealed to what remained in essence a peasant society. This was espe-
cially the case once the Stalinist leadership began to retreat from the more 
revolutionary goals set forth earlier by the Bolsheviks.4 Thus, even as Soviet 
citizens internalized some aspects of the ideology and rejected others, many 
came to rely upon official representations and models of behavior to guide 
their actions and evaluations of their friends and neighbors.

Over the past three decades, much has been written about Soviet women 
and their roles in society. This chapter relies on this pioneering work to 
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examine the evolving expectations for and anxieties about women that per-
sisted throughout the interwar period. Despite the hopes the Communist 
Party placed in women, many Party members as well as ordinary citizens 
remained wary of them. Notwithstanding the dramatic changes in Soviet soci-
ety during these years, anxieties about women and their reliability persisted. 
These anxieties were often linked with sexuality: a woman’s sexual practices 
were seen as a reflection of her inner soul and her commitment to revolution-
ary ideals. Communist Party members and ordinary citizens carried these 
ideas with them into the war. And, as we shall see in the following chapters, 
these inherited beliefs and anxieties subsequently informed how government 
officials and ordinary citizens related to, evaluated, and ultimately punished 
women for their real and perceived wartime transgressions.

Women in the Russian Empire amid  
Revolutionary Change

The position of women in the nineteenth- century Russian Empire resembled 
that of women in other European states, with one difference: they were 
allowed to own property.5 Prior to the Russian Revolution, a woman “owed 
complete obedience to her husband. She was compelled to live with him, take 
his name, and assume his social status. Up to 1914, when limited reforms per-
mitted a woman to separate from her husband and obtain her own passport, a 
woman was unable to take a job, get an education, receive a passport for work 
or residence, or execute a bill of exchange without her husband’s consent.”6

In the deeply religious countryside, an “oppressive patriarchal system” dic-
tated the lives of peasants.7 Steeped in Judeo- Christian teachings, which inter-
preted original sin as a sexual act initiated by Eve, peasants considered women, 
as the daughters of Eve, to be temptresses.8 Peasants believed that women 
required strict control because they were widely thought to be weak and prone 
to uncontrollable sexual urges.9 A double standard of morality, similar to what 
prevailed elsewhere in nineteenth-century Europe, existed. Whereas women 
were expected to remain chaste until marriage and thereafter to remain faith-
ful to their husbands, men were allowed to blame their sexual desires on 
“enticing” women.10 The position that women were sources of corruption and 
pollution also had its basis in religious teachings reinforced by the Russian 
Orthodox Church.11 These beliefs helped maintain the status quo in the coun-
tryside and were widely shared by men and women alike.12

In intellectual circles, meanwhile, women were often considered in terms of 
the “citizen-mother,” who was charged with rearing and socializing future gen-
erations. During the nineteenth century, intellectuals increasingly began rec-
ognizing that the subordinate status of women in the Russian Empire impeded 
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this process and therefore the transformation of society. Influenced by the 
Enlightenment, they began calling for women’s emancipation starting in the 
mid- nineteenth century.13 As the most radical of the various Marxist groups 
that emerged by the end of the century, the Bolsheviks naturally accepted the 
need for women’s liberation. Like other Social Democrats, they believed that 
equality between the sexes could only be achieved if women were allowed to 
leave the confines of the home and be integrated into the industrial labor 
force, where they could become wage-earners. Eventually, according to Bol-
shevik theorists, the bourgeois family would “wither away” and be replaced by 
companionate marriages or free unions between free, independent, and equal 
partners. The functions of the family, meanwhile, would be taken over by the 
state. Housework, child education, and childrearing would all fall under the 
purview of the state, which would open state- run cafeterias, laundry facilities, 
kindergartens, and crèches.14 These institutions, in turn, would free women to 
pursue educations and careers, thereby gaining independence.

The Bolsheviks began enacting reforms aimed at transforming everyday life 
(byt) along these lines almost immediately after seizing control in November 
1917. As one of their first orders, they replaced religious with civil marriage and 
established divorce upon the request of either spouse.15 Then, in October 1918, 
they passed the Code on Marriage, the Family, and Guardianship, which, in 
the words of Wendy Goldman, “swept away centuries of patriarchal and eccle-
siastical power and established a new doctrine based on individual rights and 
gender equality.”16 Initially, the Bolsheviks were skeptical of organizing women 
separately around women’s issues out of fears that this would divide the revo-
lutionary movement.17 But by 1919, they acquiesced to pressure from promi-
nent female Bolsheviks, such as Aleksandra Kollontai, to create a women’s 
section of the Party. The resulting Zhenotdel had two functions: to train and 
organize female cadres for the nascent Communist Party and to transform byt 
through the socialization of housework.

The Zhenotdel functioned throughout the 1920s, but it often encountered 
opposition from Party members and local activists notwithstanding the Party’s 
support of women’s emancipation.18 In large part this was due to the deep-
seated mistrust the Bolsheviks inherited from the nineteenth century of not 
just women but of the entire feminine sphere and all the attributes associated 
with it.19 Whereas Ukrainian and Russian peasants often considered women 
in terms of the “temptress,” social thinkers thought of them in terms of the 
baba. The colloquial term baba connoted a woman who was illiterate, super-
stitious, and generally “backward” and therefore susceptible to negative 
influences.20 Seen as passive, babas were thought to “embody the dangers of a 
reactionary past by virtue of their association with the private spheres of home 
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and family.”21 Such a belief was succinctly voiced by Lenin, among others, 
when he worried that “the backwardness of women, their lack of understand-
ing for the revolutionary ideals of the man, decrease his joy and determination 
in fighting. They are like little worms, which unseen, slowly but surely rot and 
corrode.”22 Through their perceived lack of knowledge and understanding of 
the revolutionary movement, women were thought to have the potential to 
lead their husbands and lovers astray. Ultimately, whether it was in the coun-
tryside or in the revolutionary movement, women were sometimes seen as 
sources of corruption and danger.

Soviet youth within the nascent Komsomol, the Communist Youth League, 
often reproduced such representations and the discriminatory behavior associ-
ated with them throughout the first decade of Soviet rule.23 Although the 
Komsomol officially encouraged girls to participate, it remained a predomi-
nantly masculine organization in which women, even those who joined, were 
considered “backward” and denigrated as babas.24 Societal norms, meanwhile, 
often prevented women and girls from participating, reinforcing negative ste-
reotypes. Parents, especially those from peasant backgrounds, discouraged 
their daughters from joining the Komsomol or attending its meetings. They 
believed the organization to be immoral because it removed girls from paren-
tal control to attend meetings at night in the company of men. In general, the 
parents of both urban and rural girls worried that those who joined the orga-
nization were “looser” than their non- Communist counterparts.25 Such views, 
combined with the callous treatment girls received at the hands of their male 
comrades, discouraged them from participating in the revolutionary move-
ment. But while some Komsomol leaders may have recognized the barriers 
that women and girls had to overcome, many nevertheless blamed them and 
their lack of cultural sophistication for their failure to become involved in the 
transformation of society.26 Meanwhile, the dire economic and social situation 
in the Soviet Union following World War I and the Russian Civil War inhib-
ited the transformation of byt, thereby further undermining the position of 
women and girls in the new society.

Economic shifts added to the significant social pressures women and girls 
faced during the first decade of Soviet rule. Lenin’s adoption of a tax-in-kind 
in place of grain requisitioning in 1921 and the subsequent economic policies 
that collectively became known as the New Economic Policy (NEP) created a 
mixed economy. The NEP enabled the Bolsheviks to begin rebuilding the 
country, but progress came at a significant price. Because funds were limited, 
government agencies and enterprises had to run at a profit or risk being shut 
down. Many of the first casualties of these austerity measures became the 
government- run day- care centers, cafeterias, laundries, and children’s homes 
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that had been recently opened to facilitate the transformation of byt.27 Their 
closures coincided with the demobilization of millions of Red Army soldiers 
who, upon returning home, took jobs away from the women who had been 
performing them in their absence. As a result, many women not only lost 
access to the promised communal facilities that would have freed them from 
the double burden of home and work, but many lost their jobs at a time of 
high unemployment in the country. Despite official propaganda calling for 
gender equality and the integration of women into the labor force, women 
were thought to be unskilled and inferior to their male counterparts. They 
were considered physically and biologically unfit for work and were thought 
to embody any number of negative characteristics, similar to those exemplified 
by the baba, which made them unsuitable for work in the eyes of managers 
and male coworkers.28 Moreover, since the state defined workers who were 
eligible for state support as those who possessed prerevolutionary stazh (senior-
ity) and industrial skills, many women, lacking such credentials, were unable 
to apply for unemployment benefits.29 This came at a time when easy access to 
divorce, combined with the state’s inability to enforce alimony payments, left 
many without the support of a husband.30

Nascent Soviet jurists were aware of the myriad problems their revolution-
ary legislation was creating and attempted to address them throughout the 
1920s. They remained committed to free unions and the emancipatory ethos 
of their legislation, but they introduced modifications aimed at addressing the 
perceived chaos it had unleashed.31 The Communist Party also recognized the 
ills that female unemployment and continuing discrimination were causing. 
However, with its attention focused on economic reconstruction, and in the 
face of limited funds and latent ambivalence about the position of women in 
society, the Party did little to address these problems. Wendy Goldman has 
argued that because of the way the Party defined workers and the proletariat, 
many Soviet officials considered women as potentially alien and counterrevo-
lutionary elements. Thus, even when faced with an acute labor shortage at the 
beginning of the First Five-Year Plan, the Party initially vacillated about 
recruiting women to the labor force out of fears that their greater participation 
might contaminate and dilute the working class.32 Alone, often unemployed, 
and without the promised support of the state, many urban women had little 
choice but to resort to prostitution to support themselves and their children. 
Prostitution, in the words of Wendy Goldman, “made a mockery of the idea 
that women were free, independent individuals who could enter a union on 
the basis of personal choice” while demonstrating just how much the regime’s 
revolutionary goals strayed from the reality of everyday life for a large segment 
of Soviet men and women during NEP.33
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Nowhere was this gulf between the revolutionary ideals and the reality of 
everyday life more evident than in the emergence of the so-called NEPmen 
and NEPwomen. They were middlemen and entrepreneurs who were able to 
take advantage of the mixed economy. Dressing in furs and flapper dresses and 
often seen frequenting the clubs, restaurants, and casinos that sprang up dur-
ing the 1920s, these men and women became the visual representations of 
inequality in the NEP era. Their conspicuous consumption and pursuit of 
pleasure contrasted sharply with the “qualities of self-discipline, moderation, 
patience, and mastery” that the Bolsheviks expected of New Soviet Men and 
Women.34 Moreover, their presence in a revolutionary society inflamed Bol-
shevik anxieties that the mixed economy was ushering a return to capitalism 
and sparked fears of contagion. Alongside the baba and the “backward” wife, 
both of whom remained powerful tropes throughout the decade, it was the 
NEPwoman, variously called a “coquette” or “doll- parasite,” who became the 
embodiment of these fears.35 Portrayed as being solely concerned with her 
appearance, the “shapely, painted, quasi- prostitute became a pervasive symbol 
of the ideological taint of NEP.”36

In recognition of these associations, revolutionary men and women believed 
that attention to clean and fashionable dress was unrevolutionary. To distin-
guish themselves from the NEPmen and women, Komsomol girls and boys 
wore “leather jackets, crumpled skirts, and patched shoes.”37 To them, con-
sumer goods such as lipstick, powder, and cologne, as well as the attention to 
one’s appearance that these items represented, were all suspect. They were 
thought to be signs of meshchanstvo, a prerevolutionary term referring to petit-
bourgeois vulgarity used “to label all kinds of ‘non- communist’ behavior, 
dress, language, and manners.”38 Still, her appearance and petit- bourgeois pre-
occupations were not the only reasons that the “coquette” was singled out for 
opprobrium. Rather, her overt sexuality and supposed active pursuit of men 
made her a perceived threat to the revolution and the emerging social order.

In addition to their anxieties about the feminine sphere, the Bolsheviks 
inherited several Victorian assumptions about sex and sexuality. For one, the 
belief in innate biological differences between the sexes went unquestioned, as 
did the corresponding gender roles this encouraged.39 Women were expected 
to remain passive, and any woman who actively pursued men and pleasure was 
thought to be adopting masculine traits and, in so doing, “upset[ing] nature’s 
sexual order.”40 Despite the Bolsheviks’ belief in companionate marriage and 
free unions, there was little discussion of pleasure in the Soviet Union. Rather, 
sex was mainly seen through its reproductive function, as was common else-
where during the nineteenth century. Any discussion of pleasure was deeply 
mistrusted because uncontrolled sexuality was thought to be a sign of cor
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ruption, and sex was thought to alienate the individual from the collective.41 
The Bolsheviks were not alone in their mistrust. Indeed, thinkers of all politi-
cal stripes expressed revulsion on the eve of World War I in the face of what 
they perceived as promiscuous and hedonistic relations between young men 
and women.42 Ironically, this meant that the Bolsheviks’ mistrust at times 
resembled the pronouncements of nineteenth- century antifeminist writers 
who associated free love with “civil immorality, political unreliability, and— in 
some cases— hopeless degeneracy.”43

Alongside their mistrust of pleasure, the Bolsheviks also inherited a belief in 
the closed-bodily economy, which is the idea that the human body has a lim-
ited store of energy that is wasted through any number of activities, including 
sex. Although neither Lenin nor any other Bolshevik theorist expected com-
plete asceticism from Soviet men and women, they believed that Communists 
should show “sobriety” in their personal relations. Lenin was concerned with 
the glass of water theory, an idea prevalent during the Russian Civil War that 
sex should be akin to drinking a glass of water. The pursuit of sexual pleasure, 
to him, was “un-Marxist” and “anti-social.” Rather than “run after every pet-
ticoat and get entrapped by every young woman,” he suggested that young 
people should take up “healthy sport, swimming, racing, walking, bodily exer-
cises of every kind, and many- sided intellectual interests.”44 Nascent Soviet sex 
educators and public health officials adopted a similar line in their pronounce-
ments during the 1920s by advocating abstinence or sublimation of sexual 
desire through work, civic activity, and physical culture.45 As a result, “nor-
mal” adult sexuality was envisioned solely within the confines of marriage or a 
long- term monogamous relationship and only when it resulted in pregnancy.46 
Within this context, any woman who actively pursued sex and pleasure was 
not only perceived as upsetting the “natural order” but more importantly as 
wasting a limited supply of energy that she was supposed to devote exclusively 
to the revolution.47 Even more troubling, however, was the belief that she had 
the potential to corrupt the politically reliable men in her midst. For example, 
in her discussion of the “doll- parasite,” Aleksandra Kollontai argued that any-
one who associated with her would be pulled into the “swamp of philis-
tinism.”48 This conception of the NEP- era “coquette” as a potential threat to 
both the social and political health of the country became a symbol of every-
thing that was wrong with NEP and a negative model of feminine behavior 
that good Soviet women and girls were expected to eschew.

In the 1920s, these expectations were widely disseminated through sex-
education posters, which provided a “behavioral blueprint” for men and 
women.49 According to Francis Lee Bernstein, Soviet sex- education posters 
usually portrayed women as either sexually passive wives or sexually active 



18	 Soviet Women Between the World Wars

prostitutes carrying venereal disease.50 And although the posters often por-
trayed men as being responsible for introducing venereal disease into the fam-
ily, they suggested that sexually active women bore responsibility for the initial 
transmission.51 In so doing, sex- education posters suggested that sexually 
active women were not only responsible for leading men astray but also for 
spreading contagion throughout the body politic. This harkened back to pre-
revolutionary depictions of Russian prostitutes, who were often thought to be 
inherently degenerate.52 And, as we have already seen, it also fit with tradi-
tional, peasant views of women as “temptresses.” Ultimately, as with prerevo-
lutionary depictions, which suggested that women could either be “honest” or 
“dishonest,” “fallen” or “non- fallen,” these representations left good Soviet 
women with only one choice.53 They admonished them to remain sexually 
passive or risk being deprived “of the rewards of family and motherhood.”54

Despite the significant changes which the revolution and the Bolsheviks’ 
support for women’s emancipation had brought to the lives of Soviet women, 
some preexisting ideas and practices remained. Because the Bolsheviks never 
questioned the belief in innate biological differences between men and women, 
they continued to see childcare and housework as women’s work, notwith-
standing calls for their socialization. Whereas before women were expected to 
perform this labor for free within the confines of the home, now they would 
do so in state-run institutions where they would be compensated by a wage. 
Although they assigned important roles to women within the new society, the 
Bolsheviks nevertheless remained wary of them. Thus, even as they recognized 
women as potential comrades in the transformation of society, they also con-
tinued to view them as potential sources of danger and corruption. During 
NEP, this danger was most visibly represented by the NEPwoman or 
“coquette.” Although she would be swept away along with other so-called class 
enemies by the end of the 1920s, the anxieties that she induced and the asso-
ciations that she represented would endure within the public psyche long after 
she ceased to pose any real or perceived threat to the revolutionary order.

Soviet Women amid Stalin’s Revolution from Above
Following Lenin’s death in 1924, a power struggle ensued within the Commu-
nist Party, which became closely linked with the future of NEP. Although the 
mixed economy had enabled the Soviet Union to rebuild to prerevolutionary 
levels, it was unclear where new sources of revenue would be found to fund 
industrialization. While some Party leaders recognized the benefits of NEP 
and wanted to maintain the mixed economy into the foreseeable future, others 
were wary of the moderate pace of economic development and the ideological 
taint that it represented. By 1927, Stalin emerged victorious, having out
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maneuvered all his opponents in the Party, and was ready to steer the Soviet 
Union onto a new path. The country subsequently embarked on a crash 
course in industrialization and collectivization that irrevocably transformed 
Soviet society. By the start of the 1930s, Soviet women would arguably have 
more opportunities than they had in the 1920s. But latent ambivalence and 
distrust about them and their roles in society would remain. Indeed, although 
the “coquette” would be long gone, the anxieties she represented would con-
tinue to manifest in new and familiar ways. Despite the emergence of a new 
Soviet culture with its attendant symbols, meanings, and expectations, old 
fears about women as potentially weak and unreliable elements of the revolu-
tionary society continued to linger.

Immediately following the start of the First Five- Year Plan in 1928, the 
Communist Party focused on fulfilling the plan, relegating byt and women’s 
issues to the back burner. Rather than pursue the transformation of byt, the 
Party began favoring a new policy of vydvizhenie that saw the promotion of 
individual men and women, often from humble backgrounds, to leadership 
positions.55 This policy rewarded them for their hard work and dedication with 
unprecedented opportunities for education and career advancement. But while 
it expanded the opportunities of many and was often perceived as a positive 
development, vydvizhenie replaced the more revolutionary goal of transform-
ing byt, which was largely abandoned following the elimination of the Zhe-
notdel in 1930.56 From that point forward, the double and at times triple bur-
den of Soviet women, who also participated in political work, largely went 
unquestioned, even as increasing numbers of women entered the labor force.

Initially, during the First Five- Year Plan, the Communist Party continued 
to question women’s political reliability. But once an acute labor shortage 
developed in 1930, the Party began attracting millions of urban women into 
the labor force. The result, according to Wendy Goldman, was a “regender-
ing” and “resegregating” of entire sectors of the economy into women’s work, 
even as other sectors, such as industry and construction, were feminized.57 
The presence of women in traditionally male industries soon redrew women’s 
roles by expanding the limits of the permissible. Men’s gender roles, however, 
largely remained unchanged not only because the women who entered the 
labor force at this time did not displace them but also because household labor 
still remained largely the purview of women.58 Meanwhile, skepticism, preju-
dice, and harassment toward women from coworkers, managers, and union 
officials remained. Indeed, since many continued to believe that women 
lacked not only the ability to perform skilled labor but also the mental and 
physical capacity to learn them, women who sought the training and experi-
ence necessary to advance in their chosen fields faced continued obstacles.59
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Similar developments took place in the countryside, where the Communist 
Party began encouraging peasant women to become tractor and combine driv-
ers as well as mechanics. Here too, however, collective farm chairmen and 
ordinary male and female peasants resisted state efforts to train and hire 
women.60 As in the 1920s, when the parents of rural children forbade their 
daughters from participating in Komsomol meetings because they were con-
sidered to be sites of moral dissolution, opposition to women entering these 
professions focused on notions of morality. The countryside remained conser-
vative, notwithstanding the changes wrought by the revolution, and a wom-
an’s reputation continued to play an important role in everyday life. Young 
women, according to Liubov Denisova, “cherished their reputations for being 
‘proper girls’ and feared rumors of indecent behavior.”61 With arranged mar-
riages still common in the interwar period, a woman’s reputation remained an 
important factor for her standing in the community and her chances for a 
good match.62 Female tractor drivers and mechanics, however, had to work 
late hours in the company of men. And they often had to spend nights during 
the growing season sleeping outside in the fields. Under these circumstances, 
which contested established patriarchal norms, women were seen as disrepu-
table.63 Even when a woman was married, her reputation suffered. This was 
the fate of the famous Pasha Angelina, one of the most celebrated female trac-
tor drivers of the period, who was forced to choose between her husband and 
her profession in part because of the rumors that her work was generating.64

Throughout the 1930s, Moscow responded to the intransigence of male 
workers and local Communist Party officials by setting high quotas for women 
in training programs and places of higher education and by setting aside posi-
tions for them in industry. Furthermore, through propaganda efforts and 
repeated campaigns, central authorities called on rural officials to promote 
women into administrative positions on collective farms and in rural soviets. 
Local officials, however, only reluctantly followed through with these 
demands.65 Still, despite ongoing opposition, the regime continued to pro-
mote women in part because their work helped alleviate labor shortages. At 
the same time, their integration into the labor force suggested the fulfillment 
of the revolution’s promise to emancipate women. As Choi Chatterjee has 
argued, the transformation of the baba into a modern, politically conscious 
chelovek (human being) came to represent the achievements of Soviet moder-
nity and Stalinism.66 Whereas “women had received legal rights and little 
more” after the revolution, Stalinist propaganda could claim that with the 
start of the First Five- Year Plan, “women became economically independent 
and fully- fledged Soviet citizens.”67
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Now that women had been transformed into industrial workers, they were 
no longer portrayed as “backward” and potentially counterrevolutionary ele-
ments of Soviet society. Instead, a cohort of female heroines, often depicted as 
grateful workers who toiled away for the glory of the state, began appearing on 
the pages of Soviet newspapers and magazines. And with war increasingly 
likely, the regime also began appealing to women to begin preparing them-
selves to defend their rights on the battlefields of that future war. Films such 
as Chapaev (1934) and Podrugi (1935) depicted women fighting alongside men 
while suggesting that they might also be called upon to take up arms in the 
near future.68 Other films contained subplots in which women apprehended 
spies and saboteurs, reflecting not only the spy mania of the decade but also 
the notion that Soviet women should always be ready to protect the state.69

Alongside these official representations, the Communist Party launched a 
series of military preparedness campaigns during the 1930s that were meant to 
train Soviet youth in military- related skills, such as skydiving, shooting, and 
flying.70 Communist Party and Komsomol leaders appealed to prospective 
members as “youth,” “Komsomol members,” and “young people” without dif-
ferentiating between the sexes. Such undifferentiated appeals, combined with 
ubiquitous visual representations of women performing the same tasks as 
men, encouraged women and girls to connect with “the defense effort’s ulti-
mate goals— preparation for service in the Red Army and to fight and die on 
the fronts of the future war.”71 By participating in the campaigns, many young 
women acquired the skills to begin new careers in previously male-dominated 
fields. More importantly, they were also encouraged to view their participation 
in the upcoming war as “natural and constitutive of their Soviet woman-
hood.”72 According to Anna Krylova, the new image of Soviet womanhood 
that emerged from these campaigns “combined the conventionally incompat-
ible: femininity and military prowess; the determination to kill and mother-
hood; courage and disciplined cold- bloodedness.”73

The regime’s gender- neutral rhetoric and emphasis on defense and military 
preparedness helped expand women’s roles throughout the 1930s. But else-
where, developments served to reinforce and re-create traditional gender roles. 
Although the Communist Party had adopted measures throughout the previ-
ous decade to alleviate the various social ills stemming from World War I and 
the revolution, these problems proved intractable. With birth rates declining 
and the Party increasingly worried about the prospect of war by the early 
1930s, the regime began adopting a pronatalist policy aimed at strengthening 
the family.74 Whereas before, the “withering away” of the bourgeois family was 
heralded, now the family was increasingly seen as a bulwark against the social 
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dislocation first unleashed by the Russian Civil War and later accelerated by 
Stalin’s “revolution from above.” By 1936, the regime codified its pronatalist 
and pro-family policy into law by enacting reforms that outlawed abortion, 
made it more difficult and expensive for citizens to obtain a divorce, and 
imposed higher penalties for a man’s failure to pay child support. While these 
measures reversed the revolutionary policies of the previous decade, they all, 
save for the ban on abortion, were universally hailed by women who saw in 
them the protections that they had been calling for during NEP.75

Alongside these transformations, a new culture that synthesized aspects of 
a previously condemned bourgeois culture with the socialist ethos for self-
transformation was also beginning to take shape. Gone were the debates of the 
1920s about what did and did not constitute proper Communist behavior as 
previously condemned leisure activities, such as dancing, were rehabilitated. 
Seeking to incentivize a recalcitrant labor force and illustrate the supposed 
achievements of collectivization and industrialization, the Stalinist leadership 
began to cultivate a new celebration of consumption that replaced the asceti-
cism of the early Bolsheviks.76 With the Soviet press soon regularly reporting 
on newly available products, such as ice cream and frankfurters, and consumer 
goods such as sewing and washing machines, these items also came to symbol-
ize Soviet modernity.77 And although they were inaccessible for all but the 
elite, they came to represent the promise of the new world being built.

For Soviet men and women, “culturedness” (kul´turnost´), a concept delin-
eating the values, manners, and interests a “cultured” Soviet citizen and good 
Communist was supposed to exhibit, provided a new blueprint for behavior. 
It was first marshalled by the Stalinist regime in 1935 to discipline and “civilize” 
a newly minted urban population and labor force created largely through the 
First Five- Year Plan.78 “Culturedness,” according to Sheila Fitzpatrick, con-
sisted of several layers of culture that Soviet citizens, striving to transform 
themselves into New Soviet Men and Women, were expected to master.

The first was the culture of basic hygiene— washing with soap, tooth- cleaning, 
not spitting on the floor—and elementary literacy. . . . The second, emphasizing 
such things as table manners, behavior in public places, treatment of women, 
and basic knowledge of Communist ideology, was the level of culture required 
of any town-dweller. The third, part of what had once been called “bourgeois” 
or “petty-bourgeois” culture, was the culture of propriety, involving good man-
ners, correct speech, neat and appropriate dress, and some appreciation of the 
high culture of literature, music, and ballet. This was the level of culture implic-
itly expected of the managerial class, members of the new Soviet elite.79
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Women, especially those who were married, had an important role to play in 
the acquisition of “culturedness” and the formulation of the “new and uniquely 
Soviet culture of daily life [kul´tura byta]” that was being created in the mid-
1930s.80 Portrayed as “helpmates,” married women were charged with creating 
a “cultured” environment in the home to boost health and facilitate rest and 
relaxation, which would in turn encourage productivity. Obshchestvennitsy, the 
wives of engineers, administrators, and Red Army officers, were at the fore-
front of this movement.81 In addition to cultivating “culturedness” at home, 
obshchestvennitsy were encouraged to undertake efforts to improve the quality 
of food in cafeterias, expand day-care services, and raise the overall hygiene 
levels of workers’ dormitories in order to raise “culturedness” in the work-
place.82 Officially encouraged to undertake this free labor for the good of the 
state and society, they served as role models for other Soviet women.83 But 
while they were officially thought to have the potential to raise the cultural 
level of their husbands and that of their coworkers, fears remained that “back-
ward” wives could also interfere with, distract from, and ultimately under-
mine their husbands’ work.84 Thus, the dichotomous image of women as 
either virtuous or corrupt remained even as new models of behavior were 
advanced during the 1930s.

Elsewhere, the rehabilitation of bourgeois values and morals exemplified by 
“culturedness” was not without its tensions. With certain consumer goods, 
such as white curtains and tablecloths, seen as both marking and inculcating 
“culturedness,” the desire to acquire consumer goods, dress well, or use 
makeup and perfume was no longer taken as a sign of “petit-bourgeois vulgar-
ity.” However, Communist Party and Komsomol leaders continued to worry 
that an individual’s ability to master the outward signs of “culturedness” did 
not necessarily reflect the inner makings of a “cultured” citizen. Vadim Volkov 
has noted that as “culturedness became increasingly associated with inner cul-
ture, with broad knowledge and education, those obsessed with superficial 
attributes and consumerism could be labelled ‘petit- bourgeois’” once more.85 
Furthermore, as spy mania increasingly took hold of the Soviet Union 
throughout the 1930s, Komsomol leaders expressed concerns that leisure activ-
ities such as dancing could lead to enemy recruitment. For example, in 1937, 
Komsomol leaders launched a series of attacks against leisure in which they 
declared that the enemies of the regime “operated in youth hostels and on 
dance floors; dressed in smart clothes in the ‘Harbin’ style [kharbinskii stil´], 
they introduced young Komsomolers to their ‘beautiful and joyous lifestyle,’ 
and eventually recruited them into the ranks of spies.”86 Such concerns mir-
rored 1920s fears of contamination associated with dancing that, as we shall 
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see, would resurface again during the war.87 Thus, even as aspects of bourgeois 
culture were rehabilitated on the eve of World War II, an inherent distrust of 
these markers persisted as Soviet officials worried that outward compliance 
with official models of behavior masked inner deviance.

Nicholas Timasheff famously suggested that the rehabilitation of bourgeois 
culture exemplified by “culturedness” and the accompanying abandonment of 
attempts to transform byt during the 1930s represented the “Great Retreat” of 
the Soviet Union from the revolutionary ideals of the Bolsheviks toward con-
servatism and authoritarianism.88 However, it may be more fruitful, as histo-
rians have since suggested, to interpret these developments as a series of con-
cessions granted by the regime to segments of the population in exchange for 
their loyalty rather than as a wholehearted retreat. Indeed, while these trends 
clearly signaled a more traditional approach to gender roles and social organi-
zation, the Communist Party remained committed to gender equality through 
its rhetoric and its education and labor policies.

Throughout the decade, photos published in Pravda, the official newspaper 
of the Communist Party, as well as other newspapers and magazines contin-
ued to showcase women in industrial and nontraditional pursuits while iden-
tifying them by their professions.89 Even the obshchestvennitsa, who at first 
glance evoked the circumscribed position of the middle- class woman in Nazi 
Germany, was far removed from the attenuated “helpmate” of “Aryan” man.90 
Whereas the gender policies of the Third Reich were meant to push German 
women out of the labor force to make way for men, all the while encouraging 
women to have children, the obshchestvennitsa movement was meant to 
encourage Soviet women, who had previously remained outside of the labor 
force, to become active in society as a first step to becoming workers.91 Indeed, 
despite its pronatalist policies, the Communist Party remained committed to 
women’s integration into the labor force and approved legislation aimed at 
reconciling its seemingly contradictory goals.92 The resulting double and at 
times triple burden made life difficult for Soviet women, but the fact that the 
state did not abandon this commitment demonstrates the continuity of its 
goals. Finally, even as the Communist Party criminalized abortion and made 
it more difficult for individuals to obtain a divorce, it officially enshrined gen-
der equality into law. Scholars have debated the impact of this on the real-life 
experiences of Soviet women, with many concluding that merely legislating 
gender equality did not translate into actual equality.93 Still others, such as 
Anna Krylova, have demonstrated that the Party’s rhetoric did have a profound 
impact on the everyday lives of Soviet women and the way they imagined 
themselves. By enabling some to articulate an alternative vision of femininity 
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from the one exemplified by the glorified figure of the mother or even the 
obshchestvennitsa, the gender- neutral rhetoric of the 1930s encouraged some 
women to imagine different roles for themselves.94

The articulation of a militant feminism alongside reemerging traditional 
gender roles during the 1930s underscores the complexity of Stalinist ideology, 
when new and old clashed and “enduring traditions and beliefs met with revo-
lutionary and utopian visions of equality.”95 For Soviet men and women, this 
meant they had a number of seemingly contradictory models of behavior with 
which to evaluate their choices and those of their neighbors once war broke 
out. As wives and mothers, women would be expected to contribute to the 
home front while dutifully waiting for their husbands and lovers to return. 
Such an articulation of a woman’s wartime role was expressed in the beloved 
wartime poem “Wait for Me,” by Konstantin Simonov, and countless wartime 
songs. Women would eventually be able to go off to fight for the motherland, 
but they too would be expected to remain faithful. Wartime newspapers 
explicitly stated that women should defer love until peacetime, and female 
Red Army soldiers were expected to remain “girls” (i.e., virgins), having only 
chaste relations with men.96 Thus, although the articulation of a militant fem-
ininity expanded the realm of possibilities available to Soviet women, it did 
not challenge the underlying, inherited assumptions about how men and 
women should interact. In what was a continuation of earlier Bolshevik atti-
tudes toward sex, the topic was rarely discussed and was considered an aberra-
tion in time of war.97 Previously, good Communists were expected to subli-
mate their sexual desires in favor of building the revolution: now they were 
expected to do the same thing for the war effort. Under these circumstances, 
any man or woman who was thought to be pursuing personal goals was apt to 
be considered insufficiently patriotic. But with the degenerate prostitute and 
politically unreliable “coquette” still serving as prevalent models of negative 
feminine behavior, the actions of women who were thought to be breaking 
with established gender norms were also likely to be interpreted in this light.

Meanwhile, despite the official rhetoric of gender equality, many Soviet 
citizens, including Communist Party members, remained deeply uncomfort-
able with the idea of women entering militant roles. Indeed, the Law on Uni-
versal Conscription, passed in 1939, clearly stated that only young men would 
be conscripted in the event of war, while women would serve in supporting 
roles.98 Thus, even as the military preparedness campaigns of the 1930s encour-
aged some young women to envision themselves as comrades within the tradi-
tionally masculine arena of war, official concerns remained that they were 
unsuited for the task. The war, however, soon forced not only civilians but also 
the Communist Party to make decisions that would have been unthinkable  
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in peacetime. With the Red Army suffering immense losses during the sum-
mer and early fall of 1941, the Soviet leadership made the decision to recruit 
women into the military not simply to fill auxiliary roles but to serve on the 
front lines.

The presence of an unprecedented number of women in the Red Army 
soon sparked familiar anxieties about their reliability and impact on military 
morale and discipline. As men and women began cultivating relationships 
with each other on the front lines and in the Red Army’s rear operating areas, 
Party, Komsomol, and military officials began voicing concerns about military 
discipline. It was not long before the relationships and the men and women 
who were party to them were being surveilled and investigated. With women 
still largely considered to be more “backward” than men, more often than not 
they were perceived as the source of moral corruption within the Red Army. 
The following chapter will explore these anxieties and the various directives 
that came about as a result. As we shall see, these relationships gained an added 
dimension of danger once reports about female spies began to emerge. With 
concerns about spies increasing, these relationships began to be scrutinized for 
signs that women were using their “charms” to seduce unsuspecting Soviet 
commanders, in what was a return of the “temptress” trope to the military 
milieu. From there, it did not take much before women, especially those who 
had remained in occupied territory and were suspected of deviating from 
established gender norms, began to be perceived as potential security threats.
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Comrades or Spies
Women in the Red Army

Following the German invasion on 22 June 1941, countless women and girls, 
some as young as fifteen, voiced a desire to go to the front to fight the Wehr
macht and defend the Soviet Union.1 Having come of age during the 1930s 
and benefited from the educational and vocational opportunities of the 
decade, many young women strongly identified with the Soviet project. And 
having participated in or read about the military preparedness campaigns of 
the previous decade, they felt that it was their patriotic duty as komsomolkas to 
volunteer for the front lines. These were the thoughts of Maria Morozova, a 
future sniper who, at the age of seventeen, volunteered for the front along with 
other young women from her collective farm after hearing a Komsomol 
appeal.2 While some considered it to be their patriotic duty to fight, others 
wanted to avenge the atrocities that Wehrmacht soldiers had committed 
against their loved ones and communities. Still others hoped that service in 
the Red Army would enable them to make amends for the alleged crimes of 
family members who were previously branded “enemies of the people.”3

Regardless of the reasons for their desire to fight, many women were ini-
tially rebuffed by a military and Soviet leadership wary of accepting women 
into what was still largely considered a masculine sphere. It was not long, 
however, before the heavy losses suffered during summer and fall 1941 encour-
aged the Stalinist leadership to begin accepting female volunteers, first into 
training programs and then into active service.4 An estimated one million 
women served throughout all sectors and branches of the Red Army during 
World War II.5 Their presence in such unprecedented numbers posed numer-
ous challenges for the women, the men serving alongside them, and the Soviet 
leadership. From problems as simple as uniforms for female recruits, which 
the army did not have and would not have until the second half of the war, to 
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the far more complicated question of relations between men and women, a 
range of issues had to be negotiated and solved.6

In official propaganda, Soviet women who volunteered or were later mobi-
lized into the Red Army were portrayed as “raising the ‘cultural level’ of mili-
tary men, civilizing them, so to speak” by initiating cultural activities aimed at 
boosting military morale.7 Referred to as sisters and daughters, they repre-
sented chaste reminders of peacetime who raised the fighting spirit of the men 
in their midst.8 This was often interpreted as their most important role, above 
and beyond their military contributions, in what Brandon Schechter has sug-
gested was an adaptation of the obshchestvennitsa model of feminine behavior 
to the military milieu.9 But while such official representations gave the impres-
sion that the Soviet leadership was comfortable with and welcomed the pres-
ence of women in the Red Army, they concealed deep misgivings.

Until recently the subject of relations between men and women in the Red 
Army remained taboo, but the partial opening of Soviet-era archives has 
revealed the reality of these relationships, which ran along a spectrum ranging 
from love affairs to rape.10 Far from the chaste, comradely love expected of 
soldiers, relations between men and women within the Red Army quickly 
turned into a moral crisis in the eyes of Soviet officials. To be sure, some Com-
munist Party and Komsomol officials recognized just how unrealistic it was to 
expect abstinence from soldiers in the face of death. Still, most worried about 
the effects that such relationships would have on military morale and disci-
pline.11 Before long, these anxieties became intertwined with fears of espio-
nage and sabotage, giving rise to questions about the political reliability of 
women soldiers, often in light of their sexuality. As we shall see in this chapter, 
several factors, including the legacy of the spy mania of the 1930s and German 
tactics on the Eastern Front, encouraged these doubts. By December 1941, 
anxieties about relations in the Red Army led to calls for increased scrutiny of 
women. This was especially the case when the women in question had arrived 
from newly liberated territory. These calls had a profound impact on the lives 
of countless women who found themselves under investigation by the NKVD. 
But even more far- reaching, however, was the effect on all future Soviet polic-
ing operations as the underlying anxieties were incorporated into policing 
directives that remained in force throughout the war.

This chapter begins by exploring a purge of civilian personnel that was car-
ried out in the Fifth Army, which was stationed on the outskirts of Moscow in 
late 1941. Coinciding with the Winter Counteroffensive, the purge and the 
moral crisis it represented became intertwined with security concerns once 
reports of female spies began to filter into the NKVD. As NKVD analysts 
assessed the information coming out of newly liberated areas, top NKVD 
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officials issued directives that reflected this new perceived threat. As we shall 
see, at this time, women who were thought to have been in close contact with 
the enemy began to be included on lists of potential targets for detention and 
investigation. Meanwhile, women in the Red Army who had questionable 
backgrounds or were suspected of having extramarital affairs with their supe-
riors were cast as “temptresses” whose sexuality became at once a sign of political  
unreliability, a source of contamination, and a potential weapon of the would-
be spy. An analysis of the recommendations and directives that were issued in 
spring 1942 will demonstrate how Soviet policies regarding fraternization 
evolved in response to the overlapping crisis in the Red Army and anxieties 
about women’s sexuality. This chapter will conclude with a discussion of how 
Soviet military and Party officials eventually resolved the moral crisis in the 
Red Army even as concerns about female spies continued to inform security 
measures thereafter.

Women and Men in the Red Army and the Making of a Moral Crisis
In late November 1941, the heads of the Special Departments of the Fifth 
Army received two separate telegrams instructing them to carry out a “cleans-
ing” operation (chistka) in all the hospitals and rear area departments of the 
army.12 Arriving mere days before the start of the Winter Counteroffensive on 
5 December 1941, the telegrams instructed the special departments to identify 
and remove individuals who failed to inspire “political trust.”13 NKVD Special 
Departments (osobye otdely, or OOs) existed at every level of the Red Army 
from the front to the division. They were responsible for running intelligence 
and counterintelligence operations and maintaining security. From the out-
break of the war until April 1943, special departments were jointly controlled 
by the NKVD and the NKO (People’s Commissariat of Defense). From April 
1943, the counterintelligence departments functioned under the NKO’s Main 
Directorate for Counterintelligence, which was popularly known as SMERSH, 
or “Death to Spies.”14 The telegrams were sent in response to an order from 
Stalin and the State Defense Committee (GKO) and called for increased scru-
tiny of all civilian personnel (vol´no-naemnye litsa) serving in the Red Army 
such as female signalers (sviazistki), record keepers (deloproizvoditeli), typists, 
medical personnel, and translators.15 Although the number of women in civil-
ian personnel roles would grow significantly over the course of the following 
year, in November 1941 many women served in these positions.16

While it remains to be seen what exactly prompted Stalin’s call for increased 
scrutiny of civilian personnel at this time, it is likely that ongoing security 
concerns played a role. Although the Soviet Union had instituted a Red Army 
booklet that served as the main form of identification for soldiers starting in 
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October 1941, the Red Army initially had no systematic way of identifying 
soldiers since no “single, army- wide document” existed at the start of the 
war.17 This situation not only made it difficult to document and control the 
movement of troops, it also exposed the Red Army to the threat of infiltration 
by enemy assets as tens of thousands of soldiers streamed back to the front 
lines after escaping enemy encirclement and capture during the first chaotic 
months of the war. The introduction of the Red Army booklet alongside addi-
tional security measures eased the situation, but security concerns persisted 
throughout the fall of 1941.18 As the Winter Counteroffensive became immi-
nent, the Soviet leadership seems to have decided to use the breathing space 
afforded by the successful defense of Moscow to verify what was evidently 
perceived as a weak element in the Red Army.

According to a top- secret report that summarized the outcome of the 
cleansing operation carried out in the Fifth Army, the special departments 
uncovered “a series of individuals who were previously located on territory 
occupied by the enemy, as well as people who, with their behavior, demoralize 
the surrounding command personnel.”19 Among them were several waitresses 
who worked in a cafeteria that served the command staff of the Fifth Army. 
One was a twenty- six- year- old waitress named K., who failed to inspire “polit-
ical trust” because she was allegedly “sexually depraved [and] with her behav-
ior introduced an element of moral decay onto her surrounding environ-
ment.”20 Another waitress who also allegedly evinced evidence of “moral 
decay” (moral´no-bytovoe razlozhenie) was a twenty-four-year-old who had 
also spent time in German- occupied territory. Because of this, the report con-
cluded, she was “suspicious” and likewise did not “inspire trust.”21

The report never specifically identified what it was about the behavior of 
these women that prompted the special departments to make these allegations 
against them. But it is safe to assume that these women were suspected of 
flirting and perhaps having intimate relations with the men who frequented 
the cafeteria where they worked. Instead of raising the men’s “cultural level,” 
these women were thought to be leading them astray and undermining disci-
pline. Moreover, since the cafeteria where they worked was reserved for the 
command staff of the Fifth Army, those allegedly falling prey to these “morally 
loose” women were high-ranking military personnel. Here, it is important to 
note that despite their positions of power, the men in question were only 
mentioned in passing. Thus, their prerogative to have intimate relations with 
their female subordinates seems to have gone largely unquestioned.

The situation in the hospitals attached to the Fifth Army was said to be 
particularly bad, with “cohabitation flourish[ing]” and the “heads of hospitals 
and the commissars tak[ing] an active part in this cohabitation.”22 For example, 
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one report described the case of a political instructor named F., who was alleg-
edly neglecting his work because he had been having a relationship with a 
nurse named Kh. from the first days of the war. In a different case, the man 
responsible for the food supply of the same hospital, a Communist Party 
member and organizer (partorg), “married” a nurse despite being already mar-
ried and having a child with his civilian wife. Both cases were going to be a 
topic of discussion at a future Party meeting scheduled for 7 December 1941. 
But their fate was already decided. They were to be sent to the front lines as 
punishment for their moral transgressions. In yet another case, the head of the 
administrative-economic department (administrativno-khoziaistvennoe otde
lenie), a man named Ia., reportedly began a relationship with a nurse named 
V. After living with the komsomolka for about six weeks, Ia. decided to end the 
relationship. However, he soon began a new relationship with yet another 
nurse. Ia.’s betrayal led V. to commit suicide. Ia. was then transferred to an
other unit.23

In response to a growing number of such cases, the chief of medical services 
for the Fifth Army and its political commissar decided to transfer a “series of 
nurses, doctors, and hospital heads” to different hospitals and units within the 
army. They also scheduled lectures and talks for December 1941 about the 
proper behavior expected of Red Army personnel, titling the series “The moral 
appearance of a Soviet citizen during the Patriotic War.”24 Although these 
measures were equally directed at men and women, the report’s conclusions 
clearly reflect the belief that women bore responsibility for all these problems. 
Thus, it was concluded that “the units of the Fifth Army have a considerable 
number of women who have attached themselves [pristavshie] to the units and 
institutions of the army after its formation and with their behavior [are] de
moralizing the Communist Command Personnel [komnachsostav].”25

In the eyes of Soviet officials, the presence of an unprecedented number of 
women in the Red Army destabilized traditional gender norms and created a 
moral crisis. In hindsight, the perilous conditions that existed on the Eastern 
Front combined with the proximity in which men and women served, were 
likely to encourage many of them to seek companionship among their 
comrades-in-arms. Moreover, since women largely continued to fulfill subor-
dinate roles in the Red Army, their lack of power, combined with the hierar-
chical nature of the military, was certain to expose many of them to coercion 
from their superiors. For the NKVD, however, neither of these factors ex
plained the unfolding situation. Rather than blaming commanders for abus-
ing their positions of power, they blamed the women for being “morally 
loose.” In their eyes, they were “temptresses” who were corrupting good Com-
munists. Such an interpretation was reminiscent of the fears of contamination 
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previously associated with the NEPwoman and the “coquette,” who, as we 
have seen, were considered inherently suspect and dangerous by virtue of their 
femininity and overt sexuality. Falling back on these earlier models of nega-
tive female behavior to guide their assessments, NKVD officials interpreted  
the alleged behavior of the women mentioned above as a threat to military 
discipline.

Over the following years, many rank- and- file soldiers came to share a simi-
lar assessment of the women who were serving alongside them, with some 
going as far as to believe in the “total depravity” of all women who were serv-
ing at the front.26 According to Catherine Merridale, such beliefs were encour-
aged by the stories of sexual exploits and conquests soldiers shared around 
their campfires to help pass the time between battles.27 Furthermore, the ten-
dency of commanders to pursue their female subordinates also reinforced per-
ceptions of women soldiers as being both sexually available and “morally 
loose.”28 Commanders considered this to be one of the privileges that came 
with their rank, a belief that, as we shall see, largely went unquestioned by 
either the Communist Party or the command structure of the Red Army. 
Much as before, a man’s prerogative to be sexually active went unchallenged, 
while women were expected to remain chaste. A woman’s decision to be sexu-
ally active marked her as “loose” and “depraved.” In the context of the per-
ceived moral crisis unfolding in the Red Army, the persistence of such double 
standards meant that women soldiers were more likely to be found culpable 
for any deviation from the expected norm.

The Red Army was far from unique when it came to concerns about wom-
en’s supposedly deleterious effect on military discipline. In their African colo-
nies, British and French officers similarly believed that civilian women posed 
a threat to military effectiveness and set up brothels to control soldiers’ sexual-
ity and patrol the distance between African soldiers and civilians.29 Similar 
measures were adopted in France and other occupied parts of Europe by the 
Wehrmacht.30 While brothels were opened in the occupied East, German sol-
diers were consistently warned against striking up relations with civilians.31 
Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel, for example, worried that close contact with 
local women contributes to a “significant increase in venereal diseases . . . 
abets enemy spy activities and leads to a complete blurring of the necessary 
distance to the people of the occupied Eastern territories.”32 Because of their 
perceived threat to military discipline and security, civilian women had to be 
kept separate from male soldiers. But what happened when the women in 
question were serving alongside them? How could military authorities main-
tain discipline and security in these circumstances? Given the double standards 
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that persisted in Soviet society and the anxieties around allowing women to 
serve in the Red Army, women would clearly be the ones to bear the brunt of 
any measures aimed at maintaining discipline and distance between the sexes.

After receiving the telegrams at the end of November 1941, the NKVD 
Special Departments of the Fifth Army adopted several measures to remove 
“politically unreliable” women from the army. Any woman serving in the 
medical services who was suspected of having relations with her superior was 
transferred to another unit rather than dismissed, most likely because her skills 
were sorely needed.33 Meanwhile, female suspects attached to other depart-
ments or to the Army’s Rear Administration (Upravlenie tyla armii) were sub-
ject to dismissal. This applied not only to those whose behavior was thought 
to show signs of “moral decay” but to any woman whose biography was in 
question, including those who had been inside German-occupied territory or 
who had reported to their units without proper documentation. Although 
such measures made sense in light of tactics adopted by German intelligence 
organs on the Eastern Front, they likely led to many innocent women being 
investigated and wrongly dismissed. Indeed, because the desire to fight was so 
strong, many young women did everything in their power to get to the front 
even if it meant making their way there illegally. This is what Nina Vishnevs-
kaia, a seventeen-year-old future medical officer of a tank battalion, did when 
her application to volunteer was rejected. Rather than accept the rejection, she 
hid in the bed of a truck that was transporting her friends to the front.34 
Although Vishnevskaia’s future commanding officer allowed her to remain at 
the front following her unexpected arrival, it is not hard to imagine the suspi-
cion that such an arrival might have generated. Indeed, what in this case was 
likely interpreted as an act of youthful naïvety and impulsiveness could have 
just as easily been seen as a sign of espionage.

Less than a week passed after the receipt of the telegrams before twenty- five 
women were fired from their positions with the Fifth Army.35 Not only were 
they fired, but their new employers were notified of their alleged moral trans-
gressions at the front, a treatment reminiscent of the way prostitutes were 
treated in the 1920s.36 During NEP, the Bolsheviks opened special labor clinics 
where prostitutes were housed, treated for venereal disease, and taught new 
trades.37 Once a prostitute was cured of venereal disease and provided with a 
new job, her employer was notified about her past so that he could monitor 
her.38 In much the same way, the women who were dismissed from the Fifth 
Army acquired a reputation as “sexually depraved.” It is not clear how wide-
spread these and other measures were since the only available reports are from 
the cleansing operation carried out in the Fifth Army. But it is more than 



34	 Comrades or Spies

likely that similar telegrams, which would have prompted similar security 
measures, were sent in response to Stalin’s call for increased scrutiny of civilian 
personnel to all NKVD Special Departments stationed along the front lines.39

Before we move on, it is also worth mentioning here that a similar crisis, 
likewise prompted by and attributed to the presence of large numbers of 
women, occurred in Yugoslavia in 1943–44. In her work on women in the 
Yugoslav partisans, Jelena Batinić recounts their prominent role in the move-
ment as well as the ambivalence and discomfort that their presence engen-
dered at various times during the armed struggle. Significantly, she notes that 
a rapid increase in female recruits from newly liberated zones over the winter 
of 1943–44 prompted a campaign against “disreputable” females. As more and 
more women volunteered for the partisan army and concerns about relations 
between men and women grew, Batinić points out that “internal Party reports 
increasingly began to complain about the quality of new recruits, noting 
among them the presence of women with suspicious pasts and problematic 
reputations.”40 According to Batinić, these anxieties quickly gave rise to orders 
calling for the investigation and expulsion of questionable women. And as was 
the case in the Soviet Union, the policy targeted women because leaders in the 
Yugoslav Communist Party concluded that female recruits were the source of 
all immorality in the partisan army.41

Although it is tempting to wonder whether the Yugoslav campaign against 
“disreputable” women looked to the earlier Soviet purge for guidance, espe-
cially given the relationship that existed between the two Communist Parties 
during the war, there is no evidence to suggest that this was the case.42 Still, the 
Yugoslav example is instructive because it reinforces the conclusion that the 
cleansing operation carried out in the Fifth Army was not an isolated incident 
but rather a symptom of a much larger campaign that targeted women in the 
Red Army and had a similar outcome. While some “disreputable” women 
were simply expelled from the Red Army, those who had questionable biogra-
phies or had spent time within occupied territory were subject to investigation 
because they were perceived as sources of corruption and danger.43 With deci-
sive battles raging around Moscow in late 1941, whichever side managed to 
undermine the discipline and morale of their enemies’ soldiers could conceiv-
ably gain an advantage. Under these circumstances, the perceived moral crisis 
in the Red Army stoked fears of deliberate acts of sabotage by the enemy.

Several factors encouraged such assessments. First, women, as we have seen, 
were often mistrusted in Soviet society and considered more likely to be 
“backward” and therefore susceptible to foreign influence and recruitment. 
Sexuality figured prominently in these assumptions since a woman’s purity 
continued to signify her moral character and political conviction (or lack 
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thereof ). Second, because of the legacy of the Great Terror and the spy mania 
of the 1930s, Soviet citizens and members of police organs were predisposed to 
see spies and saboteurs everywhere. Rather than interpreting relations between 
men and women in the Red Army as the naturally occurring result of placing 
them in close contact under life-threatening conditions, the NKVD was pre-
disposed to see something nefarious at work. Finally, as the Wehrmacht en
countered its first setbacks in fall 1941, German intelligence organs began dis-
patching spies, including women and children, to infiltrate the Red Army and 
the Soviet rear. It is not clear when Soviet intelligence organs first became aware 
of this threat or whether their recognition of it underpinned Stalin’s initial call 
for increased surveillance of civilian personnel in the Red Army. However, 
once this previously overlooked threat was discovered, Soviet counterintelli-
gence organs began adopting security measures that targeted women, espe-
cially those who had been in occupied territory.

Women, Espionage, and Counterintelligence in the Red Army
Although the Nazis’ adherence to traditional gender roles barred local women 
from holding positions of power in local collaborationist administrations or 
participating in armed collaborationist detachments, it did not preclude Ger-
man intelligence organs from exploiting these women for espionage. Once the 
German Blitzkrieg ground to a halt on the outskirts of Moscow in October 
1941, German intelligence organs began trying to reactivate the intelligence 
assets that had already infiltrated the Soviet rear while recruiting new ones.44 
Several organizations were responsible for running intelligence and counterin-
telligence operations in occupied territory, including the Abwehr, the SD, and 
the Gestapo. However, Soviet reports almost universally referred to them as 
the “Gestapo.”45 Robert W. Stephan has estimated that during the entire course 
of the war, German agent deployments ranged anywhere from thirty- six thou-
sand to forty- four thousand, with most recruited from the ranks of Soviet 
prisoners- of- war.46 According to Boris Kovalev, the “Gestapo” recruited agents 
from among imprisoned Communist Party and Komsomol members, prisoners- 
of- war, and Soviet youth between the ages of fourteen and nineteen.47 They 
were assigned tasks that ranged from infiltrating units of the Red Army and 
the partisan movement to carrying out intelligence and sabotage work in the 
Soviet rear.

While most German agents were men, available German and Soviet sources 
suggest that women and children were also recruited for espionage. For exam-
ple, as early as October 1941, instructions issued to the German security police 
and SD operating near Leningrad instructed them “to try to send women, if 
possible young [ones],” into the besieged city.48 According to individuals who 
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were allegedly employed by the 301st Abwehr group stationed in Krasnodar, 
the group recruited agents from among local women who were living with 
German soldiers and officers, along with teenagers between the ages of sixteen 
and seventeen.49 To train such agents, Abwehr operated a series of espionage 
schools in occupied territory, some of which are known to have had courses 
for female recruits.50 For example, a women’s section existed in a German- run 
school in Poltava where rank-and-file recruits took a one-to-two-month course 
and radio operators took a two- to- four- month course before infiltrating into 
the Soviet rear.51 According to a Soviet intelligence report from May 1942, 
“Gestapo”- run schools for training spies existed in “almost all cities,” includ-
ing Kharkiv, Kursk, Orel, and Belgorod. Recruits consisted predominantly of 
prisoners- of- war and “youth, especially young women.”52 In Kursk, female 
recruits were all reportedly between the ages of eighteen and twenty- two.53 
According to a different report, a school for training women existed in the 
village of Nikitinka, where at least thirty women were undergoing espionage 
training in January 1943.54 Most of these schools were successfully infiltrated 
by Soviet agents, enabling Soviet counterintelligence to identify and neutralize 
a large percentage of German recruits soon after they crossed Soviet lines.55

Although most Soviet intelligence reports remain classified, the first to list 
local women as a security threat date to late 1941, when, during the Winter 
Counteroffensive, the Red Army began temporarily retaking German-occupied 
territory. While clearing newly liberated areas of potential threats, the NKVD 
first encountered and assessed the alleged threat posed by women spies.56 Among 
the areas temporarily recovered after the Winter Counteroffensive were parts 
of Voroshilovgrad (Luhansk) oblast in Ukraine.57 Immediately following the 
liberation of this territory, the NKVD began implementing security measures 
aimed at ferreting out potential security threats. In a report from 21 December 
1941, Sergei Savchenko, the deputy head of the NKVD of the Ukrainian SSR,58 
relayed the results of these operations to his superiors in Moscow.59 According 
to Savchenko, the counterespionage branch of the Ukrainian NKVD had 
arrested a total of ninety-five suspects during the preceding weeks: seventy-five 
in Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk oblast and twenty in Kharkov (Kharkiv) oblast. 
Almost half of these suspects were detained between 10 and 20 December, 
during a period that corresponds with the first days of the Soviet advance 
beginning on 5 December.

Although the vast majority of the detainees were men, several were women. 
One of them was Valentina Kozlovskaia, a twenty-year-old former komsomolka 
who was detained in Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk. Originally from Krasnoarmeisk 
(Pokrovsk), Kozlovskaia was allegedly recruited by German intelligence in 
early November 1941.60 She told NKVD investigators that she was first arrested 
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by the Germans after they discovered and destroyed her Komsomol card dur-
ing a search of her apartment. Following her arrest, she was recruited by Ger-
man intelligence and infiltrated into the Soviet rear near the village of Ser-
geevka (Serhiivka) with the task of scouting the location of Soviet troops in 
the vicinity of Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk. What happened to her after she was 
arrested by the NKVD is not clear, but it is likely that Kozlovskaia suffered a 
similar fate to that of Vera Zozulia, another woman captured at this time.

Zozulia was a seventeen- year- old paramedic from the village of Sheki, Lubny 
raion, Kharkov/Kharkiv oblast.61 She was arrested by the NKVD’s Counterin-
telligence Department for Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk oblast on 16 December for 
allegedly spreading pro-German propaganda. Zozulia was previously expelled 
from the Komsomol because one of her parents was convicted of counterrevo-
lutionary crimes, a fact that likely fueled suspicions of her. She told the NKVD 
that she was captured with a group of women while building Soviet defensive 
fortifications near the city of Pavlograd (Pavlohrad), Dnepropetrovsk (Siche
slav) oblast. Following their capture, the women were “subjected to interroga-
tion, and then all the women, including Zozulia, were taken by German of
ficers and soldiers to their apartments and raped.”62 Zozulia allegedly remained 
at the German headquarters for some time before she was recruited by Ger-
man intelligence in November 1941. Not long after, she was infiltrated behind 
Soviet lines to the village of Konstantinovka with the “mission of conducting 
extensive Fascist propaganda among the population.”63 After her arrest and 
investigation by the NKVD, the military tribunal for the Voroshilovgrad/
Luhansk oblast garrison sentenced Zozulia to ten years in the Gulag notwith-
standing her claims that she was a victim of German imprisonment and rape.64

Whether any aspect of these cases had any truth to them cannot be ascer-
tained. Ongoing military operations and the chaos of war made it virtually 
impossible for security personnel to verify their stories. Moreover, the NKVD’s 
continued reliance on confessions discouraged any effort to check the facts of 
a case once a suspect had confessed to their alleged crimes. Still, these cases are 
important not because they shed light on the true actions and motivations of 
these women but because Soviet analysts relied on them to make conclusions 
about evolving security threats. Indeed, Savchenko’s report generated interest 
from Moscow. After receiving it, Bogdan Kabulov, the deputy commissar of 
the NKVD, forwarded the report to P. V. Fedotov, the head of the Second 
Department of the NKVD, with a hand-written note stating that the report is 
“interesting, reveals the methods of German intelligence and is evidence that 
we have not yet fully launched [razvernuli] a struggle with its agents.”65 Kabu-
lov also instructed Fedotov to “urgently develop and submit a draft letter [cir-
cular] to all organs [noting] the orientation [orientirovka] and specific tasks 
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for the decisive improvement of the work [of the] KRO.”66 While this specific 
letter is unavailable, the contents of a letter from a certain Rogatin, the head 
of NKVD Border Troops for the Southwestern Front, addressed to his superi-
ors in Moscow, sheds light on some of the conclusions that Savchenko’s report 
encouraged.67

Dated 11 January 1942, Rogatin’s letter was based on an analysis of Savchen-
ko’s report. It began by stating, “It is being established that recently German 
intelligence is intensely infiltrating saboteurs, terrorists and spies across the 
front line.”68 While Rogatin identified the majority of these agents as Soviet 
prisoners-of-war, he noted, in what may have been a reference to cases like 
Zozulia’s, that German intelligence was “at the same time recruiting young 
workers from the captured raions of the Donbas [and,] under the threat of 
physical violence against their parents, forcing these young people to enter on 
the path of treachery, sabotage, and espionage.”69 He also stated that “in some 
cases, German intelligence infiltrates across the front lines entire groups of 
saboteurs from among the Donbas youth, most of whom are girls and 
women.”70 Having captured and interrogated several alleged women spies, the 
leadership of the Ukrainian NKVD was beginning to identify women and 
girls from occupied territory as a potential security threat. Rogatin concluded 
by stating that “the above is taken into account in our future work combating 
enemy agents.”71 Rogatin did not specify what this entailed. But as the NKVD 
further assessed this emerging threat, specific recommendations were soon 
developed.

Earlier in December 1941, a mere nine days before Savchenko submitted  
his report to Moscow, Lavrentiy Beria, the chief of the NKVD, issued his  
first instructions outlining the immediate tasks of NKVD operatives in re
cently liberated territory. Taking the form of Order No. 001683, his instruc-
tions charged the NKVD with “establish[ing] and arrest[ing] traitors and 
provocateurs—those in the service of the German occupation authorities, as 
well as those assisting them in carrying out anti- Soviet activities and the per-
secution of Party and Soviet activists and honest Soviet citizens.”72 Essentially, 
Order No. 001683 called for the arrest and investigation of virtually anyone 
who had worked for or assisted the enemy, regardless of the circumstances sur-
rounding their actions. Over the next few months, Order No. 001683 was 
modified, and as more detailed instructions were released, women and girls 
were incorporated as a separate category of suspects. Thus, already as early as 
27 December 1941, additional instructions, based on Order No. 001683, sug-
gested that “women living with German officers or organizing drinking ses-
sions, receptions or parties” should be targeted.73 Then, on 7 January 1942, 
Beria clarified that such women should be investigated in order to identify 
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spies.74 Finally, on 18 February 1942, Vsevolod Merkulov, the deputy head of 
the NKVD, issued additional guidelines to Order No. 001683 that contained 
a specific list of potential targets, including local women who had married 
German officers, soldiers, or Wehrmacht officials.75

Historians have previously cited Order No. 001683 among other directives 
that delineated the parameters for all future Soviet punitive operations.  
Indeed, despite additional clarifications, the groups Merkulov listed on 18 Feb-
ruary 1942 became the main targets of an unfolding retribution campaign in 
the Soviet Union. But while retribution for wartime actions was one of its 
goals, it is important to note that the main focus of the unfolding campaign 
was security. This becomes clear when we consider the other categories singled 
out for immediate arrest in Merkulov’s guidelines from February. Among 
them were “personnel from German intelligence, counterintelligence, police, 
and administrative organs,” the owners and tenants of the buildings where 
these organs were headquartered and their personnel housed, and their “ser-
vicing staff [obsluzhivaiushchii ikh personal].”76 Also included on the list were 
“secret agents of German military intelligence, the Gestapo and the Secret 
Field Police,” including “residents, terrorists, radio operators, liaisons, land-
lords of safe houses, conductors and smugglers [perepravshchiki].”77 Merku-
lov’s instructions called for the identification and arrest of these people and 
also provided a set of protocols for their doubling into Soviet assets.

The focus on enemy intelligence assets in Merkulov’s guidelines from Feb-
ruary support the conclusion that the Soviet retribution campaign evolved as 
part of a counterintelligence operation and that it was initially heavily inter-
twined with security concerns, which often dictated who would be subject to 
surveillance and arrest.78 Previously, Vanessa Voisin made a similar argument, 
contending that ongoing fears about spies and a potential fifth column were 
what first encouraged the arrest of women suspected of having intimate rela-
tions with enemy combatants.79 She noted that although civilians were often 
quick to condemn men and women thought to have been in close contact with 
the enemy, Soviet punitive authorities were initially slow to develop a response. 
However, once they began to perceive this danger, Soviet authorities started 
surveilling and eventually charging potential spies under existing Soviet laws.

If we take into account the perceived moral crisis unfolding in the Red Army 
at the same time, we can see how anxieties about morality and the role of women 
in the army became intertwined with concerns about enemy infiltration and 
espionage. Merkulov’s instructions not only reinforced the sense of crisis within 
the Red Army but encouraged Soviet counterintelligence personnel to con-
sider any intimate relationship as a potential threat to security. Eventually, as 
we will see shortly, the Soviet leadership resolved the ostensible moral crisis in 
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the Red Army by essentially deciding to ignore it. But although the moral 
crisis may have been resolved, the various directives calling for the surveillance 
of women remained in place. Thus, once German-occupied territory began to 
be liberated in 1943, NKVD operatives had a wide range of instructions to 
draw upon to identify potential suspects.

The apparent frequency of reports suggesting that German intelligence 
organs were stepping up efforts to infiltrate spies into the Soviet rear prompted 
Beria to issue additional instructions on 20 February 1942. In them, he de
manded, yet again, that the NKVD strengthen its work identifying enemy 
agents.80 Echoing Rogatin’s conclusions from January, Beria stated that Ger-
man intelligence “continues the mass recruitment of captive Red Army sol-
diers, workers of defensive fortifications, inhabitants of temporarily occupied 
territory and citizens of rear areas of the USSR stuck there [in occupied terri-
tory] for one reason or another, including women, girls, children, and the 
elderly.”81 In light of this, Beria ordered counterintelligence organs stationed 
near the front lines to undertake all “necessary measures” that would ensure 
“the arrest and thorough filtering of all persons, without exception, including 
women and children, crossing the front lines from enemy territory.”82 Women 
and children were now clearly identified as potential security threats. Still, the 
fact that Beria felt the need to emphasize that no exceptions should be made 
for women and children suggests that Soviet intelligence organs had been con-
tinuing to underestimate them.

Although Beria’s instructions from 20 February largely focused on the threat 
of infiltration posed by individuals arriving from German-occupied territory, 
they also delineated a new line of work that was expected of the NKVD now 
that occupied territory was being liberated as part of the Winter Counterof-
fensive. Specifically, Beria noted that “according to uncovered cases, it has been 
established that German intelligence organs have prepared in advance in these 
areas a network of their espionage bases [rezidentury] . . . and a series of safe 
houses for agents infiltrated across the front lines with tasks to collect military 
intelligence, [and carry out] sabotage and terrorist work.”83 Although Beria 
did not specify who was being recruited into these stay-behind networks, sus-
picion was likely to fall on women and men alike. Indeed, it stood to reason 
that if women were being recruited as spies, then they would also be used as 
clandestine agents for German stay-behind networks. Within this context, 
local women suspected of having intimate relations with German soldiers and 
officers were subject to scrutiny. As Vanessa Voisin has previously argued,  
such relationships were not criminal according to existing Soviet laws.84 Still, 
the possibility that the women involved in them may have been privy to im
portant information or subject to recruitment by German intelligence made 
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them targets for the NKVD. Meanwhile, even as the NKVD was beginning to 
look at local women in this light, anxieties about the behavior of Red Army 
personnel had not abated. Indeed, despite the earlier purge of “politically un
reliable” women and the subsequent adoption of additional security measures 
in the Red Army, these fears remained and were likely amplified by reports of 
female spies.

For example, on 2 March 1942, the Head of the NKVD Special Depart-
ment for the Southwestern Front, a man named L. Tsanava, sent a directive to 
his subordinates in which he reiterated these fears.85 Tsanava stated:

Recently there has been an increase [uchastilis´] of cases of women penetrating 
headquarters who have legalized themselves as “wives,” “secretaries,” and “medi-
cal professionals” with unit commanders. There were also cases when these 
women were taken by commanders in areas just liberated from the enemy. These 
women, while located at headquarters where secret conversations are conducted, 
know not only the number, arms, and weak spots of our divisions [podrazdele-
niia], but also the intentions of our commanders who in their presence give 
verbal and telephone orders. However, until now, not one of the NKVD Special 
Departments of the army and division has made a single arrest among women 
or has uncovered a single spy among them, even though based on the data avail-
able to the NKVD Special Department it is known that these women are used 
by German intelligence.86

Tsanava was referring to the well- documented tendency of Red Army com-
manders to take lovers, often by force, from among their female subordinates. 
Indeed, his mention of “wives” was a direct reference to the so-called PPZh. 
Although debates about the PPZh phenomenon within the Red Army primar-
ily focused on issues of morality in what was a manifestation of the perceived 
moral crisis, Tsanava’s concerns clearly had little to do with morality. Like his 
counterparts in the Fifth Army, Tsanava did not question the prerogative of 
Red Army commanders to expect sexual favors from their subordinates. How-
ever, he recognized the inherent danger that this posed for security. With 
reports of German intelligence utilizing local women for espionage as well as 
accounts of German stay-behind networks, the tendency of commanders to 
“employ” women from newly liberated territory left them vulnerable to 
infiltration. While this vulnerability stemmed from the behavior of the com-
manders, Tsanava blamed the women in their midst. Rather than recom-
mending that sexual relationships with their subordinates be forbidden, 
Tsanava demanded still more thorough vetting of all women who had been in 
German-occupied territory. His concerns and recommendations were echoed 
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later that month by Merkulov, who suggested that the prevalence of German 
agents relying on forged or stolen Soviet documents warranted the detention 
and investigation of “suspicious women trying to strike up an acquaintance 
with soldiers.”87

By spring 1942, women, especially those who had been in occupied terri-
tory, were increasingly seen as a distinct and tangible threat. They were poten-
tial spies, infiltrators, and clandestine members of German stay- behind net-
works who, NKVD officials thought, could be seducing unsuspecting Red 
Army commanders to undermine the Soviet military from within. These 
views clearly did not reflect the opinions of everyone, but they were sufficiently 
widespread to encourage additional security measures. While one would think 
that such concerns would eventually lead the Soviet leadership to either curtail 
the recruitment of women into the military or to take a firm stance against 
intimate relationships, the opposite occurred. Having suffered additional mil-
itary setbacks during the Winter Counteroffensive, the Soviet leadership 
decided to authorize a secret, mass mobilization of women into the Red Army 
to free up men for the front lines.88 As a result, “between March 1942 and 
January 1943, the GKO and NKO issued more than a dozen secret decrees 
calling for the mobilization of 250,000 women into the military.”89 Mean-
while, although the issue of relations between men and women continued to 
be debated, a decision was finally adopted in favor of such relationships in 
summer 1942. At a meeting of the Main Political Directorate of the Red Army 
in July 1942, Aleksandr Shcherbakov, the head of the Political Directorate, 
signaled what would subsequently become the new position of the Soviet lead-
ership. Shcherbakov stated that

the Party has striven and will continue to strive for our political workers to be 
unsullied people, otherwise they will lose their authority. But we take this to 
wild extremes . . . We need to fight against drunkenness by all means. If people 
come together—a commander and a woman, it is nothing extraordinary. Why 
cause a commotion, why spy on them and then write, discuss and investigate? 
Does the Party Commission really have nothing else to do? We have to strictly 
ensure that in a commander’s entourage there is no bitch-spy. That type needs to 
be unmasked and driven out. I don’t want people to think that “everything is 
permitted,” but we don’t need to have our heads in the clouds. We are all grown-
ups and should understand what is permissible and what is not, what are normal 
human relations and what is moral decay. The moral make up of our command-
ers, particularly political workers, should be clean. This all has to be understood 
properly, in the manner of the Party, in a humanistic way.90
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Whereas before, all intimate relationships had been subject to investigation 
and disciplinary action, Shcherbakov’s edict signaled an end to this process, 
assuming that such relationships were consensual. Faced with a dire need for 
women to replace men who could be transferred to the front lines but unwill-
ing to question the authority and power of military commanders, the Com-
munist Party decided to solve the perceived moral crisis in the Red Army by 
essentially ignoring it. Doing so exposed female soldiers to expectations of 
sexual favors from their commanders and comrades- in- arms, thereby compli-
cating their already difficult military service.91 As Lev Kopelev recalled in his 
memoirs, “some generals quickly came to regard all nurses, waitresses and 
women typists and radio operators as fair game.”92 Indeed, the situation 
became such that some women deliberately sought partners from among the 
command staff in order to protect themselves from the advances of their 
comrades- in- arms.93 At the same time, Shcherbakov’s mention of the “bitch-
spy” clearly suggests that women continued to be subject to additional scru-
tiny and security measures because of their potential to corrupt the men in 
their midst. While it would now be considered natural and acceptable for 
commanders to pursue their female subordinates, Party officials remained 
wary of the potential for such pursuits to undermine security in light of Ger-
man espionage efforts. Therefore, women would continue to be surveilled 
while special departments would continue to urge vigilance. Indeed, although 
it remains to be seen how widespread such measures were, it seems that NKVD 
Special Departments notified not only commanders but rank- and- file soldiers 
about the myriad dangers posed by German intelligence.

In September 1942, Major Stasiuk, the head of a special department attached 
to the 234th Rifle Division stationed on the Kalinin Front, held what was 
likely a routine meeting with the division’s reconnaissance company. Sof´ia 
Avericheva, a fighter in the company, recorded the details of the meeting in 
her diary. During the meeting, Stasiuk informed her and her comrades about 
German espionage tactics, including the use of women and children, and 
urged them to remain vigilant. To underline the need for vigilance, Stasiuk 
recounted the story of a nurse, named Ania, who was working in the division’s 
medical battalion (medsanbat) before she was unmasked as a German spy. The 
“beautiful blonde,” whom Avericheva had previously met, allegedly drew the 
attention of her comrades by her reticence. While the rest of the nurses in her 
unit shared the most intimate details about their personal lives, Ania was said 
to have been “awkwardly silent” about her past. All that she told her comrades 
was that she had been forced to remain in German- occupied territory follow-
ing a visit home during the previous summer.94
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While we will likely never know if Ania was truly a German spy, this epi-
sode illustrates how anxieties about women made their way down to the rank-
and- file. Much like their commanders, rank- and- file soldiers were urged to 
remain vigilant and scrutinize the women in their midst. Under these circum-
stances, suspicions were likely magnified whenever a woman was known to 
have spent time in German-occupied territory. Indeed, it is likely that Ania’s 
alleged reticence combined with the fact that she had spent time in occupied 
territory were what initially encouraged scrutiny. It is not known how many 
women were ultimately investigated because of these suspicions, but they 
clearly had the potential, if acted upon, to ruin lives.

By spring 1942, women who had been in German- occupied territory, espe-
cially those suspected of close contact with the enemy, had emerged as a tan-
gible security threat within the Red Army. Once reports began to filter into 
the NKVD that German intelligence organs were recruiting women inside 
occupied territory for espionage, what had started as a crisis of morality 
evolved into a crisis of security. From the beginning, a double standard of 
morality within Soviet society had made it far more likely that women would 
be scrutinized and disciplined for any deviation from the norm. Their alleged 
behavior was thought to reflect their souls and the moral corruption within. 
They were cast as “temptresses” guilty of leading men astray. But once reports of  
female spies began to emerge, both the relationships and the women who were 
party to them garnered an added dimension of danger. Their actions were no 
longer thought to be merely dictated by their political and cultural “back-
wardness” but rather by the enemy. Within this context, close or intimate 
relations with enemy combatants first began to be scrutinized. They were 
thought to signal potential enemy recruitment. Thus, any woman who was 
suspected of fraternization had to be investigated because of what she might 
know about the enemy and because she might be an enemy agent herself.

We will return to these anxieties and the measures that were ultimately 
adopted to neutralize them in chapter 5. But first we will look at the anxieties 
that these reports generated within the partisan movement. As we shall see in 
the following chapter, concerns about espionage and women existed in the 
partisan movement as well. However, there, the partisans’ operating environ-
ment, combined with their relative autonomy, often proved deadly.
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Scouts or Assassins
Women in the Partisans

Soon after the start of the German invasion on 22 June 1941, Stalin called for 
the creation of a resistance movement to wage a guerrilla war behind enemy 
lines. Stay-behind networks and sabotage groups were hastily assembled from 
Communist Party and Komsomol members. While the latter were successful 
in carrying out controversial mining operations in cities such as Kyiv and 
Kharkiv, most of these groups were soon betrayed and liquidated.1 Those that 
survived the first six months of the war were initially too weak to effect much 
change inside occupied territory. Moreover, until a unified central command 
was created in May 1942 under Panteleimon Ponomarenko, the first secretary 
of the Communist Party of Belorussia, surviving partisan detachments had 
little to no contact with Moscow or other nearby units.2

Meanwhile, most civilians in occupied territory were either indifferent or 
openly hostile to the Soviet underground, the partisans, and the Red Army 
soldiers caught behind enemy lines.3 This continued to be the case until the 
second half of 1942 notwithstanding regional differences.4 Consequently, 
rather than acting as a popular guerrilla movement, the Soviet partisan move-
ment initially consisted, for the most part, of Communist Party members and 
former Red Army soldiers. Conditions were particularly bleak in Soviet 
Ukraine, where an inhospitable terrain lacking deep forests forced most parti-
san bands to operate from bases near Briansk, Russia, or from the forested 
regions at the border between present-day Ukraine and Belarus. The partisans’ 
position on occupied territory gradually improved in spring 1942 as civilians 
started fleeing to the forests to evade German forced labor policies. Still, it was 
only after the German defeat at Stalingrad in February 1943 that the partisan 
movement developed into a real people’s movement capable of harassing and 
engaging large German detachments within occupied territory.
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Much has been written about the partisan movement in the Soviet Union. 
Veterans and Soviet historians began chronicling its history almost immedi-
ately after the end of hostilities. And although much of this work was encum-
bered by ideological constraints, it nevertheless shed light on the movement’s 
contributions as well as the everyday lives of its fighters. With the opening of 
Soviet-era archives, a new generation of historians started to consider this 
topic. From general and regional histories to works that have begun to explore 
the lived experiences of women and Jews, recent historiography has done 
much to deepen our knowledge of the Soviet partisan movement. This chap-
ter does not seek to recount this history. Rather, it explores how enduring 
anxieties about women manifested themselves in new but also familiar ways 
within the movement and how they in turn encouraged suspicion of women in 
occupied territory.

The partisans’ initial weakness in the midst of an often hostile operating 
environment encouraged a general distrust of civilians. Anxieties about espio-
nage and infiltration were particularly pronounced in 1941 and early 1942 but 
remained to a lesser extent until liberation.5 As a result, partisan leaders were 
initially instructed to recruit only Communist Party members and other re
gime loyalists.6 Even as late as summer 1942, fighters and intelligence officers 
who were infiltrated behind enemy lines were instructed to be wary of anyone 
they might encounter in occupied territory.7 All outsiders, regardless of sex 
and ethnicity, engendered security concerns. However, once reports of alleged 
female spies started to emerge, operational reports to and from partisan head-
quarters began warning about the dangers posed by women, particularly 
“beautiful” ones.8 Meanwhile, rumors circulating throughout the partisans 
portrayed civilian women as infected with syphilis.9 While not unique to the 
Soviet Union, such rumors suggested the possibility that the women in ques-
tion were deliberately infected and were thus being used as “vectors of biologi-
cal warfare” by the enemy.10

Partisan concerns about women focused on their sexuality and the possibil-
ity that female agents were using their “charms” to infiltrate the movement to 
undermine it from within. While these concerns mirrored those found in the 
Red Army, they also took on a particular tone in the context of partisan war-
fare. Specifically, some reports suggested that German intelligence organs were 
re  cruiting women to assassinate partisan leaders.11 For instance, a report 
detailing German anti-partisan methods described the case of a former Soviet 
scout, code- named “Masha,” who was allegedly recruited to poison the com-
manders of the second brigade of Vasil´ev.12 Although Soviet reports suggested 
that German intelligence also recruited men to carry out such assignments, it 
is not hard to imagine the methods that women such as “Masha” were thought 
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to employ, especially in light of the rumors that circulated throughout the 
movement.

As with similar concerns within the Red Army, partisan anxieties had their 
origins in 1930s spy mania, which predisposed some partisan leaders and rank-
and-file fighters to see spies and saboteurs everywhere. They were also to some 
extent a product of wartime conditions. The nature of partisan warfare, with 
its hostile operating environment, combined with the tactics deployed by Ger-
man intelligence organs, encouraged male fighters to project their fears and 
desires onto women. Each new report and warning amplified existing fears 
while casting women suspected of close contact with the enemy as potential 
spies, saboteurs, and traitors. The results, as we shall see, often proved deadly 
for female fighters and civilians alike.

The Risks and Realities of Being a Partizanka
Like their counterparts in the Red Army, many komsomolkas volunteered to 
join stay-behind networks and partisan detachments during the first months 
of the war. Despite initial reservations, women were accepted into the ranks of 
the partisans. Nevertheless, the world of the forest camp remained overwhelm-
ingly masculine.13 This was in sharp contrast to the surrounding German-
occupied villages, where the majority of the civilian population consisted of 
women, children, and the elderly since most able-bodied men were drafted 
into the Red Army at the start of the German invasion. According to Kenneth 
Slepyan, the number of female fighters did not exceed 5 percent at the start of 
the war. And although their number increased as the war progressed, women 
accounted for only about 9.3 percent of all rank- and- file partisans by the end 
of hostilities.14 Women participated in all aspects of partisan warfare but “were 
primarily used as scouts, information gatherers, and intermediaries between 
the local population and the partisans.”15 Since the majority of the civilian 
population inside occupied territory consisted of women and children, female 
fighters had an easier time blending in. They could often rely on their youth 
and good looks to allay suspicions and successfully evade German patrols to 
traverse occupied territory.16 This was true for both non- Jewish women and 
Jewish women who worked as couriers for the Jewish resistance in the ghet-
tos.17 In general, women were far more likely to be discounted and overlooked 
by enemy combatants as opposed to their male comrades as a result of Ger-
man gender norms and expectations.

Although women were widely used as couriers in the partisan movement, 
most were nevertheless marginalized to traditional roles, serving as nurses and 
cooks.18 Even as German gender myopia sometimes opened up possibilities 
for women to operate behind enemy lines, Soviet myopia circumscribed them. 
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Indeed, despite the propaganda campaign of the previous decade, most Soviet 
men and women continued to believe that women were less suited for warfare 
because of their “natural psychology and biological function.”19 As a result, 
men often refused to go on assignments with women because they thought 
women were “incapable of performing ‘masculine’ tasks as riding horses and 
planting mines.”20 Consequently, partizanki had to advocate for themselves 
and fight for their right to go on military assignments. However, even when 
they were able to win the respect from their comrades-in-arms, female fighters 
still had to perform “women’s work” by cooking and washing clothes for their 
comrades.21 Moreover, like their counterparts in the Red Army, partizanki 
were often objectified by male fighters who sometimes saw them as little more 
than commodities.22

Male- female relationships in the partisan movement resembled those found 
in the Red Army. While chaste lifelong friendships as well as intimate relation-
ships based on mutual respect and love frequently developed, coercive rela-
tionships and instances of rape abounded as well. Severe gender and power 
imbalances within the movement enabled commanders and intelligence of
ficers to acquire lovers from among their female subordinates.23 Young women 
entered such relationships for a variety of reasons, from genuine attraction and 
love to coercion, but those who accepted their superiors’ advances were often 
denigrated as PPZhs.24 Some partizanki blamed commanders for the overall 
perception and treatment of women within the movement, but many blamed 
other women for “a lack of initiative, of craving comfort and of undermining 
the position of girls in the unit in particular and moral ethos in general.”25 
Rather than blaming commanders for abusing their positions of power, male 
and female fighters often saw women who were party to these relationships as 
the sources of moral corruption within their units and the movement in gen-
eral. Meanwhile, since rank-and-file fighters usually had little opportunity to 
acquire “wives,” some took women by force from the surrounding civilian 
population.26 This seems to have been especially prevalent when the women in 
question were suspected of collaborating with the enemy.27 In such instances, 
real or imagined collaboration became a pretext for sexual assault and rape.

To be sure, many partisan commanders and rank- and- file fighters respected 
the contributions of women, defended their female comrades, and punished 
instances of rape.28 In fact, within the pre- 1939 borders of Soviet Ukraine, 
partisans accused of rape were sentenced to death.29 Still, the situation was 
such that the Komsomol found it necessary to carry out a concerted propa-
ganda campaign in 1943– 44 to combat sexual harassment and discrimination 
in the movement and to boost female participation. As part of this campaign, 
Ponomarenko ordered more women to be trained as “machine- gunners, mor-
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tar gunners, snipers, sappers, reconnaissance personnel, and signalers” and called 
for the creation of “special, all women’s units.” Men who were found guilty of 
“dissolute” behavior and “incorrect attitudes towards women” were subject to 
harsh disciplinary measures. Finally, in an effort to boost loyalty among civil-
ian women in occupied territory, outstanding female partisans were sent be
hind enemy lines to conduct propaganda among their civilian counterparts.30 
Still, the fact that the Komsomol stressed the need to incorporate women on 
a more equal basis with men as late as 1944, even though Stalin had called for 
this as early as mid- 1942, underscores just how marginalized and underesti-
mated women continued to be within the movement.31 Meanwhile, the few 
roles in which they were able to excel often placed them in situations that 
likely only exacerbated ingrained concerns about women’s loyalties.

As scouts, information gatherers, and intermediaries, partizanki were forced 
to spend extended periods of time away from their units and in proximity to 
the enemy. Evdokiia Karpechkina, a partizanka who participated in a two-day 
conference in January 1944 that was sponsored by the Komsomol, shed light 
on the contributions of female scouts as well as some of their sources of infor-
mation. Karpechkina oversaw a sixteen-strong, all-woman intelligence team 
whose members were responsible for recruiting enemy policemen, local fe
male teachers, an entire local band together with their instruments, and even  
“250 Vlasovites” to the partisan cause.32 Using these and other local contacts, 
they gathered intelligence on enemy deployments.33 Although local contacts 
such as these provided helpful information, the most useful sources of infor-
mation were nevertheless German. However, “German sources were most eas-
ily accessible when put at ease by a love affair or plain sexual liaison.”34 Soviet 
sources rarely spoke about this aspect of a female scout’s work, most likely 
because it was at such odds with Soviet wartime propaganda and gender ex
pectations.35 Still, anecdotal evidence found in Soviet reports makes it clear 
that some female scouts did in fact pursue such relationships to gather intel-
ligence for the Soviet Union. For example, during the same Komsomol meet-
ing in 1944, Karpechkina noted that scouts who fulfilled their intelligence 
tasks, and especially those who had police or Gestapo contacts, were promised 
Soviet awards. Furthermore, those who lived well under the German occupa-
tion, presumably because of the privileges they enjoyed from their German 
contacts, were expected to contribute food and supplies to their units.36 Simi-
larly, in April 1943, Senior Lieutenant Fedor Salianik reported that the female 
typists under his command in occupied Minsk who also doubled as liaisons 
for the Communist underground had German boyfriends.37 Moreover, some 
scouts, such as Masha Poryvaeva, were reportedly known as “German Fräu-
lein” among their comrades.38
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Despite the general silence surrounding this topic in the Soviet Union, 
starting in the early 1960s, some former partizanki and members of the Com-
munist underground did write about their wartime experiences and the rela-
tionships they cultivated with enemy combatants. Encouraged by the passage 
of time and the relative openness of the Khrushchev Thaw, they recounted 
going on dates with German soldiers and officers and attending get- togethers.39 
While they maintained their wartime identities as “girls”—that is, virgins—
they sometimes alluded to their unsuspecting German targets pressuring them 
to have sex. We will likely never know the full extent of these relationships or 
the lengths to which some of these women may have been forced to go, but it 
is likely that some of them did break with Soviet wartime expectations and 
have sexual relations with their targets to fulfill their intelligence tasks. How-
ever, the social stigma that such an admission would have incurred, even de
cades after the war, combined with ongoing censorship, prevented them from 
fully speaking out or writing about their wartime experiences and the dangers 
they faced, whether at the hands of enemy combatants or neighbors and other 
partisans.

While Soviet scouts maintained connections with enemy combatants for 
the good of the Soviet Union, the majority of onlookers would have inter-
preted their actions as a sign of collaboration.40 This, in turn, would have 
made the scouts potential targets of vigilante justice from neighboring parti-
san units whose fighters would have been ignorant of their real identities. In 
general, proximity to the “other” raised the specter of contamination for a 
group that, as we have seen, was thought to be more susceptible to foreign 
influence by virtue of their gender. Notwithstanding women’s military service 
or their contributions and sacrifices on the home front, these concerns re
mained throughout the war. For example, Komsomol reports from 1943 con-
sistently fretted over the political reliability of young women while highlight-
ing a range of possible sources of contamination, from German music and 
dance halls to religion.41 Even as late as January 1944, a Komsomol report 
noted, “Through fraternization, marriages, and by organizing casinos, balls and 
dances, the Germans seek to conquer young women politically on a personal 
basis, encouraging a vested interest in a German victory . . . through ‘court-
ship,’ amorousness, and bestowing gifts.”42 Considering Soviet scouts’ extended 
periods among the enemy, they are likely to have been seen as vulnerable. Even 
more troubling, however, was the possibility of capture that accompanied pro-
longed exposure to the enemy.

Unlike male partisans, who were usually killed while engaging the enemy in 
open combat, female scouts were more likely to be detained and arrested.43 
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While under arrest, they were subjected to the same kinds of torture as men, 
but women were also assaulted, raped, and victimized in gender- specific ways.44 
During searches, German soldiers groped women under their clothing, made 
“derogatory comments” about their naked bodies, and scratched their breasts.45 
Moreover, in addition to beating prisoners, burning them with cigarettes, and 
depriving them of water regardless of sex, German interrogators also report-
edly cut star- shaped pieces of skin from the breasts and backs of female prison-
ers.46 Meanwhile, capture also raised the specter of doubling, or the possibility 
that an agent could be turned into an enemy asset through torture or other 
coercive measures. In their reports, Soviet intelligence analysts warned that “a 
lot of partisan scouts” were turned and forced to work for German intelligence 
organs after they or their loved ones were captured and imprisoned.47 More-
over, they suggested that those who agreed to work for German intelligence 
were later released, but their loved ones remained under German surveillance 
to ensure their future cooperation. Since many of their comrades- in- arms al
ready suspected women to be less reliable, the possibility of capture and dou-
bling likely reinforced concerns about them, thereby encouraging fears that 
they were more likely to cave under torture as members of the “weaker sex.”

Ultimately anyone who was captured and managed to escape German cap-
tivity, regardless of sex, was suspected of being a double agent. But with no 
foolproof way of determining a person’s intentions or their stories, partisan 
leaders and intelligence officers had to rely on intuition to determine the fate 
of an escapee or any newcomer who arrived at their forest camp. In his mem-
oirs, Petr Vershigora, a decorated intelligence officer who served with the leg-
endary Sydir Kovpak in Ukraine, reflected on the difficult decisions that he 
and others like him were forced to make during the war. For him, the answer 
could be found in the “eyes— they are a mirror of the human soul. This is how 
you look into his soul and decide what kind of person is in front of you.”48 The 
reliance on such methods, combined with the general distrust and fear that 
permeated the movement, led some scouts to worry that they would eventu-
ally be killed not by the enemy but by their own side. In his memoirs, Ver-
shigora recalled a female scout from a neighboring unit whose only hope was 
that death would “not be by our side. It would be better [to die] from a Ger-
man bullet.”49 Ultimately, trusting the wrong person could lead to the destruc-
tion of an entire unit, but suspecting someone who had not been turned could 
lead to the execution of an innocent person. But with little to go on to deter-
mine a person’s intentions or verify their stories, personal convictions, along 
with conscious and unconscious biases, invariably influenced the decisions 
commanders made.
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Espionage and German Anti- Partisan Methods
Partisan concerns about women and their loyalties, mirroring anxieties in the 
Red Army, were exacerbated by the real and perceived tactics German intelli-
gence organs deployed against them. In addition to mounting large-scale 
punitive actions, German intelligence organs dispatched an unknown number 
of spies into the partisan movement. Some may have been double agents, but 
others were civilians who were recruited inside occupied territory. All, as we 
shall see, were acting under various levels of duress. A series of German-run 
schools in occupied territory existed for the purpose of training would-be 
agents. According to the Belorussian Headquarters of the Partisan Movement 
(BShPD), “Gestapo- run” schools operated in a number of Belorussian cities, 
including Gomel, Mogilev, Gorki, Petrikov, Bobruisk, and Minsk.50 Within 
Russian territory, the “Gestapo” operated schools in Briansk to train local 
policemen as well as various kinds of German agents. According to a Soviet 
intelligence report, the most capable graduates of these schools went to work 
for German military intelligence, while the rest fulfilled sabotage and terrorist 
tasks directed against the partisans.51

German intelligence organs used a variety of methods to infiltrate their 
agents into the partisan movement. Men caught behind enemy lines or having 
managed to escape from prisoner-of-war camps reportedly posed as Red Army 
soldiers. Some claimed they were local policemen or members of other col-
laborationist organizations who wanted to defect to the partisans. Women, 
meanwhile, were said to “join the ranks [of the partisans and] predominantly 
marry the command staff of the detachments.”52 For example, one report men
tioned the case of Teliatnikova and Kalashnikova, two women who allegedly  
“married” their commanders soon after joining their units only to be unmasked 
as German spies and shot.53 Citing this case, Aleksei Popov has suggested that 
the “Gestapo” was well aware of the PPZh phenomenon and attempted to 
exploit it by deliberately sending “beautiful women” to the partisans in hopes 
that they would become the “wives” of partisan commanders.54 This is an 
intriguing argument, but it needs to be vetted against German sources before 
any sweeping conclusions can be made. Still, it is evident from such reports 
that the participation of an unprecedented number of women in the partisan 
movement, combined with the PPZh phenomenon, sparked anxieties and 
fears of infiltration. Soviet analysts clearly recognized that the PPZh phenom-
enon undermined military discipline and left partisan commanders vulnerable 
to infiltration. But since the Party and Central Command refused to question 
the authority of military or partisan commanders, little was done to curb these 
practices except in cases of sexual assault and rape.
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While German intelligence organs clearly did try to infiltrate spies into the 
partisan movement, it is difficult to say how many spies, let alone female spies, 
they recruited, trained, and dispatched. Soviet personnel returning from occu-
pied territory reportedly encountered large numbers of alleged spies and 
informers. For example, Captain R. I. Kaprelian, who spent time fighting with 
a partisan detachment from February to October 1942, stated, “Besides the 
police, every village has secret Gestapo agents, among whom are a considerable 
number of women. These agents are known to the partisans and des troyed.”55 
The preponderance of women among these alleged networks is hardly surpris-
ing since the civilian population in occupied territory was predominantly fe
male. However, the claim that organized networks existed in every village is 
hard to accept. It is more likely that Kaprelian and others like him ascribed a 
higher level of participation and complicity to individuals who denounced 
partisans out of political conviction, hatred of the Soviet system, or simple self- 
gain. Although civilians who denounced partisans and other Soviet activists 
were ultimately responsible for the fate of those they denounced, their denun-
ciations did not necessarily mean they were paid informants and spies.

In addition to general reports about German espionage networks that re
portedly existed in occupied territory, Soviet intelligence reports often refer-
enced specific female agents who were allegedly dispatched into the partisan 
movement. For example, a report detailing the work of the Belorussian NKVD 
noted that on 1 July 1942, two young women, codenamed “Vera” and “Taisiia,” 
were apprehended as suspicious characters by Daniil Raitsev’s partisan detach-
ment. After a “thorough interrogation” of the seventeen- and sixteen-year-old 
girls, Raitsev’s unit determined that they were graduates of a German espio-
nage school charged with ascertaining the location of partisan detachments in 
the area.56 Another report from 19 November 1942 informed Timofei Strokach, 
the head of the Ukrainian Headquarters of the Partisan Movement (UShPD), 
that six young women were dispatched to the partisans stationed in the Kom-
arichi and Suzemka regions of Briansk oblast. One of them, a seventeen- year-
old, was detained near one of the detachments after she had previously visited 
and gathered information on two other detachments.57 On 10 June 1943, Gen-
eral Pavel Sudoplatov, the head of the Fourth Directorate of the NKGB, in
formed Panteleimon Ponomarenko that his operational group had arrested an 
SD agent from Gomel, Belorussia, named Liudmila Makarevich. During her 
interrogation, Makarevich stated that she was sent to infiltrate the partisan 
detachments stationed near Gomel and named another woman, who she 
claimed was likewise dispatched by the Germans.58 In yet another note, dated 
2 December 1943, L. E. Eitingon, the Deputy Head of the Fourth Directorate 
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of the NKVD, informed Bel´chenko, the Deputy Chief of the Central Parti-
san Headquarters, of two Soviet spies codenamed “Tasia” and “Tamara” who 
were allegedly doubled by German intelligence.59

Partisan units also reported encountering and liquidating large numbers of 
alleged spies. For example, the BShPD reported in July 1943 that their detach-
ments had “unmasked and shot” 944 “Gestapo agents” since the beginning of 
1942 but warned that there was still more work that needed to be done.60 
Meanwhile, the UShPD reported that its units had unmasked 9,883 “spies, 
traitors, and other accomplices of the Nazi invaders” from 1942 until 1945, of 
whom 1,998 were alleged spies.61 One detachment operating near Smolensk, 
Russia, reported that its fighters had “unmasked” nearly seven hundred “spies, 
counter- revolutionaries, and police” over a period of several months.62 Simi-
larly, in his recent memoirs, Nikolai Obryn´ba, a partisan from the Polotsk 
region of Belorussia, claimed that just in the spring of 1943 his unit had 
arrested one hundred fifty spies, all of whom had been sent on sabotage or 
murder missions.63 Citing the improbable figures of former partisans such as 
Obryn´ba, Alexander Statiev has concluded that they “leave the impression 
that many, perhaps most of those accused of spying, were innocent victims of 
witch- hunts.”64 Indeed, given partisan suspicions and their general distrust of 
civilians, it is more than likely that many of the people who were suspected  
of espionage were not really spies.

After analyzing Soviet reports alongside German reports, Alexander Gogun 
has concluded that Soviet officials within the UShPD exaggerated the effec-
tiveness of partisan warfare “by 10 to 20 times.”65 This is not surprising given 
the tendency of Soviet officials to exaggerate production and harvest figures. 
Still, even if the actual number of liquidated enemy assets was much smaller 
than what was officially reported, the number of suspected spies was still quite 
high. It is impossible to say how many of them were real spies as opposed to 
innocent victims of witch-hunts. However, given the fact that German intel-
ligence organs were indeed training and dispatching spies, it is likely that some 
of them were real. Soviet counterintelligence, however, could not easily iden-
tify them, and this situation inevitably resulted in the arrest and execution of 
innocent people. Nowhere is this more evident than when we consider the fate 
of some Jewish survivors who attempted to make their way to the partisans 
following the ghetto liquidations of summer and fall 1942.

Partisan detachments were still relatively weak in 1942, and although they 
would ultimately prove to be one of the best means of survival for Jews, Jews 
were not always welcomed or trusted in them.66 Just as Soviet partisans were 
warned of the dangers posed by women, so too were they warned of alleged 
German efforts to recruit Jewish spies.67 Soviet reports suggested that German-
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run schools operated in Minsk for this purpose.68 And at least one report sug-
gested that German intelligence organs provided poison to beautiful Jewish 
women and girls with the goal of having them “carry out acts of poisoning.”69 
According to Leonid Smilovitskii, the records of the BShPD, partisan mem-
oirs, and the testimonies of Jewish survivors mention isolated instances when 
German intelligence organs did in fact attempt to use Jewish spies.70 However, 
in such cases, Germans had seized family members who were imprisoned in 
the ghettos and used them as hostages for recruitment purposes.71

Although these were isolated cases, they extended suspicion to all Jewish 
arrivals, sometimes resulting in the execution of innocent people.72 This is 
what happened to three Jewish women who escaped the Minsk ghetto only to 
be shot by partisans on suspicion of being German assassins because several 
vials of poison were previously found by partisans on other ghetto escapees.73 
A similar story was told to Anika Walke by the partizanka Polia Shostak. After 
escaping from Minsk and making her way to Staroe Selo, where she and her 
friend Ania hoped to join the partisans, the two women were interrogated by 
four partisans who asked them if they were Jewish and whether they were 
spies. According to Shostak, the partisans said that they “had killed a whole 
group of twenty female Jews who were sent by the Germans to poison the 
partisans” and threatened to do the same thing to them.74 Jewish survivors 
sometimes carried poison with them to take their own lives rather than risk 
being captured, but some partisan fighters who were warned of the danger 
posed by would-be assassins interpreted this as a sign of betrayal. Although 
such suspicions were encouraged by the partisans’ operational environment, 
in which anyone could be a spy or informer, the personal prejudices, biases, 
and overt antisemitism exhibited by some commanders and fighters also played 
a role.75 This was especially the case regarding the proliferation of rumors 
about Jewish spies. In his recollections, Iakov Abramov, a member of the par-
tisan detachment Imeni Stalina, commanded by I. I. Starodub, recalled just 
such an incident. Abramov remembered how a Jewish courier named Eva Kut-
sina was nearly shot when an antisemitic officer accused her of being a Ger-
man spy on the grounds that she was Jewish and yet had managed to survive.76 
Although Abramov attributed the officer’s accusations to antisemitism alone, 
it is not hard to imagine how conscious and unconscious sexism could have 
similarly contributed to accusations of espionage and the spread of rumors 
about female assassins.

Counterintelligence and the Partisans
Partisan leaders, according to Aleksei Popov, were initially slow to recognize the 
dangers posed by enemy agents and did little to counteract them.77 However, 
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NKVD Special Departments were eventually attached to each partisan unit to 
“unmask” and neutralize the alleged spies that German intelligence organs were 
sending. Within the partisans, the special departments were responsible for 
“maintaining internal security against spies and anti- Soviet elements, develop-
ing intelligence networks among the local population, and initiating intelli-
gence operations against the enemy.” They were also responsible for “unit dis-
cipline by investigating and punishing cases of rape, plundering, and other 
criminal violations.”78 It is important to keep in mind that while these were 
their official objectives, this did not necessarily mean that all representatives of 
the special departments were fully trained in their implementation. For exam-
ple, Kenneth Slepyan uncovered the case of Z. T. Gobets, an NKVD official 
appointed to head the special department of the Mogilev oblast’s 208th partisan 
detachment, who seemed wholly unprepared for his assignment. In a letter 
addressed to the head of the Special Departments of the Western Front from 
November 1942, Gobets wrote, “Requesting information for how to deal with 
marauding, unmasking enemy agents and police, and confirming and verifying 
documents of local partisan officials and plenipotentiaries.”79 The lack of prep-
aration reflected in this request must have had a detrimental impact on the 
work of the special department and more importantly the civilians and parti-
sans who would subsequently be investigated by him and his subordinates.

The partisans’ pervasive fear of spies meant that all newcomers as well as all 
existing partisan fighters were scrutinized by the special departments. All out-
siders, including Communist Party members still in possession of their docu-
ments, underwent verifications and were restricted from performing tasks that 
could put their units in danger, such as guard duty, until their identities could 
be confirmed.80 The special departments also maintained informant networks 
within detachments to ferret out any suspicious fighters.81 Although these 
efforts were geared toward ascertaining the identities of alleged spies, some 
NKVD operatives used their positions and the general atmosphere of fear to 
extort sex from their subordinates. For example, one NKVD chief accused a 
nineteen- year- old fighter of spying for the enemy when she refused his sexual 
advances. The girl was subsequently shot.82 Similarly, some unit commanders 
threatened to expose women as spies whenever they refused their advances. 
This was what occurred in the case of a girl identified in the records as Sonia. 
Sonia tried to resist the advances of her commander, Hero of the Soviet Union 
N. N. Popudrenko. After she had refused him for several months, Popudrenko 
accused Sonia of working for the Germans and threatened to shoot her. When 
she still refused him, he raped her.83 It is important to note that Soviet com-
manders were not unique in this regard: German men similarly used the pre-
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text of partisan warfare, including the threat of exposing women as partisans, 
to commit acts of sexual violence on the Eastern Front.84

While some of the individuals detained by the special departments on sus-
picion of espionage were investigated, most were shot either after cursory 
investigations or in some cases without any preliminary investigation at all.85 
Since conditions in occupied territory made it nearly impossible to keep sus-
pects under arrest or transfer them to the Soviet rear, partisan commanders 
and intelligence officers often chose to eliminate them rather than run the risk 
of allowing a potential spy to go free.86 Additionally, whenever partisan leaders 
did carry out investigations, torture seems to have been employed to gather 
evidence.87 Kenneth Slepyan has noted that reports of excesses eventually led 
the “Central Staff to draft an order in June 1943 instructing commanders to 
stop ‘baseless shootings’ of partisans and civilians and to rely on more political 
work to maintain discipline.” Although it is not clear whether this order was 
ever issued, Slepyan has suggested that the fact that it was drafted means that 
excesses were sufficiently widespread to “attract Moscow’s attention.”88

Much of the information that we have about alleged German spies comes 
from individuals who were detained, interrogated, and then likely shot. The 
explanations they gave to their Soviet interrogators suggest that many if not 
most of them were operating under various levels of duress. In fact, while Soviet 
reports noted that some men and women volunteered to spy for German intel-
ligence either out of political conviction or, in the case of prisoners-of-war, to 
escape internment in prisoner- of- war camps, they acknowledged that many 
were coerced.89 Arrest, imprisonment, and the threat of execution against cap-
tured partisans, civilians, and their loved ones were used to force recruits into 
service.90 For example, two separate reports on German anti- partisan methods 
mentioned the case of Antonina Krukovskaia, from the city of Ordzhonikidze-
grad (Briansk), Russia, whose family was used as leverage against her.91 Kru-
kovskaia was arrested by the “Gestapo” and induced to work as a spy. When she 
refused, her German handlers threatened to shoot her. They then arrested her 
mother and brother and threatened to execute them as well. To save herself and 
her loved ones, Krukovskaia eventually agreed to work as a German spy.92 
Another exemplary case involved a man named Petrov who was arrested with 
his eighteen-year-old daughter in one of the villages of the Zhurinichesk selso-
viet (village Soviet) located in the Smolensk oblast. He was also induced to spy 
on the partisan detachments based in the Briansk forests while German author
ities kept his daughter under arrest and threatened to shoot her if he failed.93

Regarding alleged female spies, Soviet reports suggested that German intel-
ligence organs also bribed women to “buy” their cooperation. For example, 
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one report suggested that the “Gestapo” “[bought] our people, especially young 
girls, who, while in severe material conditions, go to work for German intel-
ligence for money, clothes, food, and sometimes just for [face] powder and 
cologne.”94 A report on fraternization in the Krasnodon (Sorokyne) raion, 
Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk oblast, stated that German soldiers and officers 
“tempted girls and even inclined them to a depraved life by means of various 
cheap presents (cosmetics).”95 E. Belitskii, a member of the UShPD, echoed 
these conclusions when he reported that recruits for a two-month course in 
German-controlled Sevastopol, Crimea, were allegedly enticed by “good food, 
clothes, sweets, but are warned of the consequences for the family in the event 
of desertion.”96 Even as late as January 1944, a Komsomol report expressed 
concern that the Germans were enticing women in occupied territory to their 
side through gifts (i.e., by engaging in fraternization).97

While such reports reflected a certain level of understanding of the dire liv-
ing conditions and want that drove Soviet men and women to agree to spy for 
the enemy, they also betrayed an underlying anxiety about women and their 
loyalties. By suggesting that women were recruited by something as seemingly 
frivolous as face powder and cologne, such reports created the impression of 
pettiness among women who, in time of war, seemed to be more concerned 
with their appearance than with fighting the enemy. Invoking connotations of 
meshchantstvo, an association that officials reading these reports would have 
likely made, such descriptions encouraged links between women, decadence, 
and political unreliability.98 Similarly, by stating that German intelligence 
officers “bought” girls, the reports likened them to prostitutes who, for the 
price of face powder and cologne, were seemingly willing to sell out their 
comrades and their motherland. Such items, however, were sought-after com-
modities due to the severe shortages occasioned by the war and occupation 
and could have been traded along with clothes and household items for food. 
The failure to recognize the importance of such items for survival, especially 
in light of the famine conditions that prevailed in occupied cities, reinforced 
negative stereotypes of women as “weak” and unreliable members of society.

A similar dynamic can be seen with regard to women who were forced to 
work in German brothels. In a telling passage about German- run brothels in 
occupied Kyiv, intelligence officers noted in 1942 that

in some cities, the bureau of labor is also the supplier of “live merchandise” for 
officers’ brothels. Thus, for example, in Kyiv, the bureau of labor offers pretty 
women work as waitresses in cafeterias (considering the difficult situation with 
food, this area of work is considered the most tempting). A woman who gives 
her consent is sent to the owner of the cafeteria; here she works for 2– 3 days and 
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then is openly offered work in the officers’ brothel. Those who refuse are threat-
ened with reprisals or arrested. There have been cases of executions by shooting. 
The less stable elements [maloustoichivye elementy] give their consent; the 
strongest consent to this provocation and then, after they are released home, 
commit suicide.99

Such conclusions reflected a hierarchy in which the strongest and therefore 
most loyal members of society sacrificed themselves for the good of the moth-
erland, with little regard for themselves or their loved ones, while those who 
were allegedly weak succumbed to the pressures of war and occupation. If 
women who faced such “choiceless choices” could be considered “weak,” then 
what could be said about those who survived the occupation on their own 
terms or those who accepted an enemy assignment to stave off hunger or save 
a loved one?

Finally, Soviet reports also suggested that women and girls were recruited 
because of their alleged relationships with enemy combatants. For example, 
one report claimed that “A lot of young women live with German soldiers and 
officers and through them begin to work in the Gestapo.”100 This was how a 
woman named Aleksandra Vasil´evna Fomicheva was allegedly recruited. 
According to the report, “She worked as a cleaner in the barracks of the Ger-
mans for two months, cohabitated with them, and was recruited for work as 
an intelligence agent.”101 Neither the circumstances of how she originally 
began to work for the Germans nor the level of force and coercion that may 
have been used against her are known. With little information to go on besides 
the fact that she allegedly cohabitated with German soldiers before being 
recruited, such reports likely reinforced links between fraternization and espi-
onage. It remains to be seen whether the Komsomol concerns raised elsewhere 
were a direct response to these kinds of reports, but it is likely. Such reports 
reinforced existing anxieties about women and girls that had persisted through-
out the interwar period while raising new ones that were a direct result of the 
war and the occupation. Moreover, they reinforced the need to surveille women 
who were thought to be in close contact with the enemy. Indeed, if such re
ports were to be believed, then any woman in close contact with the enemy 
was a potential spy or saboteur.

The bitter experiences of summer and fall 1941 taught partisan leaders and 
rank-and-file fighters to be wary of civilians living in occupied territory. Re
ports of alleged female spies reinforced concerns about civilians and inflamed 
longstanding anxieties about women that mirrored those found in the Red 
Army. References to scouts allegedly turned into enemy assets or civilians 
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coerced or bribed to spy for the enemy were intended to reveal German meth-
ods and encourage the adoption of appropriate measures to counteract them. 
And while they did inspire vigilance and the adoption of counterintelligence 
measures, they also encouraged a pervasive fear of spies and saboteurs within 
the partisan movement that extended suspicion to civilians and fighters alike.

This chapter as well as the previous one explored the various anxieties and 
fears regarding women that arose within the Red Army and the partisan move-
ment and how they in turn encouraged associations between fraternization 
and espionage. We saw how the real and perceived actions of women were 
interpreted in light of enduring tropes and expectations and in response to the 
tactics employed by German intelligence organs. But the voices of women 
who found themselves scrutinized and judged were rarely heard, except for in 
the women’s alleged statements to their Soviet interrogators. The following 
chapter attempts to recover some of their voices through a close reading of the 
diary of a young woman who maintained relationships with German soldiers 
and officers during the occupation of her hometown. Using her fragmentary 
records, the chapter will explore the complex constellation of factors and mo
tivations that encouraged some non-Jewish women to pursue relations with 
local collaborators and enemy combatants. The reality, as we shall see, was com-
plex and ambiguous.
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The Diary of a Komsomolka
Fraternization and the View from Below

During the war, Nazi officials estimated that Germans stationed in the Reichs-
kommissariat Ukraine fathered ten thousand children with local women.1 
While such statistics must be treated with extreme caution, recent scholarship 
has shown that, even as sexual violence was widespread across German-
occupied territory, fraternization between non-Jewish women and Germans 
was also common. German prohibitions against social and intimate relations 
with local civilians were never fully enforced and even members of the SS 
applied for permits to marry women from the Baltic states and Ukraine.2 
Although mutual attraction and love sometimes characterized these relation-
ships, they were never simple love affairs. The stark power imbalances and the 
inferior position of Slavs vis-à-vis Germans meant that they never enjoyed the 
same kinds of liberty to pursue relationships as their German partners. More-
over, since acute need was often a significant factor underlying these relation-
ships, the line between consensual relations and what might be considered 
survival prostitution was often difficult to disentangle.3

Contemporary diaries and postwar memoirs are full of references to frater-
nization that testify to its ubiquity and the responses it elicited in onlookers.4 
For example, in his recent memoirs, Roman Kravchenko-Berezhnoy recalled 
Katya, the older sister of one of his classmates, who had an Austrian admirer 
named Kurt. Katya met Kurt while he was recovering in a German convales-
cent home in Kremenets, Ukraine. During the winter of 1941–42, “Kurt 
brought food—canned foods, bacon, sausage, and bread” to Katya and her 
younger sister, Zhenia, whose parents had been deported to Kazakhstan by 
Soviet authorities in 1940. Khravchenko recalled that Kurt “had the most seri-
ous intentions toward Katya.” Once Kyiv was liberated by the Red Army in 
fall 1943, Kurt returned to Kremenets and took the two sisters with him to 
Vienna, where he placed them in his mother’s care.5 Kravchenko did not refer 
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to Katya in his wartime diary.6 But from his memoirs it is clear that even if he 
did once disapprove of her behavior, he no longer condemned her for her ac
tions. Orphaned by the Soviet regime, Katya and Zhenia were trying to sur-
vive the occupation as best they could.7 Moreover, Kravchenko recalled that 
Katya’s relationship also helped feed two Russian prisoners- of- war who visited 
the girls.8

Kravchenko’s personal knowledge of Katya’s situation and the distance of 
time enabled him to view her wartime relationship with an enemy soldier with 
a certain level of understanding. Contemporaneous opinions, however, were 
often much harsher. For example, on the eve of the winter holidays in 1941,  
O. Shargorodskaia, a citizen of Yalta whose Jewish husband was murdered dur
ing a ghetto liquidation, condemned her neighbors for planning a party where 
Germans would be present. “Some of the inhabitants [of our building] feel 
festive. For example, our neighbor, Iakutskaia, feels festive. She is getting ready 
to welcome guests. The krauts are coming for a ‘little dance.’ Her daughter 
flirts with and pays compliments to [the Germans], but she used to be a kom-
somolka, an activist who was celebrated in print. It’s disgusting. Now she 
dances to a German tune.”9 While Soviet officials worried that such women 
and girls were being recruited to work for German intelligence, many of their 
neighbors considered them to be little more than prostitutes who had sold 
themselves and were now “dancing to a German tune.”

Historians have advanced a variety of theories to explain the phenomenon 
of fraternization in German-occupied territory. In the case of Kyiv, for exam-
ple, Karel Berkhoff has attributed fraternization to the artificial famine condi-
tions that German occupation authorities cultivated in the city. However, Berk
hoff also suggested that young women sought German boyfriends in other 
cities where famine was not nearly as much of a factor. Furthermore, he noted 
that young women seem to have preferred German men over local men in 
parts of Ukraine, a preference that he speculated may have arisen from a short-
age of local men and curiosity.10 Meanwhile, Jeffrey Burds has suggested that 
the “hardships of war and the seeming inevitability of German victory com-
bined to promote a reevaluation of values among local girls throughout the 
East.”11 Indeed, a constellation of factors, ranging from acute need and des-
peration to curiosity and sometimes sheer boredom, encouraged women to 
pursue relations with enemy combatants. And as the situation inside occupied 
territory and at the front shifted, so too did the nature of fraternization and 
the meanings ascribed to it.

Until fairly recently, the voices of civilians in occupied territory and espe-
cially those of women were seldom heard in accounts of World War II on the 
Eastern Front. Censorship combined with decades of stigma and fear of repri
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sal prevented discussions of the occupation that did not uphold the Soviet 
myths of the war. Soviet intelligence reports, the majority of which remain 
classified, were far less encumbered by censorship. However, as the previous 
chapters have argued, they often reflected the fears and anxieties of Soviet 
officials and intelligence analysts far better than the complexity of lived experi-
ence on the ground. This chapter seeks to complicate the image of the 
fraternizer- cum- spy that so worried Soviet officials. Through a close reading of 
a diary of a young woman who pursued relations with enemy combatants,12 
this chapter explores the multifaceted factors that stood behind her actions 
and those of her friends and neighbors.

Olga was seventeen years old when war broke out and Znamenka 
(Znam´ianka), her hometown in the Kirovograd (Kropyvnytskyi) region of 
Ukraine, was overrun. Like many of her compatriots, Olga was a komsomolka. 
Although her identity remains a mystery, her fragmentary wartime diary pro-
vides a unique window onto her world.13 Reading it together with available 
Soviet and German records enables us to partially reconstruct the occupation 
of her hometown, the dynamics that developed between occupier and occu-
pied, and how neighbors reacted to and ultimately sought to police the actions 
of their female neighbors.

“I Am a Member of the Lenin Youth”
Located approximately 40 kilometers northeast of Kirovograd/Kropyvnytskyi 
and approximately 30 kilometers west of Alexandriia (Oleksandriia), Zna-
menka was a relatively small town located in what remains a predominantly 
rural part of Right Bank Ukraine.14 In 1939, its population totaled 13,604 and 
included 653 individuals, or a little more than 20 percent, of Jewish descent.15 
Its claim to fame was its railroad station and strategic location as a railroad 
hub. This encouraged German authorities to house a significant contingent of 
administrators and personnel in the town following its capture on 6 August 
1941. In addition to a local police force, German gendarmes, and a local ad
ministration, several railroad-related bureaus operated out of Znamenka, and 
the town also housed a military hospital. This concentration of German orga-
nizations meant that a significant number of German personnel, including 
soldiers, civilian administrators, and railroad workers, stayed for extended peri-
ods of time in Znamenka. Consequently, numerous opportunities existed for 
Soviet civilians to interact with Germans, which many did from the first days 
of the occupation.

Relatively little is known about those first days and weeks. However, read-
ing Olga’s diary entries from late August and early September 1941, one gets 
the impression that many non-Jewish civilians began interacting with German 
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soldiers on a relatively amicable basis soon after the area was secured and the 
front moved eastward. This was the case throughout much of Ukraine but 
especially in the western regions, which were annexed by the Soviet Union in 
1939. There most people, according to Karel Berkhoff, were “glad to see the 
Germans.” It was only farther east “that the population was initially far more 
reserved and sometimes even fearful.”16 In her first entry from 26 August, Olga 
recorded how her father played chess with a German soldier and later with a 
translator in their yard. “Dad checkmated him in the game and when they 
were playing the second match, the translator came by. Dad asked for a good 
player and he presented himself. He was putting on such nasty airs. He would 
have been checkmated if the komendant had not called for him. He kept 
repeating that dad will be kaput just like the USSR. He is so disgusting!”17 
Olga spent much of the following day’s entry describing her evening, which 
she spent at home talking and passing notes with her sister, Liuda, the German 
translator, and another soldier named Ludolf. Several days later, she mused 
that she “would have had a new love if he [Ludolf ] remained here a little lon-
ger.”18 Clearly, neither Ludolf nor the translator inspired much fear in either 
Olga or her parents.

On 31 August, a new regiment arrived in Znamenka to replace Regiment K, 
whose soldiers Olga had started to get to know. After seeing some of the newly 
stationed soldiers in her neighbors’ yard, Olga stated that “they are not Ger-
mans but something like . . . like gypsies. And they are also so impudent! 
Beggars (Golodrantsy). The others that had driven by were all cultured, but 
these . . . It’s disgusting even.”19 Whereas the previous regiment had seemed to 
live up to her expectations of “cultured” Germans, Olga found the soldiers 
from the new regiment to be lacking. Not only were they rude, but they soon 
started soliciting sexual favors from local girls. On 7 September, Olga recorded 
her anger and frustration after being propositioned. “At first, he spoke courte-
ously, but afterward, God! Save me from ever having to hear such nonsense 
again. He spoke like the most depraved person for whom there is no more 
shame. He said that he will come tomorrow to invite me to go for a walk (and 
to where: into the forest). Pah! Wretched creature! [Tvar´ neschastnaia!] What 
a scoundrel. . . . I restrained myself so that I would not spit in his snout. This 
is beyond impudence, it’s an outrage.”20 Such attempts to pressure women for 
sex antagonized local civilians. Meanwhile, although one rarely senses fear in 
Olga’s diary entries, the possibility of violence was always present, and every 
interaction had the potential to escalate beyond a woman’s control. On  
23 September, she wrote: “Three Germans frightened Zhorzha and Tol´ku so 
that they would go to bed and then started pestering us. They encircled me. 
They do not let me go and are themselves singing. I almost began to cry. Then, 



	 The Diary of a Komsomolka	 65

luckily, dad came out. I called him [over]. They embraced dad as well. With 
difficulty, I broke free.”21 Although Olga was able to escape thanks in part to 
her father’s intervention, this situation could have easily escalated beyond her 
control. Indeed, recent scholarship has shown that incidences of individual 
and gang rapes by German soldiers and SS and police personnel were com-
mon and usually went unpunished unless such crimes were deemed to under-
mine military discipline.22 Still, it was the uncertainty of war rather than the 
conduct of German soldiers that seems to have been foremost in the minds of 
non- Jewish civilians in Znamenka.

Although there were those who initially welcomed the Wehrmacht and 
feared the return of Soviet power, there were also many who longed for a 
Soviet victory. Consequently, early autumn 1941 was characterized by both 
hope for and fear of a Soviet counterattack. The uncertainty of war was under-
scored several times during the early weeks of occupation as Soviet planes flew 
over Znamenka, forcing civilians to hide in their bomb shelters. “For two 
nights in a row we sat in our ‘shelter from fear’ [‘otstrakhoubezhishche’] as 
Soviet planes attacked. But I am not at all disappointed [No mne nichut´ ne 
dosadno] since I want their victory. It seems to me that the Soviets will win 
even though it does not look like it. There are rumors that America has de
clared war on Germany and that Japan has declared war on us. We’ll see whose 
victory it will be. In no way do I want to be with the Germans.”23 The absence 
of any reliable information about what was happening at the front contrib-
uted to the uncertainty. Still, as long as signs of Soviet power remained, those 
longing for a Soviet victory retained hope. Meanwhile, those inclined to sup-
port German forces were cautioned against throwing their full support behind 
the occupation regime out of fear that the Red Army might soon return. But 
following the fall of Kyiv on 19 September, hope for a Soviet victory began  
to fade.24

Soon, elements of a local administration began taking shape. On 1 Septem-
ber, a local collaborationist newspaper was issued that “curse[d] Stalin and the 
Soviets and sen[t] a welcome to Hitler.”25 Olga criticized the authors for their 
unpatriotic sentiments and the speed with which they were adapting to the 
new situation. “These Ukrainians are so vile! [Do chego podlyi etot Ukrainskii 
narod!] I do not love them for this even though they are my people. But still 
they are better than strangers.”26 Olga was likely referring to both the newspa-
per’s authors and some of her neighbors who were beginning to change their 
allegiances in recognition of the altered situation. While some volunteered for 
work with the local administration and the auxiliary police, others went as far 
as to claim Volksdeutsche, or “ethnic German,” status in order to receive the 
additional benefits it afforded.27
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As non- Jewish civilians began rebuilding their lives under the new regime, 
many quickly found that there was nothing for them to do since there was 
little work in Znamenka and the schools remained closed. “Today is a day off. 
But this is not like former days off. There is nothing to rest from. I am loafing 
about [lodyrnichaiu]. We do not go to school. There is no work. How nice it 
had been before. You come home from school tired and take up a novel or 
something and read . . . You fall asleep over the book. But now I go to bed and 
I cannot fall asleep. Boredom, boredom. I used to write little poems. . . . Now 
nothing comes to mind. Yes, things are bad!”28 Throughout autumn 1941, 
Olga repeatedly complained that she had nothing to do and longed for her old 
life, when she was able to attend school. Education was important for the 
generation that came of age during the 1930s.29 It was considered a prerequisite 
for anyone wishing to move to the country’s cities. Moreover, it was thought 
to be a marker of “culturedness” and modernity. For much of the non-Jewish 
youth, the absence of educational prospects and sources of entertainment 
inside occupied territory contributed to their eventual disaffection with the 
occupation regime.30

Meanwhile, Olga continued to tell everyone, in language that resembled 
the Soviet slogans she had grown up with, that she was a komsomolka. Perhaps 
these slogans gave her a sense of comfort and normalcy amid the dislocation 
of war and occupation. However, even as she continued to take pride in her 
Komsomol membership, she was also beginning to feel increasingly alone. “I 
tell everyone over and over again that I am a member of the Lenin youth. . . . 
No one will ever break me. I am a patriot of my homeland. And there are 
thousands, millions like me. But for now I am alone and I have nothing to 
do.”31 Whereas before she “was always waiting for something [vse chegoto 
zhdala],” now she did “not wait for anything.”32 The future seemed bleak, and 
the only things life seemed to bring were more tedious days that differed little 
from the rest. Under such circumstances, her previous life seemed like a bright 
beacon shining from the past. On 21 November, she heard rumors that the 
Red Army was advancing and wrote about how she wanted her “previous life. 
Raia, the movies, the garden, Vladimir, *** how pure and sweet! And now? 
Eternal longing [toska] for the past.”33 Not everyone, however, felt the same 
way. In the same entry, Olga wrote about her friend Zhenia, who had no simi-
lar yearnings. “Zhenia does not want our people to return. What does it mat-
ter to her? [Chto ei?] It’s all the same to her as long as she lives. But why am I 
not like her in this way?”34 Having concluded that Soviet power would not 
return, Zhenia decided to live her life in the present, something Olga was 
finding it hard to do.



	 The Diary of a Komsomolka	 67

Earlier, Olga began noticing that her friends were becoming more attentive 
to the soldiers and were acting differently. She observed that Zhenia “has 
already begun to understand a lot about beauty and has lost the appearance of 
modesty.”35 Her friends were paying more attention to their looks and the way 
they dressed, and this upset her. She complained that they “behaved repul-
sively” around German soldiers and that their actions were beginning to 
resemble “debauchery.”36 Although Olga’s objections focused on the way her 
friends were behaving around German soldiers, they seem to have had little to 
do with the identity of the soldiers themselves. Indeed, it is likely that she 
would have found her friends’ actions equally disturbing had they been di
rected at local men. Rather than objecting to fraternization on principle, Olga 
seems to have been upset by how quickly her friends were maturing. They 
were all in their late teens or early twenties and were just beginning to experi-
ment with their sexuality when war broke out. Even without the war, this 
process would have placed strains on friendships as some girls matured faster 
than others. But this already complex time in their lives was further compli-
cated by the war and the occupation. Meanwhile, Olga’s own interactions with 
soldiers simultaneously thrilled and repulsed her.

On 1 September, Olga wrote about her first kiss. She was playing checkers 
with her friend Zhenia when two soldiers sat down to play with them. Olga 
described what followed when her partner later got up to leave. “He took my 
hand, squeezed it firmly, and . . . (I am even ashamed to admit it) kissed it! I 
jerked back my hand and only answered ‘no!’ What did I mean by ‘no,’ I don’t 
know myself. Splendid! [Eto da!] My first kiss. After all, I do not remember 
anyone ever kissing me before even if only on the hand. But this is not a sweet 
mood since I felt (albeit a little) disgust for this person.”37 Although she had 
professed to be in love with a Jewish boy named Vladimir, Olga was still young 
and sexually inexperienced.38 She was just starting to mature into a young 
woman when war broke out. Without the direction of the Komsomol and 
with little to occupy her time, she soon began spending time in the company 
of soldiers who had access to radios and in whose presence it was possible to 
temporarily forget about everyday life. While it is likely that Olga’s initial 
interactions were thus motivated by the “sheer boredom” that characterized 
life for Soviet youth in occupied territory, it was not long before she too began 
searching for her version of the “ideal” among them.39

Initially, she compared them with her idealized version of true love and was 
left pining for Vladimir and her old life. In September, Olga wrote about how 
“vexing” (dosadno) it was to think that she was “starting up conversations with 
my enemies. I have not lost my stupid habit of searching for the ideal. Still, 
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Vladimir remains dear to me as before.”40 As the novelty of her interactions 
waned, they began contributing to her frustrations. On 2 October, she wrote 
that she was “tired of these empty entries. What is there to write about? Again 
about how Zhenia told me that this railroad worker shamelessly lied when he 
said that he loved me or that one or the other was polite to me. This is repul-
sive. I would be delighted [Ia by voskhishchalas´] if this one at least looked like 
a hero.”41 Still, notwithstanding her frustrations, Olga soon began expressing 
a desire to win their respect.42 But even as she did this, she continued to ques-
tion her own motivations. In part, it seems that she simply wanted to have 
fun. This is what she suggested when she wrote, “You see, I only want to mer-
rily pass the time.”43 Meanwhile, after nearly half a year of life under occupa-
tion, she was finding it difficult to hate the enemy. On 7 December, she noted 
that “Even though my anger boils, still I can’t drop this habit (or how to call 
it). That is, I cannot treat my enemies with contempt if not the complete 
opposite. I feel sorry for myself. I need love, life, energy, but what has life 
given to me? Only eternal longing [toska] for the ideal, eternal dreams and 
recollections. . . . Why don’t I have a happy ‘now’ like others?”44

While Olga struggled to reconcile her feelings, girls like Zhenia were forg-
ing new lives for themselves, having concluded that the Red Army would 
never return. At this point, Olga’s actions seem to have been largely motivated 
by a combination of curiosity and boredom. Whereas need and basic survival 
often stood behind the actions of city dwellers who were already experiencing 
famine in 1941, such concerns only became factors for Olga much later in the 
occupation. As a resident of a rural town, Olga had access to food from the 
surrounding countryside and was thus in a relatively privileged position when 
compared to her urban counterparts. Still, as elsewhere, German racial and 
gender policies shaped her everyday life and the choices available to her. 
Meanwhile, the violence of the occupation and the Holocaust became the 
backdrop against which girls like Olga forged their new lives.

Nazi Atrocities and the Holocaust in Znamenka
Although Olga rarely mentioned what was happening outside her circle of 
close friends and acquaintances, the horrors of the occupation clearly did not 
bypass Znamenka. By September 1941, two prisoner-of-war camps for Soviet 
soldiers were opened in the nearby village of Bogdanovka (Bohdanivka), lo
cated approximately fourteen kilometers northwest of Znamenka. According 
to eye-witness testimony collected by the Extraordinary State Commission to 
Investigate German Fascist Crimes (ChGK), Soviet prisoners-of-war were kept 
in unsanitary conditions in two former school buildings in the village. They 
were subjected to “inhuman labor” and issued a mere two hundred grams of 
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bread and bran soup per day.45 Whether similar camps existed in Znamenka 
or in any of the other nearby villages is not known. Still, Soviet prisoners- of-
war were a common sight in the late summer and fall of 1941.

In late September, Olga recorded how she “almost began to cry” when she 
saw Soviet prisoners being led down the road.46 About a month later, on  
10 November, she described seeing Soviet prisoners- of- war on work detail.

I saw how they beat our prisoners. Goodness! Tears splashed from my eyes when 
I saw how they strained themselves carrying oaks. I cursed their torturers. They 
laugh, scoundrels, [and] walk around with sticks like savages. I know that many 
will die in this way. Many of them are Komsomol members, loyal to the moth-
erland! All of them, poor things, are waiting for our victory like me. Yes! But 
who will win? I believe in our victory although there is very little hope of it. I am 
sorry for all that has passed. I love my motherland although its inhabitants lied 
a lot. It does not matter! I will reconcile myself to everything so long as it is with 
my people.47

The sight of such suffering steeled Olga’s resolve but also contributed to the 
internal struggles that her interactions with German soldiers were provoking.

Whereas Olga voiced concerns about the treatment of Soviet prisoners- of-
war, she was remarkably silent about the fate of Znamenka’s Jews. However, 
available Soviet war crimes trial records suggest that several massacres took 
place in Znamenka over the course of the occupation. One of the first occurred 
on 14 October 1941. That Tuesday, members of the 304th Police Battalion 
arrived in Znamenka at about five in the evening and immediately murdered 
forty- seven Jewish civilians.48 Ivan Stasenko, who lived at Number 15, Trudo-
voi Street, witnessed the massacre.49 In his testimony, Stasenko recalled seeing 
a group of about forty to forty- five Jewish men, women, and children being 
led past his house.50 A large group of armed local policemen numbering 
between twenty-three and twenty-four individuals, as well as a smaller group 
of approximately six Germans, was leading them from the direction of Krasny 
Prospekt toward the radio station located on the edge of the Black Forest.51 
Stasenko was standing by his gate when he saw them. Soon after, he heard 
them “scream[ing] hysterically [and] begging for mercy” as shots emanated 
from the massacre site that was located approximately five hundred to six 
hundred meters away.52

Although Olga never mentioned the events of that day in her diary, 14 Oc
tober did not pass unnoticed. That evening, she celebrated her eighteenth 
birthday in the company of two friends and three “noble- looking” (blagorod-
nye) German policemen.53 While her father played chess with two of them, 
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Olga showed the third one, a man named Hanz, her German- language 
books.54 The following evening, Hanz and his comrades returned and, after 
exchanging notes with Olga, Hanz asked her if he could return on 16 October 
to take her out for a walk.55 Their date, however, was not meant to be because 
Hanz left Znamenka that morning.56 Coincidentally, the 304th Police Battal-
ion, whose members had participated in the massacre on 14 October, boarded 
a train on 16 October leaving Znamenka for Kyiv via Fastiv.57 Whether Hanz 
was a member of the battalion is not known. Still, the time frame is suggestive. 
At the very least, the episode underscores how the mundane continued to 
coexist with the horrors of the Holocaust and the occupation.

In addition to the massacre perpetrated by the 304th Police Battalion, evi-
dence exists that an SS Maintenance Repair Platoon, which was attached to 
the First SS Brigade, also carried out a massacre in Znamenka in fall 1941. In 
1942, the SS tried SS Officer Max Täubner, the leader of the Maintenance 
Repair Platoon, and his men for unsanctioned and savage conduct against 
civilians. According to Yehoshua Büchler, the SS accused Täubner of taking 
trophy photographs during massacres and mailing them home to family and 
friends in the Reich.58 Based on the testimonies collected during Täubner’s 
trial, we know that his unit carried out anti-Jewish operations (Aktionen) 
from “Volhynia in the west to Konotop in the northwest Ukraine,” including 
in Znamenka.59 Details about the Aktion in Znamenka are unavailable because 
the SS tribunal focused its attention on larger massacres in Novograd-
Volynskii, Sholokhovo, and Aleksandriia and did not gather information 
about locations where the killings were deemed to have been “routine” in 
nature.60 Still, we know that the Aktion in nearby Aleksandriia occurred while 
Täubner’s unit was stationed there from 22 October to 12 November 1941. And 
while it is possible that Täubner’s unit assisted the 304th Police Battalion, it 
seems more likely that Täubner and his men initiated a separate Aktion in 
Znamenka either while stationed in Aleksandriia or at some point immedi-
ately before or after their deployment there.

In early 1944, Soviet authorities tried several local men who worked as 
policemen in Znamenka during the occupation. Their testimonies suggest 
that massacres of Jewish civilians were common in the area during autumn 
1941 and spring 1942. For example, Vasilii Kovalenko recalled arresting Jews on 
several occasions during the period.61 He admitted to participating in the 
arrest of seven families that were subsequently shot and of appropriating some 
of their property for his personal use.62 According to Kovalenko, at the time, 
all the Jewish victims were living along three streets: Karl Marx, Detovska, and 
Lenin.63 While no evidence pointing to the existence of a ghetto in Znamenka 
has previously been found, Kovalenko’s testimony suggests that Znamenka’s 
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Jews may have been forcibly congregated on these streets at some point during 
autumn 1941.

The second wave of arrests, which, according to Kovalenko, occurred in 
spring 1942, coincided with yet another massacre that took place at some 
point in March of that year. Details about this massacre are scarce save for the 
testimony of Siliverst Vikhrovski, who testified in late 1943 that sixty- three 
Jewish men, women, and children were shot on this occasion.64 Vikhrovski 
was being held in a death cell (v smertnoi kamere) in the town jail when he 
witnessed the victims being led away.65 According to Vikhrovski, Mikhail 
Kravchenko, another policeman who was tried alongside Kovalenko, partici-
pated in the massacre along with six others.66 As in the previous massacre in 
October 1941, these Jewish men, women, and children were all allegedly shot 
behind Znamenka’s radio relay center (za radiouslom).67

As Soviet authorities prepared their case against Kovalenko and Kravchenko 
in December 1943, they carried out exhumations at the sites of two mass graves 
in Znamenka. Their findings largely corroborated the testimonies provided by 
Stasenko and Vikhrovski. The first grave was located in the garden of the rail-
road hospital where Soviet forces had dug an anti- tank ditch in the weeks prior 
to the start of the occupation.68 It measured fifteen by eight meters and was 
approximately eighteen to twelve months old at the time of the exhumations. 
Inside, Soviet investigators found the remains of men, women, and children. 
All the adults were shot at nearly point-blank range, while the youth and chil-
dren had injuries consistent with bludgeoning. In all, the remains of sixty-three 
individuals were discovered in the first grave, including those of thirty- one men, 
twenty- three women, and nine children.69 The second grave was located on the 
edge of the Black Forest opposite Znamenka’s radio station, where Soviet au
thorities had also previously dug anti- tank ditches and trenches.70 The remains 
of nineteen men, thirteen women, and seven children were found inside.71 
Additional exhumations were carried out in 1946, but I was unable to obtain 
their records.72 Still, the findings from late 1943, read together with available 
Soviet and German sources, clearly show that several massacres occurred in 
Znamenka over a period of several months starting in fall 1941.

Although only two witnesses testified about these massacres to Soviet 
authorities in December 1943, it is almost certain that many more civilians saw 
or heard what happened. The Holocaust in the East took place in the open 
with German perpetrators and local collaborators making little effort to con-
ceal their actions.73 Moreover, many civilians were conscripted to participate 
in various aspects of the massacres, from digging and later covering up mass 
graves to sorting the clothes of murdered Jews.74 Meanwhile, prior to their 
murders on the outskirts of their communities, Jewish civilians were subjected 
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to a series of discriminatory measures that were meant to dehumanize and 
separate them from the rest of the civilian population. While it is unclear 
whether Znamenka’s Jews were forced to wear identifying markers or live in a 
ghetto, it is unlikely that non- Jewish civilians would have remained ignorant 
of their neighbors’ fates. So why, then, was Olga silent about the Holocaust?

While Olga’s silence can be interpreted as a sign of indifference or even 
approval, it does not seem that she harbored antisemitic sentiments. Indeed, 
her teenage crush, Vladimir, was Jewish, a fact that she supposedly did not 
hesitate to declare to her German acquaintances as late as November 1941.75 
The fact that she continued to talk about Vladimir even after the 304th Police 
Battalion carried out a massacre suggests that she might not have known what 
was happening. Still, it was nearly impossible for civilians to have remained 
ignorant for long. Non-Jewish civilians quickly learned about their Jewish 
neighbors through the rumors that circulated following an Aktion. But since 
locals provided guard duty and participated in other ways in the massacres of 
their Jewish neighbors, it was not wise to speak openly about what was hap-
pening. With this in mind, it is thus possible that Olga was silent about the 
massacres because her friends were likely reading her diary. The reading and 
sharing of women’s personal notebooks was a prewar tradition that Olga and 
her friends continued to practice.76 Therefore, it is possible that she may have 
deliberately omitted references to the Holocaust because she was concerned 
about who else might read her words.

While we will likely never know why Olga remained silent about the Holo-
caust, it was clearly an ever- present aspect of the occupation in Znamenka. It 
is hard to imagine how everyday life with its attendant worries could continue 
amid such horrors, and yet it did. While Olga and her friends went on walks 
and dates with German soldiers, their Jewish neighbors suffered and died 
nearby. As we shall see, the meaning of Olga’s interactions and relationships 
with German soldiers changed over time, as did her motivations. But knowing 
the larger context in which they were pursued underscores just how deeply 
ambivalent and morally ambiguous they were. Meanwhile, her interactions 
continued to fuel the internal struggles and doubts that Olga first experienced 
following the rapid retreat of the Red Army in the late summer of 1941. As the 
frequency and intensity of her interactions increased, Olga’s previous values 
and convictions began to change. As we shall see, these changes would ulti-
mately prove disturbing to her neighbors and returning Soviet officials.

“My Future Lies Ahead”
Although she was only eighteen and had yet to finish her last year of school, 
Olga was appointed to be a teacher on 28 October 1941. Her first assignment 
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did not last long because the school soon closed. However, several weeks later, 
she was hired to teach at another school in the nearby village of Orlova. Writ-
ing about her new position, Olga stated that she “liked the director immedi-
ately and the students aren’t bad either. . . . Everything seemed familiar to me 
and I felt wonderful.”77 Soon after, she was praised by the director, and even 
the German Komendant asked to hear her translate.78 Later, in January 1942, 
Olga attended a teachers conference in the village of Dmitrovka where she was 
praised yet again. “There are a lot of teachers and all of a sudden I am one of 
the best among them. Oh! My future lies ahead.”79 While many of her peers 
were becoming increasingly disenchanted with the occupation, Olga’s new 
position gave her a glimmer of hope. Meanwhile, she was no longer simply 
interacting with soldiers at home and in the streets of Znamenka. Now, she 
was also working for the occupation regime.

On 7 December, the local theater opened. Although its reopening prom-
ised to bring some relief from the monotony of daily life, the occasion did not 
bring her much happiness.

Today was the first day during the war that our theater reopened. But oh how 
disappointed was I on this day! The Germans took all the front-row seats while 
everyone else “languished in the back” [zadnikh pasli]. The soldiers chose girls 
and sat them next to themselves. It was so debauched! Of course, none of the 
chosen girls was to my taste. Shura, Zhenia, Olga [her friend], and I all sat 
together, but only Olga could understand me at that moment. She was also 
indignant over the German tricks [prodelki] [and] offended for the honor of her 
motherland but we remained silent. Nobody will hear us anyway. We sang the 
song “Dear Country, Dear Motherland” [“Strana dorogaia, otchizna rodnaia!”] 
with such pleasure!80 But we will get something in the end! [No my chego-
nibud´ dozhdemsia!] They will not rule us! [Ne byvat´ im starshimi nad nami!]81

Despite her own interactions, Olga was offended by the conduct of the other 
local girls at the theater. While some of her indignation probably resulted 
from jealousy over not being among the chosen ones, much of her anger was 
caused by the second-class status of Ukrainians. The theater was open to 
everyone, but tickets were often only available to German soldiers. As a result, 
civilians had to beg soldiers and “suffer humiliation” to obtain tickets.82

While her sentiments might be read as nationalist in nature, her national-
ism seems to have manifested itself only in a desire to feel pride in herself and 
her people as well as a desire for Ukrainians to be treated as equals. Thus, 
whenever she wrote that Germany would never rule over them, these senti-
ments were usually followed by hopes for a Soviet return. Still, by December 
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1941, such assessments were tinged with a recognition that not everything in 
the Soviet Union was as she had once believed. After listening to a chance 
radio broadcast from Moscow on 14 December, Olga wrote: “Happiness—to 
feel love for one’s motherland and hatred for one’s enemies. No! I cannot be 
reeducated. I had not felt before that the Komsomol had brought me up so 
firmly. Even though I had been angry at the Soviet press [because] there were 
peccadillos there [tam byli grezhki], I have remained true to my ideas and I 
will never betray them.”83 Olga wanted to believe that nothing had changed 
and that she was still living up to her Komsomol upbringing, but her interac-
tions with German soldiers belied these words. At times, she recognized the 
contradictions between her words and deeds, and she berated herself for her 
apparent inability to live up to her previous ideals. On 16 December, she 
reminded herself, “I must not forget that there are enemies active around me 
and fall into complete trust and moreover into friendly relations. I scolded 
myself again. Why don’t I have pride to hate the enemy but instead do the 
opposite [a naoborot eshche]! Why can’t I live as the real Olga? Everything 
somehow makes me gloomy and I am becoming a stranger to myself.”84

The contradictions between expectations of how she should behave and her 
actual behavior upset her, yet she did not know how to reconcile the two. On 
24 March 1942, she scolded herself yet again for being a “bad komsomolka.” “I 
am not a patriot. I am not a citizen of my Soviet Union. I am a very weak girl 
and nothing else. How I want to write something about Franz!!!”85 Even as she 
scolded herself, she could not stop thinking about her new infatuation. She 
recognized that this was unpatriotic behavior, and yet she remained drawn to 
the soldiers in her midst.

Despite her internal struggles, Olga rarely reflected on the consequences of 
her actions. She worried about her reputation but only as it related to her 
status as a “girl,” that is, a virgin. The Soviet countryside remained conserva-
tive, and a woman’s reputation continued to play an important role in every-
day life. Although girls were allowed to attend get-togethers, dances, and 
Soviet clubs during the interwar period, they continued to cherish their repu-
tations as “proper girls.”86 It was “unthinkable even for best friends of the 
opposite sex to enter each other’s house without direct supervision of parents 
(or better not at all) for fears that such ‘indecent behavior’ would generate 
‘improper rumors.’”87 Accordingly, most of the dates and get- togethers Olga 
attended with German soldiers occurred either under the supervision of her 
parents or in the company of friends.88 The fact that her parents never rebuked 
her until the very end of the occupation suggests that they initially believed 
that it was in her best interest to associate with Germans. Moreover, since 
other girls were also going on dates, Olga apparently did not think that her 
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reputation would suffer. However, her friendship with girls whose behavior 
was supposedly less restrained than her own did become a source of concern. 
On 5 December 1941, she worried that “People speak badly about Zhenia and 
this is in no way pleasant for me. I am with her sometimes and people will 
think the same about me.”89 Although she recognized that some girls were 
developing reputations, she continued to believe that her own actions were 
beyond reproach. As long as she remained “modest,” Olga thought that she 
would maintain her reputation as a “proper girl.” What she failed to recognize, 
however, was that there was much more at stake than her reputation as a “girl.”

In April 1942, Olga wrote about the increasing resentment that her neigh-
bors directed at girls like herself. She noted that “Our Russian boys are really 
offended by our girls. That all the attention right now is directed at the Ger-
mans.”90 For local men, the walks and dates were a daily reminder of their own 
diminished positions. Many felt betrayed and, in a sign of growing condem-
nation, referred to women and girls seen in the company of soldiers as prosti-
tutes. In early 1943, Olga became the target of such accusations. “I am not 
ashamed to write that they allowed themselves to apply this disgusting word, 
‘prostitute,’ to innocent girls. But why be surprised by our peasant men? 
Moreover, they are very angry at the girls because they go out with the Ger-
mans.”91 Although Olga only mentioned the resentment of local men, it is 
clear that many women shared such sentiments. According to Karel Berkhoff, 
most civilians “believed that most young women who had relatively good jobs, 
such as interpreting and translating, were having sexual relations with a  
German— in short, that they were ‘German whores’—shliukh- doiche.”92 Soviet 
civilians were not alone in this regard. For example, Maren Röger has shown 
that most Poles also saw no difference between prostitutes and Polish women 
who were having relations with Germans.93 Such beliefs not only preceded the 
war but have remained a fixture of the workplace in many parts of the world 
to this day. Still, it is also true that German officials enjoyed immense power 
over their subordinates. And with work often meaning the difference between 
starving to death, being sent to forced labor, or surviving the occupation at 
home, German administrators were able to extort sex from their subordinates 
in exchange for allowing them to keep their jobs.94 Onlookers, however, did 
not know the circumstances surrounding a woman’s employment during the 
occupation and, relying on prewar customs and expectations, often judged 
their neighbors uncharitably.

As Olga wrote about the growing resentment of local men in April 1942, she 
confided in her diary that “Our boys have become so disgusting [protivnye] to 
me, but why— I don’t even know myself. I am even hostile to them [s vrazh-
doiu otnoshus´] because they are at the front. I hate them for this.”95 Instead 
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of blaming the Germans, Olga blamed the Red Army for leaving civilians to 
face the Wehrmacht on their own. Although Olga’s preference for German 
soldiers was only dimly articulated, others were much more pragmatic about 
their motivations. For example, it was not uncommon for girls and young 
women in and around the Kirovograd/Kropyvnytskyi region to bluntly express 
their preference for German men by noting, “Our boys were employed in 
dirty work.”96 Local men were forced to accept the most menial positions and 
were paid less than Germans, who enjoyed the privileges of victorious soldiers. 
While this encouraged bitterness in some and likely contributed to the oppro-
brium that was increasingly directed at local women and girls, in others it 
encouraged a reevaluation of everything they had previously held dear. With 
no end in sight to the occupation, cultivating a relationship with a German 
allowed non-Jewish women access to extra rations and sought-after manufac-
tured goods. Moreover, it provided them with protection against forced labor, 
which, as we shall see, became a distinct possibility beginning in spring 1942. 
In contrast, maintaining a relationship with a local man, especially someone 
who was not collaborating with the enemy, offered few benefits.

In addition to local girls’ purely material motivations in preferring Ger-
mans to local men, some of these young women seem to have been drawn to 
the prestige and promise German soldiers seemed to represent. This appears to 
have been the case for Olga. After temporarily fleeing Znamenka for a neigh-
boring village after the battle for the town commenced in October 1943, Olga 
expressed contempt for the “simple” peasant boys she encountered. “Out of 
boredom we go with Liuda to relatives in a different village. People pay atten-
tion to us. But there is no one here before whom to show off [shchegoliat´]. 
This is a beaten, gray mass of people. . . . I am disgusted by the simple behav-
ior of the Ukrainian guy Shura. Ah! How I want to go to Znamenka again.”97

Despite the danger that returning to Znamenka posed after the Soviet 
advance, Olga wanted to return so that she could be among German soldiers 
again. She found them exciting and foreign when compared to the “simple” 
and “gray” men she encountered in the village. They represented an imagined 
life that was both “cultured” and “European.” While the negative comparison 
between local men and German soldiers stemmed from the stark power 
dynamics of the occupation, it is also likely that the divergence in education 
levels and values that had always existed between the Soviet countryside and 
its towns and cities was a contributing factor. Despite Bolshevik efforts to 
combat illiteracy, it remained a problem in the countryside throughout the 
interwar period.98 And although rural education expanded during the 1930s, 
peasant children continued to lag behind their urban counterparts.99 Under 
these circumstances, it is likely that Olga would have found many of the 
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village boys beneath her regardless of the circumstances. But with foreigners 
now in her town, local men seem to have paled in comparison.

Her neighbors’ opprobrium and her own internal struggles left Olga feeling 
lonely. Like any eighteen-year-old, she wanted to find someone in whom she 
could confide her thoughts and feelings. Her desire for love seems to have 
been reinforced by the apparent absence of love in her parents’ marriage. At 
various times, Olga noted that there was not much love between them while 
commenting on how “unhappy” they were.100 Prior to World War II, arranged 
marriages were still common in the countryside despite the Bolsheviks’ radical 
marriage decrees.101 This pattern began to change in the wake of World War II 
as rural women increasingly began to cite love as a “necessary precondition for 
a marriage.”102 Olga’s fears for her reputation as a “proper girl” reflected both 
the traditional mores of the countryside and her Komsomol upbringing. In 
this regard, both aspects of her identity overlapped, but in others they would 
have likely diverged. Specifically, when it came to love and marriage, her Kom-
somol upbringing would have instilled the idea that she had choices, but rural 
mores would have prescribed deference to her parents. Even without the war, 
it is likely that Olga would have struggled to reconcile her Komsomol upbring-
ing with the dictates of her rural surroundings. But the occupation shattered 
the existing order, throwing into doubt both her Komsomol upbringing and 
the traditional norms of rural life.

Olga confided her internal struggles to the pages of her diary. Despite her 
new job and the diversions provided by the local theater, Olga continued to 
feel that there was something missing. On 10 December 1941, she wrote: 
“Again, I have nothing to write about. I [write] about the theater again! But 
what’s new? The same girlfriends; the same things are on stage. I feel sorry for 
myself. After all, my heart is still so young! It thirsts for love, but I cannot find 
an ideal for myself among this monochromatic audience.”103 Throughout 
spring 1942, a series of German suiters found their way onto the pages of her 
diary. Then, at some point in 1942, Olga seems to have found her “ideal” in a 
soldier named Heinz. The circumstances of their meeting are not known 
because this portion of her diary is missing, but based on her later entries it 
seems that Olga fell in love. The relationship with Heinz, however, was not 
meant to be. Although they exchanged letters throughout spring 1943, he was 
injured at the front and subsequently returned to Germany without her. How-
ever, while the relationship lasted, it seems to have further exacerbated her 
doubts. For example, on the eve of the German defeat at Stalingrad in Febru-
ary 1943, Olga wrote: “There are rumors that the affairs of the Germans are 
not very good right now, that they are retreating at full speed. Is this true? But 
there cannot be smoke without fire. I cannot imagine a time when we will be 
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free of the Germans again. But even now I do not feel myself to be a slave. 
Afterall, I love Heinz and I would go anywhere with him. I even want to live 
There [in Germany].”104 Whereas before she had longed for a Soviet victory, 
now she could no longer imagine such an outcome. Moreover, she was con-
templating going to Germany with the hope that she would be able to start a 
new life with Heinz.

Yes, everyone is awaiting the Reds. This same time last year I was likewise 
inclined. And what has changed my views? Or will I once again be of my earlier 
opinion? Maybe I do not want this because of Heinz. He loves me and I also find 
him to be sweet and we would be happy together. But what should I do? Maybe 
something will push me toward different thoughts, but right now news that our 
people are near is not happy for me . . . Oh! What a traitor I am to my own 
thoughts! After all, only a few months ago I wrote that I would never betray our 
traditions! Oh! How lightly this word had been written that is so terrible under 
all circumstances. Can a former komsomolka think like this? But I did not see 
anything good in Russia. It was all dreams. . . . If it weren’t for the dreams and 
hopes for the future, my life would seem like a gray thread.105

What started as doubts prompted by the swift defeat of Soviet forces had 
transformed into a recognition that most, if not all, of what she had previously 
known was a lie. The occupation provided an alternative to the Soviet system, 
but her continued doubts suggest that she recognized that this alternative was 
in no way better. Furthermore, her invocation of treason to describe her vacil-
lations demonstrates that she too saw an element of betrayal in her actions.

Olga continued to hope that someday Ukrainians would be treated as 
equals and German promises of a better life would come true. To some extent, 
she seems to have accepted the German propaganda seeking to juxtapose the 
bleakness of life in the Soviet Union to the supposed good life that awaited 
Ukrainians under German rule. Still, she recognized that life under occupa-
tion was a far cry from the life portrayed in the propaganda. Nowhere was this 
more evident than in the Ostarbeiter (Eastern worker) program. Even more 
than the Holocaust or the treatment of prisoners-of-war, it revealed the depths 
of the contradictions between the propaganda and the reality of life under 
occupation, erasing any remaining doubts in the minds of most civilians about 
the fate awaiting Ukrainians under Germany’s new order. Moreover, it also 
encouraged a reappraisal of fraternization. Whatever their actions and motiva-
tions may have been prior, the possibility of being sent as forced laborers to 
Germany encouraged women and girls to do anything in their power to avoid 
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such a fate. By looking at the various methods that civilians adopted to avoid 
forced labor in Germany, we can see the complex and ever- evolving nature of 
fraternization in occupied territory.

Fraternization in the Context of Forced Labor
In spring 1942, German authorities started recruiting civilians from the occu-
pied East to alleviate labor shortages in the Reich through the Ostarbeiter 
program. Initially, they called for volunteers, and because of the famine condi-
tions that prevailed in large cities, many young people signed up to go to 
Germany. Even more rural civilians initially volunteered out of curiosity after 
exposure to propaganda that depicted the supposedly good working condi-
tions that awaited them in Germany.106 However, once reports of the real 
working conditions that awaited Ostarbeiter began to filter back home, includ-
ing reports of sexual violence, the pool of volunteers evaporated.107 Before 
long, labor in the Reich became synonymous with death in the minds of most 
civilians in occupied territory.108 Indeed, fears were so prevalent that some 
Soviet women even consented to work in German military brothels to avoid 
this fate.109 As a result, occupation authorities resorted to violence to fill the 
quotas. Both the scale of the program, which by June 1943 had forcibly dis-
placed more than one million people from the Reichskommissariat Ukraine 
alone, and the escalating violence with which the campaign was carried out 
turned most civilians against the occupation regime.110 Ultimately, the Ostar-
beiter program became one of the major grievances leading to the disaffection 
of most civilians in occupied territory. It also contributed to the growth of the 
partisan movement, which beginning in spring 1942 attracted civilians who 
fled to the forests in increasing numbers to avoid “recruitment.”111

For Olga, forced labor in Germany, more than any other issue beyond her 
circle of close friends and acquaintances, absorbed her attention. She men-
tioned the possibility for the first time in late March 1942. “How I want to 
have a friend right now! Right now, when things are so troubling, when 
mother is crying at home that her children may be taken to Germany to work. 
Oh! How horribly hard it is!”112 Having lost her position as a teacher after her 
school was closed earlier in the year, Olga now faced the possibility of being 
sent to Germany as an Ostarbeiter.

It’s very painful for me that I am now facing unemployment and like everyone 
else am searching for comfort [uspokoenie] somewhere. I never imagined what 
it means to have no work! All the unemployed are driven like cattle to Germany. 
Girls and decent [people] from large cities go there saying, “All right, I don’t 
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want to die!” They are tormented by hunger and sometimes taken by force. I 
wasn’t home all day. I go anywhere just so as not to see the worried faces of  
my parents.113

Employment in the context of the occupation was often a matter of survival. 
Of course, there were those who attempted to avoid working for the Germans 
in any capacity while others volunteered from the first days of the occupation. 
But with the occupation often lasting years, most civilians were forced to find 
a way to provide for themselves. However, once the Ostarbeiter program was 
adopted, employment also meant avoiding forced labor. Those who could 
prove their indispensability to the occupation regime would be spared the fate 
awaiting Eastern workers in the Reich.114

During the first round of “recruitments” in spring 1942, Olga managed to 
find work as a translator in the train depot and was temporarily spared.115 
However, in spring 1943, the fear of “recruitment” returned. By then, the 
Wehrmacht was in full retreat from the Caucasus following the German defeat 
at Stalingrad, and Znamenka was full of retreating soldiers and German and 
Russian evacuees.116 They brought news of setbacks in the Caucasus that 
fueled panic in the town, generating rumors that all young people would be 
taken to Germany along with evacuated machinery.117 Fear was palpable, and 
civilians refrained from going to public places out of fear that they would be 
rounded up and driven to Germany. “We hurry to the theater with Zhenia but 
it is all in vain, nothing took place there because too few [people] came here. 
And who will go if everyone is afraid? They are afraid because the youth the-
ater is going to Germany again and that they can simply encircle the theater 
and force everyone to go from there. . . . There is such panic already but I still 
won’t see reason [a ia vse eshche ne doidu do zdoravogo uma]. I still don’t 
believe in the Germans’ collapse.”118 So much time had elapsed since the start 
of the occupation that Olga could no longer believe in the possibility of a Ger-
man defeat, and she continued to live her life from one day to the next. How-
ever, by April 1943, she also began to fear for her own life after her German 
supervisor and then her sister’s took away their passports. Olga did not know 
why their passports were confiscated, but rumors of another imminent round 
of “recruitments” made her uneasy. She was still working as a translator at the 
train depot, but her employment no longer guaranteed her safety. Although 
the German position in Znamenka was still secure, they were beginning to 
“evacuate” human resources.

As part of the “recruitment” process, German authorities instituted medical 
exams at some point in late 1942 to determine the eligibility of Ostarbeiter.119 
These exams quickly became a method of evading forced labor for civilians 
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who devised various schemes to fail them. In May 1943, both Olga and her 
sister, Liuda, received their summons to appear for a medical exam to deter-
mine their eligibility. “Oh! What horror! Liuda and I both received summons 
to go to Germany . . . What is happening to mom? I am like a crazy person, 
screaming for all to hear [na ves´ dom], cursing my poor mom . . . But here I 
am at the doctor’s and I have a certificate in my hands that Liuda is there. She 
will not have to go . . . But what about me? I give my summons to Giza, but 
he returns it to me unsigned . . . It means that they do not need me here and 
that is why they are sending me . . . Oh! What sorrow!”120 Liuda received the 
exemption because she had had an operation at the German military hospital 
a few days earlier. It is not entirely clear what prompted the operation, but 
based on Olga’s cryptic entries, it seems that Liuda was likely undergoing an 
abortion. Earlier that month, Olga noted, “Something unpleasant happened 
between Heinz and Liuda. And, moreover, very important for him.”121 This 
was not Olga’s Heinz but a different German soldier who was billeted in their 
home. Less than two weeks later, on 21 May, Olga accompanied her sister to 
the military hospital where Liuda was put under anesthesia.122 Then, several 
days later, she had a surgery.123 Meanwhile, the German gendarmes came by 
their home to arrest the soldier.124 It is impossible to say whether the relations 
between Liuda and Heinz were consensual or whether his arrest was a direct 
result of Liuda’s pregnancy. Officially, relations between Germans and local 
civilians were forbidden. However, these bans were often ignored.125 Still, 
whenever German soldiers were punished for their relations with local women, 
it was usually because their actions had resulted in children or sexually trans-
mitted diseases.126

Although Liuda’s pregnancy was likely unplanned, some women used preg-
nancy as a survival strategy to avoid forced labor. “Because initially only single 
people were deported, many rushed into marriage, and because the mothers of 
children up to the age of twelve were ineligible, girls tried to become preg-
nant.”127 This method was apparently so common that a German journalist 
reported, in June 1943, that birthrates in Ukraine kept rising because women 
were becoming pregnant to avoid deportations.128 While some found local 
partners, others pursued relations with German soldiers with this outcome in 
mind. Recognizing the prevalence of such pregnancies, German authorities 
sometimes forced women to have abortions, a fate that most likely befell 
Liuda.129 Meanwhile, although this was a survival strategy, many onlookers 
did not recognize it as such. Thus, even Olga stated that all the women she 
encountered in the hospital were “such ‘tramps’!”130 It is worth noting here 
that pregnancy was also sometimes used as an escape strategy by women who 
were mobilized into the Red Army or Navy.131 But as with women who chose 
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this method in occupied territory, most onlookers failed to recognize it as a 
survival strategy.132

While Liuda’s operation enabled her to obtain a doctor’s waiver, Olga was 
left searching for a way out. Previously, she had vacillated between volunteer-
ing to go to Germany and remaining with her family. But with Germany no 
longer an abstract possibility, Olga decided to do everything in her power to 
stay in Znamenka. She initially went to her German acquaintances and 
coworkers for help. However, unlike some girls who had German lovers, Olga 
did not have a benefactor who was willing to sign her papers.133 In mid- May 
1943, she speculated that the Germans were demoting people and replacing 
them with their mistresses. Indignant, she wrote that “they recruited their 
mistresses. It is now like this everywhere!”134 Although she was working as a 
translator herself, Olga adopted the widespread view that any young woman 
with a decent job under the occupation was a “German whore.” Like everyone 
else, Olga did not know the circumstances of their employment and yet she 
was convinced that they had received their positions because they were sleep-
ing with their superiors. Still, with widespread “recruitments” on the horizon, 
it is likely that some German administrators and soldiers were trying to pro-
tect their lovers. This practice seems to have been relatively common in occu-
pied territory, so much so that it was remarked upon and even criticized by 
German administrators.135

For some women, these liaisons were a potential salvation from forced labor. 
However, they came at the expense of those who had no benefactors, a situation 
that likely fueled the growing ire of neighbors. When Olga went to speak with 
one of her superiors, he told her that “some girl must go instead of me, only then 
would I stay.”136 Olga refused to make such a sacrifice, and with her German 
superiors unwilling to help her, she contemplated taking drastic measures.

I have lost hope that my trip will be canceled the way it was for Olga and the 
other girls. That is why I am taking different measures. I am making myself sick. 
I asked for advice from Victor’s mother. What have I come to! [Do chego 
dozhit´sia!] I am making myself sick so that I do not pass the commission and 
do not go THERE! Oh! If only all these disasters would soon end! I am not 
really afraid to leave, but only mother, father. . . . As if they want to give me 
poison to drink! [Razve oni khotiat davat´ mne pit´ iad!] To drink boiled tobacco 
just to get ill or to be completely laid up in bed. . . . But we will have to resort 
to this as well if nothing else can be done!137

Such forms of self- mutilation were common in Ukraine. In addition to drink-
ing various kinds of poisons, including tobacco and smoked tea leaves, peas-
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ants adopted a variety of measures to provoke skin irritations and diseases that 
would prevent them from passing the medical exams.138 In extreme cases, civil-
ians cut off body parts, burned themselves, and underwent fake appendicitis 
operations to avoid “recruitment.”139 The results were often life- threatening 
and in some instances fatal.140 In Znamenka alone, it is estimated that more 
than one thousand young people injured themselves between February 1942 
and July 1943 to avoid forced labor.141

On 3 June, Olga met Liuda’s German doctor while visiting her sister in the 
military hospital and convinced him to sign an exemption for her.142 Such 
practices, according to Karel Berkhoff, were common, especially among local 
medical professionals. But due to the dangers it posed, many local nurses and 
doctors required compensation. Still, others seem to have assisted out of a 
sincere desire to help.143 Liuda’s doctor did not ask Olga for monetary com-
pensation; instead, it seems that he may have had less altruistic motives in 
mind. Indeed, some of the girls at the hospital described him as a “ladies’ 
man.”144 And, based on the way she wrote about their interactions, it seems 
that Olga may have been contemplating having relations with him in exchange 
for his help. Such behavior on the part of German administrators was not 
uncommon. Indeed, as Maren Röger has noted in the case of occupied Poland, 
German administrators often used their positions to sexually blackmail 
women in exchange for jobs, travel permits, and other important docu-
ments.145 Luckily for Olga, Liuda’s doctor left Znamenka soon after he signed 
her exemption, and she gained a three-month reprieve without having to give 
in to any of his demands. Many of her peers, however, were less fortunate. In 
all, 1,121 young people from Znamenka were sent to Germany over the course 
of the occupation.146

Whatever the motivations of women and girls having relations with Ger-
mans may have been before spring 1942, the Ostarbeiter program gave new 
meaning to fraternization. Seeking to save themselves, some women and girls 
broke with traditional moral codes, pursuing sexual relations with soldiers to 
become pregnant and remain at home with their families. Others attempted 
to leverage their existing relationships with German acquaintances to obtain 
exemptions. In both instances, their actions were prompted by need and the 
mortal danger that being sent to Germany as a forced laborer represented. But 
to many of their neighbors, these women and girls were little more than 
“whores.” Moreover, since exemptions often came at the expense of someone 
who was less connected, their moral transgressions seemed all the more odi-
ous. Meanwhile, with the end of the occupation fast approaching, civilians 
had to seriously consider how their previous actions would be interpreted once 
Soviet power returned. As we will see, the growing condemnation of their 



84	 The Diary of a Komsomolka

neighbors, combined with the rumors that circulated within occupied terri-
tory, suggested that a reckoning was coming. This, in turn, encouraged civil-
ians, including girls like Olga, to alter their previous behavior in anticipation 
of the Soviet return.

“We Are a People Without a Motherland!”
The German defeat at Stalingrad in February 1943 shattered the image of the 
enemy’s invincibility, making it clear to most that Germany would eventually 
lose the war. The looming return of Soviet power encouraged civilians to 
reevaluate their previous behavior, and soon many did everything in their 
power to distance themselves from the occupiers. Thus, thousands of local 
policemen fled to the forests in the wake of Stalingrad hoping that service with 
the partisans would allow them to either hide or atone for their acts of collabo-
ration. Many girls who had either worked for or lived with German officers 
also decided to join the partisans at this time.147 Although it was less of an 
option in central and eastern Ukraine, in western Ukraine, civilians had the 
choice of joining the Ukrainian nationalist underground.148 Others, mean-
while, simply eschewed their previous behavior.149

In September 1943, Olga noted that very few girls in Znamenka were still 
interacting with the Germans.150 “There are many soldiers in Znamenka right 
now. But [people] think very badly now of girls that go out with them. Before 
this was not noticeable, but now . . . our people are so malicious [kakoi nash 
narod vse-taki ekhiden]: they hear that the Reds are close and already they 
change their skins. But I don’t even want Soviet power to return again. I want 
something else. I’m already so used to them. I don’t know myself what I 
want.”151 It was now clear that Germany would lose the war and that some 
kind of reckoning would follow. Olga, however, maintained her previous be
havior. Her insistence on maintaining relations with Germans even as others 
were increasingly abandoning such connections prompted reproach from her 
friends and arguments with her parents.152 On 11 September 1943, Olga’s father 
threatened to leave her and her sister, Liuda, if the pair did not stop associating 
with Germans.153 Although her parents had not previously reproached them, 
they now recognized that such connections were no longer a benefit and that 
their daughters’ actions would reflect poorly on the entire family.

It is not clear why Olga maintained her previous behavior even as the pre-
vailing winds shifted around her. A combination of denial and fear about what 
might happen to her following the Soviet return seems to have kept her from 
making the same calculations as others. On 21 September, Olga wrote: “The 
Reds are near, but unlike before this does not make me happy one bit. On the 
contrary, it even scares me. Here’s what they say, that all female translators are 
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shot. But I want to live! I imagine how they lead me to be shot, my eyes filled 
with tears and a thirst to live . . . Oh, how terrifying!”154 Although it is not 
clear to what extent Soviet authorities singled out translators in their propa-
ganda, her fears reflected the overall tenor of Soviet leaflets.155 Combined with 
rumors that were deliberately spread by Soviet activists, they urged local civil-
ians to take up arms against the occupiers or suffer the consequences.156 While 
the efficacy of these methods prior to Stalingrad remained doubtful, they clearly 
sowed fear and encouraged civilians to alter their behavior once it became 
evident that Germany would lose the war.

Meanwhile, German propaganda, which sought to portray the Red Army 
as a barbarian force to steel the resolve of German soldiers as well as local col-
laborators, compounded such fears.157 “We can hear the guns firing nearby. 
The Reds are a few kilometers away. I am afraid. Moreover, the front line is 
held by Mongols, these half-people, half-beasts. I cannot imagine how I will 
see [uvizhu] this company. They do whatever they want. For whom then do I 
guard my honor as a girl? And to also cast aside without memory these 
German-Europeans! Oh! I do not know what to do. Now I regret those past, 
traceless days when I was loved and wanted but I hesitated. But I still have 
Paul!”158 The tropes that Olga repeated as the battle for Znamenka raged 
around her in late October 1943 were taken straight from the pages of German 
propaganda. Indeed, these very same images of “Mongol hordes” were widely 
disseminated to German civilians as the Red Army neared Berlin in 1945.159 
While her words can be read as a manifestation of her fears, they ultimately 
speak to the extent to which the occupation had changed her. Two years prior, 
Olga had hoped for a Soviet victory, but now she was afraid that she would be 
raped by her own soldiers. Faced with the uncertainty of liberation and afraid 
that she might die, Olga decided to spend the night with Paul, a member of a 
German tank crew whom she had met only a few weeks before.160 Throughout 
the previous years of occupation, Olga had guarded her virginity and her repu-
tation as a “girl.” But now, amid the battle for Znamenka, she made the deci-
sion that she had previously resisted. While it was one of desperation and fear, 
to neighbors her decision would have signaled her complete “fall” into 
“depravity.” Meanwhile, Olga also contemplated fleeing Znamenka with the 
Wehrmacht. Although she initially refused to leave behind her parents, Olga 
decided to ask for a permit after her mother and sister were both killed during 
one of the Soviet bombardments.161 By then, however, the Red Army was so 
close that it was no longer possible for her to flee.

Znamenka was liberated on 9 December 1943. And, while Olga’s darkest 
fears proved unfounded, it was not long before the anticipated reckoning 
began. In a brief entry from 14 December, Olga noted, “Olia F. was arrested. 
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The arrests have started. I was interrogated at home by someone from coun-
terintelligence. I agreed to help them.”162 Over the following days, Olga was 
repeatedly interrogated about her wartime actions and those of her neighbors. 
“I find it disagreeable to sit and talk for others, for their deeds. But I do it.”163 
Although she was “disgusted” with herself, she knew she had to cooperate. “I 
gave my word. God, what have I become? A spy! No! Everything must stop!”164 
Neither the reason for nor the extent of her cooperation with SMERSH are 
known. Still, it seems that she agreed to be an informant, a decision that she 
likely made under duress as she found herself under investigation.

Although her cooperation may have forestalled an immediate arrest, it did 
not spare her the condemnation of local officials and neighbors. During a visit 
to the gorkom (the town committee) in mid-December 1943, Olga noted that 
they looked at her as if she were the “devil” because she had worked as a trans-
lator during the occupation.165 Everywhere she went, people “devoured” her 
“with their eyes” and reminded her about the Germans.166 “I’ve been arguing 
since morning with our ‘peasant women’ [‘baby’]. Why do they keep taunting 
me with the Germans? At the slightest provocation— immediately there are 
reproaches about the Germans.”167 The general ill will was such that some of 
her friends were hatching plans to escape Znamenka. One girl was even con-
sidering “going into the army just because [people] look askance at her that 
she worked for the Germans and associated with them.”168 It is not clear what 
befell Olga after these entries were written because her diary ends abruptly at 
the end of February 1944. However, even if she managed to remain free, her 
neighbors were not likely to let her forget her actions during the war.

A few months before Znamenka was liberated by the Red Army, Olga reflected 
on her life in the Soviet Union. On 29 September 1943, Olga wondered: 
“What kind of country was it? . . . We had nothing to wear and sometimes not 
even to eat. But, on the whole, it was impossible to be aggrieved [No v 
osnovnom nel´zia bylo obizhat´sia]. It was good politically. You felt that a use-
ful person would come out of you as well. You had hopes and imagined a 
bright future for yourself. But just like today, you waited.”169 In some ways, 
these words encapsulate the changes the occupation had wrought upon Olga. 
More than two years of life under occupation had revealed to her some of the 
contradictions and lies of her previous life in the Soviet Union. She recognized 
that Soviet slogans celebrating the bright, happy life that everyone was alleg-
edly living were nothing more than an illusion. And she understood that the 
promised future was far away. Olga was dangerous not because she was a spy 
but because the occupation and her interactions with enemy combatants had 
exposed her to an alternative. The alternative proved to be worse than Stalin-
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ism, but it nevertheless enabled her to see through the lies of socialist realism. 
In the villages and small towns that dotted the Soviet landscape, such women 
posed a limited threat. But in the country’s cities, where Communist power 
was concentrated, they posed a political and social threat because of their per-
ceived power to corrupt.

As difficult as it is for us to evaluate fraternization today, this task was even 
more difficult in the immediacy of liberation, when emotions were running 
high. Just as Soviet officials harbored fears about local women, so too did their 
neighbors. And while some limited their condemnation to harsh words, oth-
ers shunned the offenders and denounced them to Soviet authorities. Public 
outrage at those who were thought to have abetted the occupation regime was 
strong, and it coincided with state efforts to secure newly liberated areas 
against real and perceived threats. By calling women “prostitutes” and shun-
ning them, neighbors isolated them from the moral community. Ominously, 
using the term could also indicate support for policing measures that were 
already common by the mid-1930s. As Soviet attitudes hardened throughout 
the 1920s and into the early 1930s, a range of marginal groups from homeless 
children to petty criminals to prostitutes were subject to social isolation as 
“socially dangerous elements.”170 Whereas during the early Bolshevik period 
prostitutes were considered victims of the old order, by the mid-1930s, they 
were being exiled and sentenced to labor camps because of their perceived 
threat to Soviet society. Similarly, although many women in occupied territory 
were motivated by hunger and acute need, neighbors often failed to see them 
as victims of the occupation. By labeling real and perceived fraternizers as 
“prostitutes,” neighbors helped delineate and police what was and was not 
acceptable wartime behavior. Moreover, they gave their tacit support to the 
policing methods that, as the next chapter will show, Soviet authorities would 
ultimately adopt to neutralize the perceived social and political threat women 
such as Olga posed.
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5

“Socially Dangerous” Women and  
Retribution After Liberation

In late 1943, members of the Population Committees for the liberated zones of 
eleven different regions of the Soviet Union, including Kyiv, Kharkiv, and 
Poltava, were asked for their opinions about “compromised women.” Among 
other things, people asked them how they were supposed to act toward women 
whose husbands were serving in the Red Army but who married Germans 
during the occupation. They also wondered what would happen to such 
women.1 Like their counterparts across German- occupied Europe, such 
women were thought to have compromised themselves by their actions during 
the German occupation. While family members worried about what would 
happen to their sisters, daughters, and partners—and by extension 
themselves— neighbors wanted to know if these women would be punished 
for what many had come to see as their treasonous behavior.

While civilians sought to learn what would happen to “compromised 
women” and how they should therefore respond, the NKVD had already 
identified them as a category of suspect individuals who would be subject to 
surveillance and investigation as early as 1942. To do this, NKVD operatives 
relied on policing methods, including denunciations and mass cleansing oper-
ations, which they had routinely used throughout the previous decade. 
Although these methods did not differ from those deployed against male sus-
pects, their adoption precipitated the arrest of an unknown number of women 
not because of any specific crime they had committed but because of their 
relationships with enemy combatants. Their alleged relationships raised con-
cerns about enemy recruitment and contamination that transformed them 
into “socially dangerous elements,” a legal concept that in the 1930s was 
applied to an ever- expanding list of people who were thought to pose a threat 
to public order.2 In addition to sanctioned measures, which included arrest 
and eviction, alleged fraternizers were also subject to unsanctioned violence 
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and discrimination. This was all reinforced by the same assumptions about 
women’s “nature” and sex and their links to anti- social and anti- Soviet behav-
ior that stood behind anxieties about women in the Red Army and the parti-
san movement.

Meanwhile, because existing laws and the various directives regarding trea-
son that were issued in the course of 1941– 43 failed to address the complexity 
of occupation, civilian and official onlookers had to rely on interwar concep-
tions of morality and “proper” behavior to make sense of the world around 
them.3 Even as their wartime experiences inevitably altered their perceptions 
and values, interwar gender roles and tropes remained important markers 
upon which they could fall back to evaluate, punish, and alienate those they 
felt had crossed a line. By participating in the official investigations of alleged 
collaborators or by simply shunning their neighbors for their wartime behav-
ior, local men and women became active participants in the state’s retribution 
campaign. But like Party and punitive officials, civilians could not know what 
lay in the hearts of the women they were judging, nor could they fully assess 
how different forms of coercion may have motivated women’s actions.

Sexual Violence and Vigilante Justice in the Wake of Liberation
As elsewhere in Europe, the cleansing of newly liberated territory “began in a 
context of anger and haste” that often coincided with the discovery of Nazi 
crimes.4 Under these circumstances, retribution was often swift and harsh. 
While much of the anger focused on the role played by local collaborators, 
such as policemen and village elders, anecdotal evidence suggests that women 
suspected of having relations with enemy combatants were also targeted. For 
instance, in his work on the Donbas, Hiroaki Kuromiya has noted that “Soviet 
women who had borne children to Germans were murdered by the secret 
police along with their children” in Slov´ians´k, Kramators´k, Kostiantynivka, 
and elsewhere.5 German officials claimed that women, some of whom were 
pregnant as a result of their relations with German soldiers, were among the 
four thousand local inhabitants of Kharkiv who were allegedly killed by the 
NKVD when Soviet forces temporarily retook the city in spring 1943.6 More 
research is necessary to determine the scope of such reprisals and whether they 
had any official sanction. Still, fears of violent reprisals were widespread. 
Indeed, they were so prevalent that some women may have gone as far as to 
take the lives of their children borne from German fathers to prove their own 
loyalty.7

The Soviet regime attempted to maintain a monopoly on violence in newly 
liberated territory. However, state organs were initially quite weak, and this 
situation enabled extralegal violence to flourish.8 Recent scholarship has shown  
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that long before the Red Army crossed the borders of the Soviet Union and 
entered German-occupied eastern Europe, soldiers were implicated in a wide 
range of crimes on Soviet territory, including armed robbery, murder, and 
rape.9 NKVD personnel were no different.

For instance, in December 1942, Lieutenant V. I. Grebeniuk from the 
Ninety-First NKVD border regiment raped two women in the village of Nagi-
bin in the Rostov oblast of Russia. Grebeniuk arrived in Nagibin ten days after 
it was liberated in command of a unit charged with carrying out operational 
tasks. On the evening of 29 December, an intoxicated Grebeniuk called a vil-
lage meeting. Afterward, he went to the homes of two different women and 
attempted to convince each of them to sleep with him. When the women 
refused, Grebeniuk raped them. For these crimes, Grebeniuk was sentenced 
by a military tribunal to five years in the Gulag with an assignment to the 
front. Although his case was heard behind closed doors, the report detailing it 
stressed the “political effect” that the tribunal had on local inhabitants because 
it allowed everyone involved, including “the village and district authorities as 
well as the public [to] learn in this way that Grebeniuk’s crimes did not go 
unpunished.”10 While Grebeniuk was sentenced for his crimes, it is likely that 
many similar cases went unpunished either because women were too afraid to 
come forward and accuse their assailants or because such men were protected 
by their superiors.

Once the Red Army reached the western borderlands of the Soviet Union, 
the region witnessed a “pandemic spread of sexual violence” that, according to 
Alexander Statiev, continued after the arrival of NKVD and police personnel 
who “committed proportionately more crimes than the Red Army.”11 For 
example, on 13 March 1945, a group of fighters commanded by Senior Lieu-
tenant Sadko was carrying out an operation in the Kazimirov villages of Rivne 
oblast when, in a state of intoxication, Sadko beat and raped a woman.12 For 
this crime as well as another, Sadko was stripped of his Party membership and 
arrested. His case was subsequently transferred to a military tribunal.13

On 20 March 1945, Lieutenant Lobov of the Twentieth Rifle Brigade got 
drunk and went to see a female acquaintance at her home. Having found her 
in bed, Lobov tried to persuade her to sleep with him. When she refused and 
escaped through the window of an adjoining room, Lobov went out to search 
for her and, having found her, brought her back inside the house, where he 
shot her. His case was also transferred to a military tribunal.14

On 1 May 1945, in the village of Berestovets´, Kostopil´ raion, Rivne oblast, 
Petty Officer (Starshina) Baranov from the 192nd Regiment’s service platoon 
(khozvzvod) got drunk with his subordinates and went to the home of a war 
invalid named Polid´ko. Having found Polid´ko asleep in bed, Banarov forced 
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Polid´ko out of his own home and then raped his wife. Baranov tried to rape 
four more women after this incident. His case was also transferred to a mili-
tary tribunal.15

These cases were not isolated instances, nor were they anomalies. Indeed, 
the report detailing these and other cases involving incidences of public intox-
ication, theft, and murder committed by NKVD troops stated that they were 
among the “most characteristic.”16 Moreover, despite Communist Party orders 
to strengthen political work among NKVD troops, with the aim of decreasing 
amoral behavior, the number of such incidences continued to rise. Thus, 
whereas 3,273 NKVD soldiers were disciplined in the fourth quarter of 1944, 
this number rose to 3,602 in the first quarter of 1945.17 Although these crimes 
occurred within the context of the escalating war against Ukrainian national-
ists in western Ukraine, they point to a larger wave of sexual violence that 
descended on Soviet territory with the arrival of the Red Army.

The causes of this rise in sexual violence stem from a tangle of multiple, 
intersecting roots. Alcohol played a significant role, but alcohol alone cannot 
explain such crimes or their apparent frequency as Soviet forces advanced 
westward.18 The brutalizing effects of war on soldiers combined with the sud-
den availability of women also contributed, as did the intensification of the 
confrontation with Ukrainian nationalists.19 Still, the prevalence of these crimes 
the farther west Soviet forces moved suggests that perceptions of local civilians 
and especially women also played a role.

In her work on masculinity and gender relations in the Red Army, Kersten 
Bischl has argued that the nature of the war of annihilation in the East com-
bined with conditions in the Red Army encouraged the emergence of a “radi-
calized” and “chauvinistic masculinity” within its ranks.20 According to Bischl, 
this “radicalized masculinity” manifested itself in a growing association among 
Red Army soldiers between bravery and boldness and sexual potential and 
availability as their natural reward. Soviet propaganda, which depicted Red 
Army soldiers as “defender[s] or avenger[s] of women’s honor,” reinforced such 
views.21 Indeed, almost from the first days of the war, Soviet recruitment ef
forts, including posters and lectures, called on self- sacrificing men to defend 
the motherland, that is, the female homeland.22 Such propaganda, according 
to Benjamin Schechter, “clearly stated that real men [who] defeated the enemy 
would be able to garner the attention of women after the war.”23 And, begin-
ning in 1942, Soviet propaganda posters depicted “kidnapped female, Soviet 
citizens” as waiting for the liberating Red Army in what Bischl has argued was 
a “highly sexualized manner.”24 Within this context, Bischl suggested that the 
PPZh phenomenon actually served the function of protecting female soldiers 
and restricting “men’s sexual aspirations (mostly) to their talking.” However, 
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with the liberation of eastern Europe, male soldiers were presented with the 
real possibility of claiming sex as a reward for their boldness and bravery.25

Once Soviet forces crossed into eastern Europe, the frequency of sexual 
assault and rape increased. Perceptions of most eastern European women as 
both “sexually depraved” and available in the eyes of Red Army soldiers may 
have informed some of this violence.26 Meanwhile, hatred of the enemy and a 
thirst for revenge undergirded the mass rapes Red Army soldiers committed in 
Germany.27 It is likely that a combination of these factors informed the sexual 
violence that had previously occurred on Soviet territory as well. Local women 
who had cohabited with the enemy or were perceived to have done so were 
likely considered “sexually depraved” because their actions were at odds with 
the behavior that was officially expected of them. Meanwhile, as the supposed 
beneficiaries of the Red Army’s liberation, it is likely that some soldiers ex
pected them to be sexually available. Finally, since rape is also about power and 
control, it may have been a means for some men to reassert their dominance.

Communist Party officials initially encouraged the prosecution of sexual 
assault and rape in the western borderlands of the Soviet Union.28 But although 
prosecutions did occur, they “remained haphazard and depended on the per-
sonality of the unit commander.”29 Moreover, as the war against Ukrainian 
nationalists intensified in the years following World War II, some punitive and 
police officials used sexual violence and rape as an interrogation method 
against women suspected of being affiliated with the OUN and UPA.30 As a 
result, many cases of sexual assault and rape went unreported while others were 
ignored by regional officials who either condoned such violence or sought to 
protect their subordinates.

More research is necessary to ascertain the scope of the sexual violence that 
descended on recently liberated Soviet territory in the wake of the Red Army’s 
advance in the eastern and central regions of Ukraine. Alcohol, the brutaliza-
tion of warfare, and the sudden availability of women likely encouraged this 
violence even as a different kind of dynamic developed in the west. However, 
the way that perpetrators perceived not only the conduct of their female vic-
tims but also their own wartime actions likely played a role. Women who 
remained in occupied territory were expected to either wait for their husbands 
and lovers to return or to contribute to the war effort by joining the Soviet 
underground or the partisan movement. Many, however, could not do this. 
Faced with hunger and untold privations, some made the “choiceless choice” 
to pursue relations with the enemy. Red Army soldiers, meanwhile, may have 
interpreted their actions as a personal betrayal, especially if they had come to 
believe that their bravery would be rewarded.
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It is possible that some of the sexual violence that accompanied liberation 
and that only increased as Soviet forces moved westward was exacerbated by 
these expectations. Soviet soldiers had suffered unimaginable hardships only 
to find that some civilians had collaborated while others had seemingly “sold” 
themselves to the enemy. With emotions running high and the discovery of 
German atrocities the backdrop against which liberation occurred, it is likely 
that some took their frustrations and anger out on women suspected of accom-
modating or collaborating with the enemy. Others may have used the oppor-
tunity to take by force what they had come to believe would be their reward 
for fighting.31 This violence was not condoned by the Communist Party, but 
given the weakness of Soviet institutions and the priority that was given to 
identifying enemy assets and local collaborators, it is likely that a significant 
amount of it went unpunished.

NKVD Mass Cleansing Operations and the Search for Enemy Assets
Soviet advances, first during the Moscow Counteroffensive in late 1941 and 
early 1942 and again after Stalingrad in February 1943, opened the way for 
Soviet punitive organs to carry out mass cleansing operations (massoperatsii) 
on recently liberated territory. The Soviet secret police had relied on this “form 
of social prophylaxis” throughout the 1930s to cleanse large areas of the Soviet 
Union of an ever- expanding list of people who were deemed “socially harm-
ful” and “socially dangerous.”32 What began as an effort by overstretched 
police organs to control the social upheaval unleashed by Stalin’s First Five-
Year Plan had culminated in a wave of mass arrests during the Purges of 1937 
and 1938. Working from prepared lists, police organs arrested hundreds of 
thousands of former kulaks alongside members of “suspect” nationalities, such 
as Poles, Germans, and Koreans. Once the prepared lists proved insufficient to 
fulfill the arrest quotas emanating from Moscow, police organs also relied on 
raids of public spaces to arrest petty criminals, vagrants, and other individuals 
on the margins of Soviet society.33

Mass operations subsided with the end of the Purges in late 1938, but faced 
with the enormous task of cleansing newly liberated territory of real and imag-
ined threats during World War II, the NKVD leadership once again con-
cluded that mass operations were the best way to meet security needs.34 Work-
ing from previous directives that, as we saw in chapter 2, had delineated a list 
of suspect groups to be detained and investigated once occupied territory was 
liberated, Soviet punitive organs arrested tens of thousands in the wake of the 
Red Army’s advance using methods they had come to rely on during the previ-
ous decade.
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For instance, in April 1943, the internal troops of the NKVD carried out a 
mass operation in Kharkov/Kharkiv, Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk, and Stalino 
(Donetsk) oblasts. Over the course of some twenty days, from 1 April to  
20 April, the NKVD searched 260 settlements as well as any surrounding 
roads, forests, swamps, and ravines that could serve as hiding places.35 As a 
result, 2,324 individuals were arrested during this one operation.36

Table 5.1 re- creates the breakdown of arrests by category of individuals 
arrested that was included in a report on this operation. While more than  
60 percent of the total number of individuals arrested were men of military 
age suspected of desertion or draft dodging, the rest were arrested for counter-
revolutionary crimes. Simply being male and of military age constituted suf
ficient grounds for detention since virtually all able-bodied men would have 

Table 5.1 Results of a mass operation carried out by 
the NKVD in April 1943 in the Kharkov, 
Voroshilovgrad, and Stalino oblasts of the Ukrainian 
Soviet Socialist Republic

Spies 5
Suspected of espionage 56
Anti-Soviet elements 90
Deserters 483
Marauders 18
Burgomasters 1
Traitors 135
Policemen 334
Elders 138
Assistants to elders 21
Constables (sotskie) 21
Criminal elements 47
Speculators 17
Refusing service in the Red Army 837
Fallen behind army units 120
Enemy soldiers 3

Source: TsDAHOU f. 1, op. 23, d. 685, l. 158: “Spets-
soobshchenie o provedennoi operatsii na territorii nasele-
nykh punktov, raionov i gorodov UkrSSR, osvobozhden-
nykh ot nemetsko- fashistskikh okkupantov,” 30 April 1943.
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been drafted into the Red Army at the start of the war. However, more infor-
mation was necessary to arrest men and women for espionage and counter-
revolutionary crimes. This information came from neighbors and Communist 
activists whose assistance punitive organs and the ChGK solicited to identify 
potential suspects.37

Several months earlier, in February 1943, Alexander Werth, a BBC corre-
spondent embedded with the Red Army, recalled seeing in Kharkiv “two large 
letter-boxes marked U.N.K.V.D.—the Ukrainian Security Police—into which 
people were invited to drop denunciations and other relevant information.” 
Recalling this scene, Werth remarked that “Here was scope for some ugly 
vendettas.”38 While he was correct that this enabled unscrupulous individuals 
to settle old scores by falsely denouncing their neighbors, not all denuncia-
tions were inherently malicious and based on self- interest.39 Historically, 
denunciations served multiple functions, and the situation was no different in 
the aftermath of liberation.40

Indeed, in some instances, denunciations and the larger retributive process 
enabled local inhabitants, including Jewish survivors, to seek justice. Soviet 
trials of local collaborators, according to Tanja Penter, “seem to have satisfied 
a strong desire for revenge, order and the re-establishment of social hierarchies 
inside local communities.” Rather than being “simply imposed on the popula-
tion and directed from above . . . they also provided a locus for interaction 
between Soviet authorities and local communities.”41 Similarly, Franziska 
Exeler has noted that some of those who sought to mobilize the state “could 
find moral justice [spravedlivost´] in this process or see in the Soviet state a 
guarantor of morally right punishment.”42

In her memoirs, A. K. Ziberova, a former SMERSH operative who was 
stationed in Moscow during the war, recalled that many women were de
nounced by their neighbors once German-occupied territory was liberated. 
Whenever her colleagues received a tip about a woman who still had family in 
Moscow, Ziberova would visit them to ascertain the whereabouts of their 
female relative who stood accused of working for or having relations with 
Germans.43 Punitive organs did not just rely on denunciations but also actively 
sought the assistance of neighbors and Party activists.44 For example, Sofiia 
Khabai, a Jewish survivor of the Minsk ghetto, recalled how she was approached 
in summer 1944 by a secret police officer who wanted her to “take revenge on 
the enemies that were residing in Minsk.”45 Khabai agreed to help because her 
“blood was boiling and [she] wanted to take revenge on a lot of people.”46 
Others, however, were less comfortable with the role they were asked to play. 
For instance, Vladimir Motel´kov, a citizen of Luga in Leningrad oblast, 
recalled feeling “uncomfortable” when he was asked to appear at the city’s 
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newly opened SMERSH headquarters to answer questions about his neigh-
bors. Although he “was aware that certain citizens had made ‘mistakes’ . . . he 
did not want these people to suffer for them.”47 However, Motel´kov believed 
that one individual named Alexeyev “deserved to be punished for having 
denounced a Russian patriot” to German authorities during the occupation.48 
Acting on this conviction, Motel´kov denounced Alexeyev to SMERSH, and 
as a result, Alexeyev received a fifteen- year sentence.

If we return to the mass operation of April 1943, it is clear from the data that 
the vast majority of individuals arrested during this operation were men sus-
pected of desertion or draft dodging. In his work on post-liberation Kyiv, 
Martin Blackwell observed the same thing regarding similar mass operations 
carried out in Voronezh and Kursk oblasts.49 Extrapolating from these earlier 
operations, Blackwell suggested that mass operations were primarily used to 
“find men for the Red Army rather than cleanse Kyiv.”50 While it is true that 
the vast majority of those arrested as part of these operations were men of mili-
tary age, this does not necessarily mean that security concerns were not a driv-
ing factor as well. Hidden among the data, one can find women who were 
arrested on suspicion of espionage and anti-Soviet behavior. Their arrest, 
albeit on a much smaller scale than that of men, suggests that security con-
cerns rather than simply the need to find bodies for the Red Army under-
girded these operations.51

For instance, among the “most characteristic” cases mentioned in the report 
for the mass operation of April 1943 was the case of a twenty-six-year-old 
woman named E. S. Iudina, who was detained in Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk on 
suspicion of espionage.52 During a search of her apartment, the NKVD dis-
covered fifty- five bracelets, twelve watches, twenty- two pairs of new shoes, 
thirteen pairs of underwear, forty-six towels, money, and other valuables. The 
report did not mention how she came by these items or to whom they origi-
nally belonged. But most likely most if not all these items once belonged to 
her Jewish neighbors, a conclusion that is reinforced by the fact that the 
NKVD suspected Iudina’s husband of fleeing Voroshilovgrad/Luhansk with 
the Germans. Meanwhile, the alleged departure of her husband, even as she 
remained in the city, raised concerns and suggested the possibility that she was 
deliberately left behind. It is not clear if the NKVD’s initial interest in Iudina 
arose because they had received some information about her or simply because 
she was married to a man who was suspected of fleeing with the Germans. But 
once a cache of stolen goods was found in her home, Iudina’s own wartime 
actions came under investigation.

After being detained during a mass operation, suspects such as Iudina were 
held in a preliminary detention cell, or KPZ (kamera predvaritel´nogo zak
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liucheniia), while waiting for their cases to be investigated. In her memoirs, 
Elena Markova, a former citizen of Krasnoarmeisk/Pokrovsk, located in Stalino/ 
Donetsk oblast, who was falsely accused of wartime collaboration, recalled see-
ing many women in the KPZ after liberation. According to Markova, “Many 
women ended up in the KPZ for liaisons with the Germans. Some of them 
did in fact have such ‘relations,’ but some found themselves guilty without 
fault. The thing is, during the years of occupation, Germans were quartered in 
almost every home. No special barracks were built for them and so the local 
population had to accept Germans to be quartered in their homes and had to 
survive with them.”53 Neighbors, as we have already seen, had no way of 
knowing what was happening in the homes of their female neighbors. As a 
result, some women were denounced simply for washing clothes or cooking 
food for the German soldiers quartered in their homes. But even when a woman 
did have relations with German soldiers, the reasons for her actions were often 
far more complicated and nuanced than either her neighbors or Soviet puni-
tive organs could see or understand.

The unprecedented levels of destruction wrought in German- occupied ter-
ritory meant that few prisons remained intact. Those that did survive the 
occupation were soon dangerously overcrowded because of the mass cleansing 
operations, which saw thousands of arrests over a very short period of time. 
For example, in April 1943, Prison Number 1 in Kursk oblast held 5,084 pris-
oners even though the facility was only equipped to hold 1,000. As a result of 
the overcrowding, 250 prisoners were kept outside in the prison yard.54 After a 
cleansing operation was carried out in the liberated regions of Smolensk 
oblast, 1,810 individuals were arrested and subsequently “placed in sheds, 
barns, and peasant huts” in lieu of a prison.55 According to officials, prison 
conditions were “exceptionally bad.”56 For example, the prisons of Kursk were 
described in the following way: “Cells are overcrowded, prisoners are forced to 
stand, the air is stale, [and] there is dirt everywhere.”57 A mere hundred grams 
of bread was allocated per person, hot food was issued only once per day, and 
prisons had no stockpiles. Moreover, because of overcrowding, poor sanita-
tion, and lack of health and safety measures, twenty- five cases of typhus had 
been reported.58 In some instances, suspects were incarcerated without first 
undergoing legally mandated medical checks, disinfection, and quarantine.59 
Kursk was not alone in this regard, and prisons located in other recently liber-
ated cities reportedly experienced similar conditions.

In her memoirs, Markova recalled the conditions in which she was kept 
soon after Krasnoarmeisk/Pokrovsk was liberated. The Germans had set fire to 
the local prison, and so the NKVD opened a makeshift prison in the basement 
of the city’s flour mill.60
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If I were to describe our cellar life, then not one detail would fit the stereotypical 
notion of a prison. A small shuttered slot in the door? We did not have any small 
windows; daylight did not penetrate our dungeon [podzemel´e]. A bright elec-
tric bulb which would not let us sleep? The power plant hadn’t been restored yet 
so there was no electricity in the city, in general, and in our cellars, in particular. 
We had to content ourselves with oil lamps and the semidarkness. The famous 
“bucket” [“parasha”]? They deprived us of this prison improvement [blagous-
troistvo] as well—they took us out two times a day “for air” (as they say in 
Ukraine) and if someone couldn’t wait then, just like that, on the floor . . . Three 
meals a day and hot water? Nothing of the kind! The food supply hadn’t been 
established yet, the water tower had been blown up, the entire population was 
starving. Was it possible under such conditions to regularly feed and give water 
to “fascist bastards”? Being able to wash or bathe oneself was out of the 
question—difficulties with water and a lack of wash basins made this problem 
unsolvable. Walks? There was no prison yard. . . . So we fumbled around 
[koposhilis´] in the darkness and dampness, dirty, hungry, tormented by thirst, 
in an environment suitable only for underground reptiles.61

As Soviet authorities restored basic services in the liberated regions and built 
new prisons and KPZ to replace those that were destroyed during the German 
occupation, conditions gradually improved. Still, overcrowding and the threat 
of disease persisted until the war’s end. Markova recalled that even after a new 
KPZ was built in Krasnoarmeisk/Pokrovsk, the holding cells were still over-
crowded.62 Soviet reports, meanwhile, noted that as late as spring 1945, out-
breaks of infectious diseases continued to hamper the ability of military tribu-
nals to adjudicate cases in a timely manner. For example, in the first quarter of 
1945, the military tribunal for Vinnytsa oblast had to suspend hearing cases for 
an extended period because of prison quarantines.63 The same thing occurred 
in Ternopil and Volhynia as well as other oblasts throughout the UkrSSR in 
early 1945.64

Due to the gravity of the crimes committed in German- occupied territory, 
suspects detained during mass operations were immediately consigned to the 
category of especially dangerous political prisoners.65 NKVD Special Depart-
ments, which became SMERSH in April 1943, were charged with investigat-
ing cases originating in combat areas and near the front lines.66 Unlike in 
Western Europe, where special laws had to be written to prosecute wartime 
crimes, Soviet authorities could rely on existing legislation.67 Specifically, Arti-
cle 58 of the Russian Criminal Code of 1934 and its republic equivalents dealt 
with counterrevolutionary crimes or treason, including “espionage, passing 
over military or state secrets, going over to the enemy and escaping over the 
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border.”68 As early as 1934, cases involving treason, espionage, and acts of ter-
rorism were tried by military tribunals and the Military Collegium of the So
viet Supreme Court, the highest military court in the Soviet Union.69 But 
starting in June 1941, a series of decisions transferred an increasing number of 
these cases to the jurisdiction of the military tribunals of NKVD troops and 
the Special Conference of the NKVD.70 The Special Conference was an extra-
judicial court created in 1934 that “considered cases investigated by the NKVD 
under Articles 58 and 59 that could not be heard in civilian or military courts 
‘because of operational reasons.’”71 During the 1930s, the Special Conference 
of the NKVD was authorized to sentence individuals deemed to be “socially 
dangerous” to five years of banishment, exile, or hard labor.72 Despite various 
changes in the structure and fortunes of the Soviet secret police, the Special 
Conference continued to exercise this power up to and during the war.73

In his work on military tribunals, Aleksandr Epifanov has found evidence 
that during the mass operations countless women were detained and arrested 
on nothing more than the suspicion of having relations with enemy combat-
ants. According to Epifanov, “Soviet citizens, not in the service of the Ger-
mans, but found guilty of voluntary ‘intimate or close domestic relations’” 
with enemy combatants, were arrested as “socially dangerous elements” when 
it was believed that they “could have been or could be used to assist the enemy 
due to their connections.”74 As in the 1930s, an unknown number of such cases 
was heard by the Special Conference of the NKVD.75 For example, Epifanov 
cited the case of I. V. Sazonchikova, who was arrested on 16 January 1942 by 
the Special Department of the Twelfth NKVD Aviation Division. She was 
accused of treason and of having a criminal relationship with employees of the 
Gestapo. Even though the subsequent investigation by members of the Sec-
ond Department of the NKVD determined that she did not betray any Soviet 
citizens but merely washed clothes and cooked dinner for the Gestapo employ-
ees who were quartered in her home, the Special Conference sentenced her to 
three years in the Gulag.76

Similarly, in her work on Kalinin oblast, Vanessa Voisin cited the case of 
three women who were convicted on 3 June 1942 for maintaining intimate 
relations with German officers.77 Originally arrested based on a denunciation 
from an older female neighbor following the liberation of the region, the 
women were suspected of espionage because of their close relations with Ger-
man officers. Witnesses in the case testified that the women organized parties 
that were frequented by German officers and that the officers often spent the 
night in their apartments. After a two-month investigation failed to uncover 
any evidence of wrongdoing, the Article 58 charges against these women were 
requalified. Each woman was subsequently sentenced to between three and 
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five years in the Gulag as “socially dangerous elements.” Voisin suggested that 
their punishment stemmed from the authorities’ belief that these women 
needed to be isolated and removed from the area because they had been com-
promised by their wartime behavior.78

The legal basis for such sentences was Article 35 of the Russian Criminal 
Code and its republic equivalents.79 It stated, in part, that individuals could be 
relocated beyond the borders of a particular locality, the RSFSR, or even the 
Soviet Union for a period of no more than five years, with or without an addi-
tional sentence to the Gulag, if their continued presence in a particular local-
ity was deemed to pose a “social threat.”80 Such individuals were sentenced as 
“socially dangerous elements,” a legal concept that originated in the 1920s. 
Initially, “socially dangerous elements” referred to individuals who were con-
sidered recidivists, meaning they had ties to the criminal underworld and his-
tories of multiple offences. Such individuals were subject to extrajudicial 
repression because they were thought to pose a “social threat.” At the time, the 
concepts of both “social danger” and “social harm” were used in reference to 
such marginal individuals as prostitutes, beggars, alcoholics, and drug users. 
Although these individuals might have had ties to the criminal underworld, 
they were seen to pose a lesser threat to society than those categorized as “so
cially dangerous” and were thus initially subject to intervention by the welfare 
system rather than extrajudicial repression.

By the late 1920s, however, the concept of “social danger” began to expand 
and the distinctions between the legal categories of “socially dangerous” and 
“socially harmful” started to erode. Amid the chaos unleashed by Stalin’s Five-
Year Plan, prostitutes began being categorized with members of other mar-
ginal groups as “socially dangerous” and were increasingly subjected to extra-
judicial repression alongside hardened criminals. By the mid-1930s, “socially 
dangerous” had become a self-evident term much like “enemy of the people.” 
It denoted the supposed deviance of the individual in question and justified 
that person’s isolation from the body politic.81

Although a Soviet statute criminalizing wartime fraternization may yet be 
found, the existence of Article 35 made such a statute unnecessary. As long as 
women in close contact with the enemy were thought to pose a “social threat,” 
Article 35 made it possible to isolate them as “socially dangerous elements” 
either through exile or by sentencing to the Gulag. Having been accused of 
“selling” themselves to the enemy, alleged fraternizers seem to have been 
treated in much the same way as prostitutes were in the 1930s. Whereas pros-
titutes were initially seen as victims of the old order, by the early 1930s they 
were largely considered to be deviant and incapable of reform. Together with 
members of other marginal groups, such as homeless children and vagrants, 
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prostitutes were categorized as “socially dangerous” and subject to extrajudi-
cial repression, including internment in correctional colonies and exile.82 
Lacking evidence of any criminal wrongdoing on the part of alleged wartime 
fraternizers such as Sazonchikova, but fearful of the consequences that allow-
ing them to remain free would have on society, Soviet punitive organs seem to 
have sentenced them under Article 35 in order to neutralize the alleged “social 
threat” they posed to Soviet society.

Recent findings by Liudmila Novikova have shown that Article 35 was also 
applied to women who had relations with British and American men during 
the war. Specifically, Novikova found that women in Arkhangel´sk, Russia, 
were evicted from the city as “socially dangerous elements” for their real and 
alleged relations with Allied soldiers. Once tensions between the Soviet Union 
and its Western allies began to increase at war’s end, some of these women 
were also tried for espionage and treason under Article 58.83 Novikova’s find
ings suggest a link between the Soviet treatment of these different groups of 
women and the possibility that the response in Arkhangel´sk developed in 
tandem with the Soviet response to women who were perceived to have been 
in close contact with German soldiers. Indeed, whereas an unknown number 
of alleged fraternizers were detained, investigated, and sentenced as “socially 
dangerous elements” under Article 35, others were also evicted from strategi-
cally important areas of the Soviet Union, as the next section will show.

“Social Danger” and Mass Evictions from Regime Cities
In 1932, the Soviet Union introduced internal passports to control the un
checked movement of people who were streaming into the country’s urban 
centers during the First Five-Year Plan. Urban residents were issued internal 
passports, which subsequently became the main form of identification in the 
Soviet Union, whereas rural inhabitants were not. As part of this process, a 
series of so-called regime cities and locations were created and subsequently 
became subject to strict passport control. During the 1930s, passportization 
gave police organs a semblance of control over the country’s urban and rural 
populations by preventing peasants from fleeing the collectivized village and 
allowing police organs to evict “socially dangerous elements” from regime lo
cations. Kulaks, lishentsy (disenfranchised individuals), “anti-Soviet elements,” 
petty criminals, as well as anyone who was convicted of counterrevolutionary 
crimes were among the many categories of people who were refused residency 
permits in regime locations.84 Just as the categories of individuals who were 
considered “socially dangerous” grew throughout the 1930s, so too did the num-
ber of cities and districts that fell under regime control. By 1938, there were 
some 130 regime cities in the RSFSR alone and more than five hundred across 



102	 “Socially Dangerous” Women and Retribution After Liberation

the entire Soviet Union, with the number continuing to rise as the Soviet Union 
entered World War II.85 Mass operations, as the previous section showed, 
made it possible for police organs to identify and investigate “politically unre-
liable” and “socially dangerous elements” during the war. But this was not all. 
They also enabled police organs to evict these categories of people from areas 
designated as regime locations as Soviet officials attempted to rebuild and re
populate war- torn cities along regime lines in the aftermath of liberation.

During the interwar period, Article 35 was increasingly applied not only to 
individuals who were convicted of various real and perceived crimes but also 
to their family members, who became “socially dangerous” by virtue of their 
relationships. Collective responsibility of this kind had been a part of Soviet 
society to varying degrees since the Russian Civil War.86 For example, the 
wives of “enemies of the people” were thought to have been guilty by associa-
tion during the Purges and arrested alongside their husbands or soon after 
their arrest. During World War II, collective responsibility was first instituted 
to combat high desertion rates within the Red Army in late summer of 1941. 
From there, a series of wartime decrees extended it from the families of Red 
Army deserters to the families of civilian transgressors. For instance, on 27 De
cember 1941, the GKO allowed the Special Conference of the NKVD to evict 
to remote regions of the Soviet Union the families of individuals who were 
employed by German administrative and punitive organs as well as individu-
als who voluntarily retreated with the Wehrmacht.87

The main decree legislating collective responsibility was issued on 24 June 
1942. It prescribed deportation for a period of five years to remote regions of 
the Soviet Union for all adult family members of Red Army personnel as well 
as any civilians who were found guilty of and sentenced to death for wartime 
transgressions.88 Exceptions were granted in cases when these families also had  
family members serving in the Red Army or the partisan movement or who 
were the recipients of government awards and medals.89 Since men were far 
more likely to be sentenced to death for wartime transgressions, this meant 
that the vast majority of civilians who were subject to these measures were 
women and children. This decree effectively criminalized familial relation-
ships with real and perceived collaborators.

The events surrounding this decree’s promulgation suggest that security 
concerns and anxieties about political reliability informed it as well.90 Discus-
sion of the 24 June 1942 decree was precipitated by a telegram sent by Dvin-
skii, the secretary of the Rostov obkom (oblast committee) of the Communist 
Party, on 16 June 1942. In the telegram addressed to Stalin, Dvinskii voiced  
his concerns about the security situation in the newly liberated region. Speci
fically, he opined that although some of the “families of traitors who had left 
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with the Germans” had already been evicted from Rostov and numerous other 
areas, other such families remained free in some parts of the oblast. Dvinskii 
worried that it was “becoming more and more dangerous” to keep these fami-
lies in the region because “units of the Red Army are now in these areas, defen-
sive for  tifications have been built, and these families, whose mood, of course, 
is bad, need to be evicted and as quickly as possible.”91 Dvinskii suggested that 
1,447 families in the region needed to be evicted.92 In two handwritten notes 
scribbled on Dvinskii’s telegram, Stalin signed off on his request and asked 
Beria for his opinion.

Two days later, on 18 June, Beria submitted a report to the GKO in which 
he outlined the repressive measures the NKVD had adopted against the family 
members of alleged traitors. Beria noted that the family members of military 
personnel found guilty of a variety of crimes were being evicted to Siberia for 
a period of five years based on existing laws.93 As to the families of alleged 
civilian transgressors, Beria stated: “Based on existing regulations and govern-
ment orders . . . the families of persons convicted of espionage or treason and 
assistance to the German occupiers, of service in punitive or administrative 
organs of the German occupiers on occupied territory, and those persons vol-
untarily departing with occupation forces during the liberation of areas cap-
tured by the enemy . . . are not being held accountable [k otvetstvennosti ne 
privlekaiutsia].”94 Beria estimated that 10,298 such families, consisting of 
37,350 individuals (2,244 men, 15,251 women, and 19,855 children) lived in 
newly liberated areas. He concluded by reporting that the “NKVD believed 
that the families of these people, if they are condemned to death, should also 
be subject to repression.”95 While these recommendations were only supposed 
to concern the family members of individuals who were sentenced to death, 
judicial organs were soon interpreting them more broadly. As a result, on  
13 November 1942, the chief military procurator of the Soviet Union felt com-
pelled to issue additional directives in which he specified that the family mem-
bers of individuals who were merely convicted of collaboration were not to be 
subject to arrest and deportation.96

Collective responsibility reached its zenith in 1944, when entire ethnic groups, 
such as the Chechens and Tatars, were marked as collaborating nations and 
deported to remote regions of the Soviet Union.97 In the midst of these large-
scale deportations, a less noted operation took place in Kyiv and its environs, 
where collective responsibility was applied to alleged fraternizers and their fam
ilies. On 28 July 1944, the Military Soviet of the Kyiv Military District issued 
Decree Number 53, which called for the eviction of several categories of “polit
ically unreliable” civilians from Kyiv and a fifty- kilometer zone surrounding 
the city.98 The text situated the need for such evictions within the context of 
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wartime security, stating, “As a result of the two-year stay of German-Fascist 
and German- Ukrainian Nationalists on the territory of Ukraine, Kyiv, the cap
ital of the Ukrainian SSR, became clogged [zassorenoi] with unreliable and so
cially dangerous elements.”99 Such “socially dangerous elements” included:

•	 families of individuals, convicted and arrested for anti- Soviet work, for treason [:] 
spies, traitors, those who voluntarily left with the occupiers, former workers of 
punitive and administrative organs of the enemy, families of spies and traitors 
[who were] executed by shooting without trial by frontline units of the Red 
Army and partisan detachments

•	 individuals and their families not repressed by organs of the NKVD- NKGB [:] 
rank- and- file workers of administrative and punitive institutions created by the 
occupiers [and] women who cohabitated with the German invaders100

All these categories of people were deemed to be “socially dangerous” and thus 
a threat to the security and public order of the city by virtue of their relation-
ships with suspected local collaborators and/or representatives of the occupa-
tion regime.

Kyiv was a regime city of the first category, on par with Moscow and Len-
ingrad. This designation enabled police organs to evict “socially dangerous 
elements” from the city and a surrounding fifty- kilometer zone.101 It also 
enabled them to take measures to prevent “unreliable” and “socially dangerous 
elements” who had been previously removed from the city from ever return-
ing.102 Social danger, as we have already seen, referred to not only the physical 
well- being but also the political and ideological well- being of the body politic. 
In the context of post- liberation Kyiv, the alleged social danger posed by the 
groups of individuals mentioned in the decree referred to both kinds of well-
being, especially regarding Communist Party members. During the German 
occupation, Kyiv witnessed a drastic depopulation. The prewar population of 
one million declined to 220,000 because of German policies.103 In the months 
and years that followed, hundreds of thousands of civilians, many of whom 
had remained in occupied territory, returned to Kyiv. Their presence in the 
regime city quickly became a concern for local Party officials, especially given 
the acute lack of housing in the war- torn city. Shortages of living space and 
resources gave way to tensions and crime. Although a report from February 
1945 noted that “the overwhelming majority” of the gangs and “bands of rob-
bers” (grabitel´skie formirovaniia) that had been liquidated by the police 
“included servicemen, disabled veterans of the Patriotic War and students who 
had not previously engaged in criminal behavior,” punitive officials attributed 
much of this behavior to negative influences stemming from criminal and “so
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cially dangerous elements.”104 In July 1944, V. Komarov, the chief of Kyiv’s 
police suggested as much when he stated that criminal incidences were caused 
by the “everyday influx of population into the city of Kyiv together with which 
penetrate criminal offender elements.”105

In addition to crime, officials also worried about the political reliability of 
those individuals who had remained in the city, including Communist Party 
members. As early as 13 November 1943, officials signaled their distrust by not-
ing, “District Party committees allowed breaches in the creation of the first 
Party organizations. They began creating the first Party organizations from 
those Communists who had remained in occupied territory and from their 
ranks appointed Party organizers.”106 Most if not all Party and Komsomol 
members who had remained in the occupied city were considered unreliable 
by virtue of having remained under occupation. Meanwhile, in January 1944, 
Party officials resolved to move the republic-level government bureaucracy from 
Kharkiv to Kyiv. As a result, thousands of bureaucrats were soon arriving in 
the city.107 By July 1944, the number of Communist Party members had risen 
from a mere seventeen hundred to ten thousand, largely as a result of cadres 
who were brought in from other oblasts.108 Within this context, the “politi-
cally unreliable” and “socially dangerous elements” mentioned in the decree 
from July 1944 were perceived as potential sources of criminal behavior as well 
as physical and ideological danger. The latter issues, particularly as they related 
to the newly arriving Communist Party officials, became the biggest source of 
concern for Party and punitive officials who were initially bent on repopulat-
ing the city along regime lines.

A draft resolution of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of 
Ukraine, “On measures to strengthen public order in the city of Kyiv,” clearly 
made this connection. Specifically, the resolution recommended that Sergei 
Savchenko, who was by then the people’s commissar of the NKVD of the 
UkSSR, take all necessary measures to ensure the “cleansing of the city from 
the contingents indicated in [the decree of the Kyiv Military District], espe-
cially from the areas adjacent to the buildings in which members of the Polit-
buro of the Central Committee of the Tsk KP(b)U and members of the gov-
ernment live as well as the routes they travel.”109 An additional resolution 
reiterated this goal, calling for the NKVD to implement a “strict regime of 
residence control,” especially surrounding the “private residences [and] central 
government offices where Comrade N. S. Khrushchev and members of the 
Politburo of the Tsk KP(b)U live and work as well as the routes they travel.”110 
Combining anxieties about stay-behind networks and fears of assassination, 
these resolutions linked the presence of “socially dangerous elements” in the 
city to the physical safety of the Party leadership.



106	 “Socially Dangerous” Women and Retribution After Liberation

Given that several of the categories of people slated for eviction were the 
family members of individuals sentenced to death for real and imagined war-
time transgressions, such concerns were not farfetched. Having lost a loved 
one to state repression, it is not hard to imagine that some of them might turn 
against the state. Meanwhile, those who had worked for the German occupa-
tion authorities or women who had cohabitated with German officers and 
soldiers raised anxieties about infiltration, espionage, and assassination that we 
have already witnessed. Having worked for the enemy, it was possible that 
these individuals were deliberately left behind to carry out missions against the 
state. While physical harm was the main concern, the threat of ideological 
contamination was never far behind. Even if they did not harbor any nefarious 
motives, these individuals had been exposed to an alternative, and their prox-
imity to loyal Party officials posed a threat of contagion.

Although collective responsibility was legal according to existing Soviet 
laws, the expansively worded text of the decree from July 1944 ensured that it 
would be broadly interpreted. It did not specify how the guilt of most of the 
individuals listed would be determined. Presumably, it would be the military 
tribunals or the Special Conference of the NKVD that would determine guilt. 
However, the verdicts handed down by the Special Conference usually took 
place without much of an investigation or trial. The military tribunals were 
also far from perfect and were open to error and abuse, especially during the 
early years. In contrast, the guilt of individuals executed by Red Army units or 
the partisans was determined by those units with minimal or no investigation, 
as we have already seen. Moreover, although the decree stated that organs of 
the NKVD and the NKGB would provide documentation in support of evic-
tions, nowhere was it specified what this documentation would be.111 This was 
particularly a problem with regards to individuals who allegedly fled with 
retreating German units. Their absence was undoubtedly grounds for suspi-
cion, but it also made it impossible for them to defend themselves against al
legations that they had left voluntarily.

Determining the intentions and guilt of women who had relations with 
German soldiers was equally problematic, again as we have already established. 
Not only was it often impossible to draw a line between consensual and forced 
relations, but complicating the situation even further was the fact that local 
civilians were often forced to quarter German soldiers in their homes. While 
occupation authorities typically evicted urban dwellers to make way for Ger-
mans, in the countryside, soldiers were often quartered in the homes of civil-
ians for extended periods of time.112 Under these conditions, voluntary and 
coerced sexual liaisons often developed, especially since most local men of 
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fighting age were away serving on the front. This situation made it not only 
difficult to determine who was and was not arguably guilty of fraternization, 
but it also made it relatively easy for neighbors to denounce women, many of 
whom were living alone without their husbands or other family members, for 
real or imagined relations with enemy combatants. The decree made no allow-
ances for this situation. In so doing, it left little room for nuance in accounts 
of what was a complex phenomenon. Ultimately, in the absence of any evi-
dence linking their relationships to espionage, women in close contact with 
the enemy were still subject to eviction together with their families. This 
undoubtedly revictimized many women who were forced into such relation-
ships in the first place. It also exposed them to potential abuse from neighbors 
or unscrupulous officials who could use the threat of exposure of real or alleged 
transgressions to settle old scores or make new demands.

While the July 1944 decree only extended to Kyiv and a fifty- kilometer zone 
surrounding the city, it seems that similar operations took place in other 
regime areas as well. For example, a special report from Beria, dated 18 August 
1944, notified the GKO and Stalin of the NKVD’s decision to evict 850 people 
who were related to individuals convicted of treason or those who had volun-
tarily retreated with German forces from the cities of Piatigorsk, Kislovodsk, 
Zheleznovodsk, Yessentuki, and Mineral´nye Vody to the Novosibirsk oblast 
of Russia.113 More research is necessary to ascertain the extent of these smaller 
operations and to determine whether alleged fraternizers were subject to evic-
tion in other regime cities and border regions. But given the history of Soviet 
policing during the interwar period, it is likely that operations similar to the 
one that unfolded in Kyiv, which targeted alleged fraternizers alongside other 
“socially dangerous elements,” took place across newly liberated territory in 
the closing years of the war.

Although the decree of the Kyiv Military District was initially adopted as 
written, the vagueness of its language raised objections from some Soviet 
officials. In a letter addressed to the military procurator of the Kyiv Military 
District, Nosov, the chief military procurator of the Soviet Union, expressed 
concerns regarding the decree’s legality.114 Although Nosov did not object to 
collective responsibility in principle, he did voice several concerns regarding 
the decree’s broad language. Specifically, he objected to the indiscriminate 
eviction of families of individuals convicted of counterrevolutionary crimes 
and stated that this would go against the GKO’s decree from 24 June 1942, 
which provided numerous exceptions. Thus, Nosov believed that the excep-
tions granted in June 1942 should also be extended to the families of all the 
categories listed in the decree of the Kyiv Military District. While he objected 
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to the eviction of such families on the grounds that doing so would go against 
previous government decrees, his other objections suggest that he recognized 
that the vagueness of the Kyiv Military District’s decree would result in abuse.

First, Nosov noted that the families of individuals arrested for but not yet 
found guilty of counterrevolutionary crimes could not be evicted because the 
possibility remained that they could be innocent. Second, he argued that evic-
tions could only be carried out if there was “indisputable proof” of guilt. For 
instance, in the case of local women who were suspected of cohabitating with 
Germans, Nosov stated that their eviction “is permissible only if there are 
indisputable facts of their cohabitation.”115 He did not specify what would 
constitute “indisputable facts” in such cases. However, his insistence that these 
words be included in the final text of the decree suggests that he was both wary 
of women being indiscriminately arrested and evicted for real and imagined 
relations with enemy combatants and aware that this was already taking place.

In his note, Nosov requested Colonel Ryzhikov, the military procurator of 
the Kyiv Military District, to notify either Nikita Khrushchev or Demian 
Korotchenko, the secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist 
Party of Ukraine, of the decree and his objections to it. Since it was already 
under review, Nosov stated that he would not protest its passage until the 
review was finished. We do not know what kinds of debate the decree gener-
ated within the Central Committee of the Communist Party of Ukraine. Still, 
a slightly modified version was subsequently adopted on 6 September 1944 as 
Decree No. 71. The new decree did not take most of Nosov’s objections into 
account. Specifically, the words “indisputable proof” did not feature anywhere 
within the amended text. Still, the new decree did include the exceptions that 
were previously outlined in June 1942.116

By the time the text was amended, hundreds of cases for eviction had 
already been initiated in Kyiv. Indeed, according to a report from April 1945, 
2,516 cases had been registered for the period beginning on 10 August 1944 and 
ending on 1 March 1945, including 1,135 cases for Kyiv and 1,381 cases for the 
fifty- kilometer zone surrounding the city.117 Still, due in large part to the 
exceptions granted in the amended decree, only 888 of these cases had been 
approved as of April 1945.118 The rest were dropped after it was determined 
that a family member belonged to the aforementioned categories of people 
who were to be exempted.119 While this saved hundreds of families from evic-
tion, hundreds more were forced to start new lives in other regions of the 
Soviet Union. According to the same report, 554 families had been evicted 
from the city, while a further 329 families were evicted from the surrounding 
fifty- kilometer zone.120 The report also noted that the eviction of a further  
302 families had been approved, but had not been carried out for a variety of 
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reasons.121 Although we do not know under what conditions these evictions 
took place, it is not hard to imagine, given the ongoing war and the devasta-
tion wrought upon Soviet territory, that these families suffered extreme priva-
tions as a result of these evictions. Moreover, as long as regime restrictions 
remained in place, they could never legally return to Kyiv.122

Setting aside the morality of holding families accountable for the crimes of 
individuals, it is clear from both the wording of the decree and the lack of a 
systematic means for determining guilt that the families of innocent people 
suffered alongside those of collaborators. Furthermore, while the exceptions 
granted to the families of Red Army soldiers and partisans that was included 
in the final version of the decree saved many from eviction, its inclusion high-
lights both the complexities of defining and punishing collaboration and ulti-
mately its arbitrary implementation. A large number, perhaps the majority, of 
people who remained in occupied territory had a “freak” within their family 
who had collaborated with the occupation regime.123 Simultaneously, many 
also had family members who served in the Red Army or with the partisans. 
This situation ensured that any measures attempting to impose collective 
responsibility would be painful and arbitrary. Finally, collaboration and, as a 
result, Soviet retribution, were “structurally gendered” in that those involved 
were mostly male local policemen and village elders. This meant that the indi-
viduals evicted in accordance with this decree were invariably women and chil-
dren. While an unknown number of women were evicted from Kyiv and the 
surrounding fifty- kilometer zone for real or alleged relations with German men, 
many others suffered as the wives, sisters, mothers, and daughters of men who 
were accused of committing real or imagined crimes against the state.

Discrimination and Stigma in Everyday Life
Historians disagree about how Soviet retribution evolved in the years follow-
ing liberation. Amir Weiner has argued that as the Soviet war myth took hold, 
local policemen, village elders, and Ukrainian nationalists became irredeem-
able “even through the so-called baptism by fire.” Despite a dire need for 
qualified personnel to rebuild the country, individuals accused of any form of 
collaboration were, according to Weiner, denied political and social rehabilita-
tion as the Party strove to purify the body politic.124 Jeffrey Jones and Tanja 
Penter have since suggested that the regime did in fact show leniency to certain 
groups of suspected collaborators out of pragmatic considerations precisely 
because of the country’s acute need for qualified personnel.125 Furthermore, 
Jones raised the possibility that this leniency reflected some understanding of 
the “moral gray zone” of occupation.126 Similarly, Franziska Exeler has sug-
gested that while ideology and pragmatism both played their roles, “retribution 
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evolved into a process in which different objectives and interests [i.e., retribu-
tion vs. reconstruction] had to be weighed against each other, which in turn 
explains why punishment became less indiscriminate and less strict after the 
winter of 1943/44.”127

While official goals may have shifted from retribution to reconstruction as 
the war drew to a close, civilians who remained in occupied territory contin-
ued to face discrimination in their everyday lives. Women and girls accused of 
“flirtation with Germans” were excluded from the Communist Party and the 
Komsomol even as such “smears became standard accusations in political and 
personal infighting in the years after the war.”128 They were often called “Ger-
man mattresses” (nemetskie podstilki) or “German sluts.”129 Their children, 
meanwhile, were called “little fascists,” “Germans,” or “Spaniards.”130

Recalling his wartime childhood, Victor Shnayder, a former citizen of Arte-
movsk (Bakhmut), Stalino/Donetsk oblast, Ukraine, recalled a woman who 
had fraternized with German soldiers during the occupation. The woman and 
her redheaded son lived in the same building as his family. Shnayder recalled 
that neighbors, both young and old, called him a “fascist.” As a young boy, 
Shnayder did not understand what was happening. He remembered asking his 
grandmother why the neighbor’s boy was called a “fascist” and her telling him 
that it was because the boy’s father was a German soldier. Stories about such 
women, according to Shnayder, were common in postwar Artemovsk/Bakhmut. 
Neighbors believed such women to be traitors and showed them little pity, espe-
cially considering the horrors Germans had committed in the city.131

In her recollections, Nionila Timoshenko, a witness of a massacre of Jewish 
civilians in Ust´-Labinsk, Krasnodar oblast, Russia also recalled some of the 
women from her hometown who had maintained relations with enemy sol-
diers during the occupation.132 One of them was a former friend, named Valia, 
who, according to Timoshenko, “sold herself” to the Germans. Valia lived with 
a German during the occupation, and when the Red Army returned, she was 
forced to hide and eventually flee Ust´-Labinsk because of her wartime actions. 
Another woman remained in Ust´-Labinsk and continued to live on the same 
street as Timoshenko. Timoshenko recalled that the second woman joined the 
Red Army to make amends for her wartime transgressions and specifically her 
wartime relationship with a German officer. However, despite her service in 
the Red Army and the passage of more than fifty years, most of her neighbors, 
according to Timoshenko, continued to treat her with “disdain.”133

With their reputations ruined and their wartime children a living reminder 
of their actions, such women would have had no way to escape their past. 
Given the severe gender imbalances that were created by the war, it is likely 
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that many remained alone, haunted by their pasts for the rest of their lives. In 
the Cherkasy oblast of Ukraine, for instance, women who had relations with 
German soldiers were reportedly unable to marry because of their wartime 
actions and the condemnation they received from neighbors.134 Others, mean-
while, were abandoned by their husbands. Having spent the war fighting on 
the front lines, some soldiers could not forgive their wives even when their 
actions were motivated by hunger and need. For example, in his request for a 
divorce, Captain I. M. Sukach wrote,

During the German occupation of Ukraine, my wife got married to a German 
militia man in order to avoid labor deportation to Germany. She lived with him 
for a while, that is, until the arrival of the Red Army. Then he was killed, and she 
was left alone. I learned about this directly from her in the letters she wrote to 
me. She asks me to accept her again. But because I was at the front for the whole 
time, and she got married to a German lackey, I decided to break off all ties with 
her . . . Please explain to me what I need to do so that my official documents do 
not include my wife, who got married to a German lackey.135

Faced with the possibility of being sent to forced labor in Germany, Sukach’s 
wife sought the protection of a local collaborator. Even though she admitted 
her actions to her husband, he ultimately could not forgive her.

According to a 1944 study of the People’s Commissariat of Justice, two of 
the three most common reasons for divorce in Russia and Ukraine following 
the promulgation of the 1944 Family Law was “the presence of another de facto 
family and infidelity of the spouse.”136 In many cases, both spouses were guilty 
of infidelity. However, women were often held to a higher moral standard. 
Indeed, although officers often took “wives” from among their female subor-
dinates, many still expected their home- front wives to remain faithful.137 For 
example, Mie Nakachi described the divorce petition of a World War II vet-
eran named I. T. Avdeev who demanded a divorce from his wife even though 
he was also guilty of infidelity. Avdeev wrote:

At this time my wife is not in Osipenko and it is not clear where she is. Now I 
must divorce her, because I found for myself a different wife, who is a real Soviet 
woman ( polnost´iu sovetskaia zhenshchina) [. . .] If my former wife returned to 
Osipenko, no-one could force me to live with such a woman, who betrayed not 
only me, but also our Fatherland and our people whom I defended. I was deco-
rated for destroying German fascist beasts, so if I live with this bitch (svoloch´ ) 
again, it will be a shame and a disgrace ( pozor) for the people (narod ) whom I 
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freed and defended. I ask for your help in this matter so that I can purge (ochis-
tit´ ) myself and my document of such scum (nechist´ ). Also, I do not have the 
means to pay the legal costs because my wife squandered everything while I was 
absent.138

Despite the ubiquity of wartime liaisons, a woman’s infidelity was often inter-
preted as the greater betrayal.

In addition to living the rest of their lives with the stigma of having had 
relations with the enemy, some women lived in fear that the authorities would 
discover their actions and prosecute them. In the early 2000s, while on an 
expedition in search of mass graves of Jewish victims of the Holocaust in 
Ukraine, Father Patrick Desbois interviewed an elderly Ukrainian woman 
who initially refused to speak to him. She was afraid to tell him that her house 
had been requisitioned by the Germans to house the Gestapo during the occu-
pation because such women were deported to Siberia.139 Thus, almost sixty 
years later, the emotional and psychological violence that wartime anxieties 
and suspicions encouraged toward women continued to exact their toll.

This chapter explored the various sanctioned and unsanctioned measures state 
and civilian actors directed at women who were suspected of fraternization. 
Relying on previous directives that identified women as potential security 
threats, punitive officials arrested countless women on suspicion of espionage 
based on their real or perceived relationships with enemy combatants. With 
sex linked to “abnormal,” that is, “anti-Soviet” behavior and political unreli-
ability, women who failed to live up to wartime expectations were seen as 
unpatriotic and unfaithful at best and as “socially dangerous” at worst. Alleged 
fraternizers were likened to prostitutes and ultimately treated in similar ways. 
In this context, the anxieties that first manifested themselves in the Red Army 
had their most far-reaching effects. Once categorized as “socially dangerous,” 
local women could be sentenced, evicted, and deported to remote regions of 
the Soviet Union without having committed a crime. Simply being perceived 
as having the potential to physically or ideologically harm others was enough 
to justify their removal and that of their families to areas where their threat 
was thought to be minimized.

While these measures were instituted in the context of war, the end of hos-
tilities only brought a modicum of relief. Women who were accused of frater-
nization faced ongoing discrimination from officials, neighbors, and family 
members who could neither forgive nor forget their alleged actions. Given the 
nature of the war and its horrific costs, some of this condemnation is under-
standable. But while many of those who were arguably guilty of wartime trans-
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gressions were punished, many others who were forced into these relationships 
by wartime conditions were revictimized. Indeed, the situation on the ground 
was far more complicated than either Soviet officials or onlookers could imag-
ine, and actions that in light of interwar notions of morality may have been 
considered unpatriotic often became a means of survival in the context of war 
and occupation.
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Conclusion

On 16 May 1945, three members of the Kudriavtsev family committed suicide 
in Odessa (Odesa), Ukraine. The triple suicide garnered the attention of 
Roman Rudenko, the Chief Procurator of the UkrSSR, who ordered an inves-
tigation. It was soon determined that the family had previously lived in 
German-occupied Dnepropetrovsk (Dnipro) where all three members of the 
family—father, mother, and daughter—had allegedly collaborated with the 
Germans. The daughter, Antonina, worked as a translator and lived with Ger-
man officers from whom she received “material rewards.” NKGB investigators 
discovered this on 15 May when Antonina allegedly confessed to everything 
during an interrogation. Instead of arresting her immediately, however, NKGB 
investigators allowed her to go home, where she and her parents drank poison 
to avoid the fate that awaited them.1 As with so many of the fragmentary 
reports and stories investigated in this book, this episode leaves us with more 
questions than answers. We will likely never know the extent of Antonina’s 
alleged relations with enemy combatants, the reasons for those relations, or 
the mechanisms by which she first came to the attention of the NKGB. Still, 
such cases are important because they are evidence of the unfolding retribu-
tion campaign and the fears and violence that accompanied liberation and the 
return of Soviet power for those who had remained in occupied territory.

As elsewhere in Europe, women like Antonina were scrutinized by their 
neighbors for what many had come to see as their treasonous behavior. In 
France, Holland, Norway, Denmark, and elsewhere, such women were con-
sidered traitors and excluded from their communities. “In France they were 
known as femmes à boche, in Holland as moffenhoer or moffenmeiden, in Nor-
way and Denmark as tyskerpiger, tyskertøser or feltmasdrasser,” and in the Soviet 
Union as shliukhi- doiche or nemetskie podstilki.2 Public shaming rituals where 
alleged fraternizers were shorn of their hair and paraded before jeering crowds 
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were common across Europe. But it seems that such spectacles did not occur 
in the Soviet Union except in western Ukraine, where the OUN shaved the 
heads of Ukrainian women suspected of “horizontal collaboration.”3 Still, while 
Soviet civilians may not have participated in such public shaming rituals, they 
nevertheless shunned their female neighbors and semantically and physically 
distanced themselves from those they believed had crossed a line. Additionally, 
like their counterparts in Western and Central Europe, Soviet civilians also 
de nounced alleged fraternizers to Soviet police and judicial organs.

Soviet women pursued relations with German soldiers and officers for a vari
ety of reasons spanning the spectrum from love to personal gain to survival. 
Often a combination of these or other factors were at play. Given what we 
know about German occupation policies in the East and the uneven power 
relations that prevailed between occupier and occupied, it is nearly impossible 
to disentangle what were arguably consensual relations from instances of sur-
vival prostitution. For Soviet officials and many of their neighbors, however, 
these relationships were often interpreted in terms of personal weakness and 
moral and political failure. With official expectations clearly stating that women 
in occupied territory were either supposed to actively resist with the partisans 
or passively wait for Soviet power to return, those who made the “choiceless 
choice” to take control of their own fate by engaging with the enemy, no mat-
ter how circumscribed that choice may have been, were thought to be unpa-
triotic and weak. None of this was unique to the Soviet Union. What made 
the Soviet situation different, however, was the position that women held in 
society vis-à-vis their sisters in other parts of Europe together with conditions 
in occupied territory and the tactics that both belligerents attempted to deploy 
against the other.

The roles and positions of women in the former Russian Empire changed 
radically over the course of the preceding two decades. Notwithstanding the 
ambivalence and difficulties of the 1920s, women were able to leave the con
fines of the home and join the ranks of the industrial working class. By the 
middle of the 1930s, the Soviet Union had legislated gender equality into law 
and, despite the double and at times triple burden women continued to shoul-
der, many believed themselves to be equal members of Soviet society. More-
over, following the military preparedness campaigns of the decade, many young 
women came to see military duty as “constitutive of their Soviet womanhood.”4 
Still, even as the Communist Party and Komsomol sought to mobilize women 
and girls for the revolutionary project, latent anxieties about their roles and 
contributions remained. Fears of the baba who could corrupt the men in her 
midst persisted throughout the interwar period notwithstanding the belief that 
women were comrades to the “New Soviet Man.”
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Once war broke out between Germany and the Soviet Union, countless 
Soviet women and girls volunteered for the front lines. Although many were 
initially rebuffed by a military and Party leadership that remained wary of 
them entering what was still considered a masculine sphere, the articulation of 
more progressive gender roles in the Soviet Union would eventually allow 
them to serve on the front lines. This was in stark contrast to most European 
states where women, despite being able to join the resistance, nevertheless 
continued to fill auxiliary roles or serve as nurses within their respective armed 
forces. The decision to accept and later mobilize women into the Red Army 
posed numerous challenges for the Soviet leadership and the women and men 
who would serve by their side. Moreover, it quickly gave rise to anxieties about 
their roles and contributions in the Red Army that centered on the PPZh 
phenomenon and the supposedly deleterious effect some women were having 
on military morale and discipline. But what began as a moral crisis in the Red 
Army soon developed into a crisis of security once Soviet officials began to 
consider the possibility that German intelligence was recruiting women from 
occupied territory to spy on Soviet forces.

Once reports of German intelligence recruiting women and girls from 
occupied territory began to emerge, close contact with enemy combatants 
started to be interpreted as a sign of enemy recruitment. Tapping into preex-
isting concerns about the so-called “backwardness” and corruptibility of 
women, these fears engendered the return of the “temptress” trope to the mili-
tary milieu. With Red Army and partisan commanders often taking lovers 
from among their female subordinates, reports about alleged female spies 
encouraged suspicions of any woman who was thought to be breaking with 
established sexual norms, especially when the woman in question had been in 
occupied territory. To combat the real and perceived threat posed by German 
intelligence, in late 1941 and early 1942 Soviet security organs issued numerous 
directives calling for the surveillance and investigation of women in close con-
tact with the enemy. These directives became the basis for all future policing 
operations that sought to identify and neutralize potential threats on recently 
liberated territory.

To date, no order criminalizing relations with foreign combatants has been 
found in the case of the Soviet Union. But the existence of Article 35 in the 
Russian Criminal Code and its republic equivalents likely made such an order 
unnecessary. Previously used to expel an ever-growing list of marginal groups 
who were thought to pose a danger to society, Article 35 enabled Soviet puni-
tive organs to evict individuals deemed to be “socially dangerous” from their 
homes or sentence them for up to five years in the Gulag. While directives 
issued earlier in the war had identified women in close contact with the enemy 
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as a target for surveillance and investigation, Article 35 provided the legal 
framework by which they could be isolated from the body politic. Women in 
close contact with enemy combatants were thought to have “sold” themselves 
to the enemy and seem to have been treated in much the same way as prosti-
tutes had been in the 1930s. Even when no evidence of foreign recruitment was 
found, they were thought to pose a threat because of their ability to corrupt 
the men in their midst. Having been exposed to foreign influences and proven 
themselves to be “weak” and “unpatriotic” because of the way they had han-
dled their private lives, such women were isolated to prevent them from being 
able to corrupt the loyal citizens around them.

As the first book- length study of fraternization and its punishment in the 
Soviet context, this work leaves many questions unanswered. More research 
will be necessary in the future to determine the exact scope of the retribution 
campaign outlined above, but given the history of Soviet policing and mass 
operations, it is likely that this campaign was widespread. Throughout this 
book, I have attempted to point out areas for future research to address. For 
example, little is known about how the treatment of women suspected of col-
laboration evolved in the years following the end of World War II. Similarly, 
we know little about the subsequent fates of women who were evicted from 
their homes and their children. While I was only able to identify the operation 
in Kyiv, it is likely that mass evictions took place in other regime cities and 
locations as well. Finally, more research is needed to determine the nature of 
reprisals in the countryside and on collective farms.

A significant amount has been written about the disputes over apartments 
and other property that engulfed large Ukrainian cities such as Kyiv following 
liberation as Jewish and non-Jewish evacuees and later demobilized Red Army 
soldiers returned home to find that their prewar apartments and property had 
been seized and appropriated by others during the German occupation.5 Less 
has been written about the restitution process in the countryside, and yet 
reports from Ukrainian procurators’ offices suggest that this phenomenon was 
just as widespread and chaotic.6 Like their urban counterparts, Soviet peasants 
attempted to gain restitution for stolen or confiscated property, especially 
farm animals, through the intercession of Soviet courts and the police. Such 
legal recourse provided a means by which civilians could settle scores and seek 
justice against those they thought had wronged them during the war. But 
what did this process look like at the village level? How were these disputes 
resolved? And, more specifically to the topic at hand, how were women who 
had been accused of fraternization treated on collective farms? Were they 
forced out, and if so, where did they go and what kind of fate awaited them? 
These are but a few of the many questions that remain unanswered.
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German efforts to recruit women from occupied territory to spy on Soviet 
forces encouraged latent fears and anxieties about women to resurface that 
extended suspicion to any woman perceived to have been in close contact with 
the enemy. This profoundly impacted the lives of countless women, many of 
whom were innocent of any wrongdoing. Because it was nearly impossible to 
identify real spies in the context of ongoing military operations, an unknown 
number of innocent women fell victim to Soviet witch-hunts. Others who 
were coerced into spying for the enemy or forced to pursue relations with 
enemy combatants to survive were revictimized in the process. Branded “Ger-
man whores” because of their alleged wartime behavior, Soviet women sus-
pected of fraternization had to live with the stigma for the rest of their lives.

Occupation is messy. It defies our collective imaginings and forces men and 
women to make decisions that would otherwise be unimaginable. The formal 
end of hostilities does not mark the end of war and occupation as societies 
continue to grapple with their fallout for years and decades after the last shots 
are fired. As warring nations and societies move toward peace, gender must be 
part of the equation. Any attempt at postwar justice and reconciliation is 
doomed if we continue to take the experiences of men as universal and fail to 
recognize how gender affects lived experience. We must refrain from passing 
judgment too quickly and consider how our individual and collective biases 
and assumptions color how we judge the “choiceless choices” of others. Failure 
to do so will inevitably result in more violence.
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