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Female Soviet Snipers and the Second World War: An Analysis

Rylie Longson

Abstract

This article examines the role of Soviet female snipers during the Second World
War, arguing that their contributions extended beyond military success to
challenge traditional gender roles and reshape perceptions of women in
combat. By examining work on prominent snipers such as Lyudmila
Pavlichenko and Roza Shanina, the article analyzes both their battlefield
achievements and their use in Soviet propaganda. While Soviet women
demonstrated exceptional skill and resilience in combat, many returned to a
society that sought to restore traditional gender expectations. This left their
wartime service underrecognized for decades. Ultimately, this article argues
that Soviet female snipers played a significant role in the Red Army's war
effort. Their legacy not only contributed to the Soviet victory but also
influenced later debates over women's military service and the expansion of
combat opportunities for women in armed forces around the world.

This paper was originally written in the Spring semester of 2025 for Dr. Perry Biddiscombe’s
HSTR 344C and was reworked for publication in The Ascendant Historian.
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Snipers played a crucial role during WW2. They slowed enemy pursuit
operations, shaped the outcome of battles by eliminating high-value targets, disrupted
enemy movements, and instilled fear among opposing troops. Soviet female snipers, like
Lyudmila Pavlichenko and Roza Shanina, were deadly marksmen that racked up
hundreds of confirmed kills and struck fear into German forces. In addition to their
numerous contributions on the battlefield, these women also challenged traditional
gender roles in warfare and left a lasting mark on military history. This article will
explore the importance of female snipers in World War II and examine their training,
battlefield effectiveness, challenges, and long-term sociopolitical impact.

Unlike conventional infantry, snipers operated with precision and patience. They
often worked alone or in small teams to neutralize officers, machine gunners, and other
key figures, thereby weakening enemy morale and command structures. On the Eastern
Front (which fell between the eastern edge of Central Europe and the borders of the
Soviet Union), where brutal and prolonged engagements such as the battles of Stalingrad
and Leningrad defined the conflict, snipers were particularly valuable in urban and
defensive warfare. While snipers were traditionally male, the Soviet Union became the
first major military power to deploy female snipers in significant numbers, recognizing
their steady hands, patience, and ability to endure harsh conditions. This stemmed from
their use of female soldiers during the first World War, where the first use of all-female
battalions set the basis for female fighting during the Bolshevik Civil War (in which

20,000 women participated) and the Second World War (in which 395,000
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) 107

women fought However, there is no confirmed number for how many female snipers

served, as “women went down in the lists of their units together with men.”'®®

During World War I, many European women entered the workforce to fill the
empty roles of the men who had enlisted. However, once soldiers began returning home
from the war, these same women were forced out of their newfound jobs, resulting in
widespread unemployment and the reassertion of ftraditional gender roles.'”
Governments and employers prioritized men for jobs. This caused women who remained
in the workforce to face discrimination, lower wages, and limited opportunities for
advancement."” In many Western countries, the interwar period reinforced the
expectation that women should focus on domestic duties rather than professional careers.
However, the situation in the Soviet Union was different. Following the Bolshevik
Revolution in 1917, the Soviet government implemented policies aimed at integrating
women into the workforce as essential contributors to the socialist state.'"! By the 1930s,
Soviet women were working in factories, on collective farms, and even in technical
fields. This made women a crucial part of the economy. When World War II began in

1939, most countries, including Britain and the United States, initially restricted women

to auxiliary military roles such as nursing, clerical work, and support services rather than
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direct combat.''?

However, the massive scale of the conflict created an urgent need for
more soldiers. The Soviet Union, after suffering devastating casualties in the early years
of the German invasion, turned to women to help fill the ranks of its depleted forces. At
least 570,000 women served in the Red Army during the war (in both fighting and
auxiliary roles), though some counts range from 700,000 to 800,000.'* Counts that
include female partisans and civilian militia volunteers climb to over a million.'"*

Unlike other Allied nations, which continued to keep women away from the front
lines, the Soviet military actively recruited female combatants. These women were not
limited to one role; they held a variety of positions such as pilots, machine gunners,
medics, partisans, and snipers. The Soviet Union became the only major power to
employ female snipers in large numbers. By the middle of the war, women were
participating in direct combat in large numbers. Female soldiers demonstrated
exceptional resilience and skill, proving that they could be just as effective as their male
counterparts. Some Soviets believed that women had the potential to be better snipers
than men as they were calmer and more patient would develop, but it was the fact that
there was a large shortage of able-bodied men that allowed such a large number of
women to fill these positions.'"

Driven by necessity as staggering battlefield losses created a demand for skilled

combatants, the Soviet military established rigorous training programs. The most notable

was the Central Women's Sniper Training School (CWSTS) near Moscow, which was

12 Biddiscombe, “Women in/at War”.
113 Vinogradova, 14.

14 Ibid.

'S Vinogradova, 28.


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?TDjPLL
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?gDqztu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?kS6oSS

Ascendant Historian | 48

established in 1942."¢ Training schools played a crucial role in preparing female snipers
for combat. In total, 1885 women ‘graduated’ from CWSTS.""” They received instruction
in marksmanship, camouflage, terrain navigation, and endurance, which prepared them
for the demanding conditions of the Eastern Front. Training emphasized patience,
stealth, and precision, as snipers were required to operate independently for extended
periods under harsh battlefield conditions. Upon the completion of training, they were
deployed to the Front, most notably to the battles of Stalingrad, Sebastopol, and
Leningrad. This urban and defensive warfare required skilled sharpshooters to maintain
control of the area, as urban areas provide more cover and thus more opportunities for
enemies to hide. In these engagements, snipers were instrumental in weakening German
advances by targeting enemy personnel in key positions, such as officers and machine
gunners, as they were able to hit their targets from further away.'"® Their ability to
eliminate high-value targets significantly disrupted enemy operations, as one German
field commander recalled that “snipers and mortars inflicted heavy losses on our troops
during attack, while in the beginning of the campaign the Soviet artillery caused less
damage.”'"” The integration of female snipers into frontline combat not only reflected the
Soviet Union’s pragmatic response to wartime losses but also demonstrated the
effectiveness of women in roles traditionally reserved for men, challenged conventional

military norms, and contributed to the overall Soviet war effort.
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During World War II, female snipers played a crucial role in Soviet military
operations, significantly contributing to the success of the Red Army on the Eastern
Front. Their effectiveness stemmed not only from their skill in eliminating enemy
personnel but also from their psychological impact on German forces. As highly trained
sharpshooters, female snipers operated in some of the war’s most intense battles, using
stealth, patience, and precision to disrupt enemy movements, demoralize troops, and
weaken German advances. Soviet propaganda further amplified their impact, portraying
them as symbols of resilience and patriotism, as can be seen in the case of Lyudmila
Pavlichenko.

Lyudmila Pavlichenko, whose 309 confirmed kills made her one of the most
effective (and famous) snipers in history. She is said to have participated in major
battles, including the Siege of Sevastopol, where she was instrumental in holding off
German advances, yet records proving her counts and background were destroyed when

the Maritime Army fell.'®

However, Pavlichenko’s story is full of contradictions- a
serious facial injury that supposedly resulted in her evacuation of Sevastopol never left a
scar; no memoirs from fellow soldiers mention her or how she kept a ‘sniper’s record
book’, when such books never appear in the Red Army until after she had retired.'”!
Despite these inconsistencies, Pavlichenko’s history was effective for
propaganda. Hayley Noble, a researcher studying female Soviets in combat, writes that

“the Soviets did taunt the Germans by dropping propaganda pamphlets boasting that

sniper Lyudmila Pavlichenko, a woman, threatened their great army. As with the Soviet
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men, women were used to shame the Germans, pointing out that their Aryan race is
being taken out by a mere woman, an inferior, in their eyes.”'** Pavlichenko was sent on
a goodwill tour through the US in 1942, where she met with President Franklin D.
Roosevelt and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt (whom she became close friends with).'?
She and her travelling partner, Vladimir Pchelinstev, rallied for stronger American
support for the Soviet war effort. Her speeches and interviews challenged Western
perceptions of women in combat and solidified her status as a war hero in the public eye.
The Soviets boasted about Pavlichenko and made her the subject of propaganda leaflets,
which young girls read and began to idolize her.'** Pavlichenko received the prestigious
Order of Lenin award twice and was designated a Hero of the Soviet Union upon her
return from her goodwill tour. Her tour and her awards helped create an even stronger
image for propaganda.

Roza Shanina was another famous sniper. She volunteered for the army in 1941
after her brother was killed and she quickly became known for her accuracy with 54
confirmed kills.'* Originally, Soviet policy was for the snipers to stay away from the
front unless absolutely necessary, but Roza would often go on ‘hunting trips’ with other

snipers, disobeying these orders.'?® Her insistence on actively hunting enemy soldiers on

the front lines, rather than remaining in defensive positions, demonstrated that women
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were willing and highly capable of contributing directly to offensive operations.
Additionally, by taking independent initiative to seek out and eliminate enemy targets,
Shanina proved that female snipers could be just as aggressive and effective as their
male counterparts. Her actions and successes forced Soviet commanders to acknowledge
the necessity and effectiveness of female fighters in direct combat. The widespread
success of female snipers, many of whom followed similar paths of active engagement,
further justified the Soviet Union’s continued use of women in combat roles throughout
the war.

Soviet female snipers faced immense challenges throughout their service in
World War II. They endured not only the harsh conditions of the battlefield but also the
psychological and physical toll of their role. While operating in some of the war’s most
brutal environments, these women demonstrated extraordinary resilience, often spending
days in concealed positions under extreme weather conditions. The Eastern Front
presented relentless hardships; freezing winters, sweltering summers, and exposure to
the elements with minimal shelter. Snipers frequently had to remain motionless in the
same position for extended periods, sometimes having to lie in the snow or mud for
hours while waiting for the perfect shot.'”” The nature of their role also required
prolonged isolation, as snipers typically worked alone or in small teams, separated from
larger combat units and with limited opportunities for rest or human interaction. This
isolation, combined with the constant tension of being hunted by enemy forces, placed a

significant strain on their mental and physical well-being.
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Unlike regular infantry soldiers, who typically fought in fast-paced, chaotic
combat, snipers had to exercise immense patience and discipline, as sometimes it would
be days before they could take a single shot. The need for stealth meant that any mistake,
such as movement at the wrong moment or a missed shot, could reveal their position and
lead to immediate counterfire. Snipers also faced the moral burden of their role, as they
were tasked with killing specific individuals rather than a mass of faceless enemies.
Maria Morozova, a sniper corporal, recounted her difficulties;

I decided to shoot. I decided, and suddenly a thought flashed through my mind:
he’s a human being; he may be an enemy, but he’s a human being—and my hands
began to tremble, I started trembling all over, I got chills. Some sort of fear [...]
After the plywood targets, it was hard to shoot at a living person.'

Many snipers like Maria documented their internal struggles with this responsibility of
ending a specific individual’s life, acknowledging the emotional difficulty of tracking
and eliminating enemy soldiers. The relentless focus required for sniping, combined
with the constant awareness of danger, often led to psychological exhaustion, and some
snipers suffered from what would now be recognized as PTSD.

Beyond the physical and psychological hardships, female snipers also
encountered gender-based discrimination within the military. While the Soviet Union
promoted the idea of gender equality in wartime propaganda, many male soldiers and
officers remained skeptical of women’s abilities in combat. Female snipers often had to
prove themselves repeatedly to gain the respect of their male counterparts, who

sometimes viewed them as weak or unsuited for battle, as Maria Ivanovna Morozova

128 Alexievich, 9.
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wrote in her diary; “I remember like today, the commander, Colonel Borodkin, saw us
and got angry: ‘They’ve foisted girls on me. What is this, some sort of women’s round
dance?””'® Despite their impressive combat records, some women faced condescension
or exclusion from male-dominated military circles. This skepticism was not limited to
fellow soldiers; even some military superiors were reluctant to acknowledge the
contributions of female snipers, despite their effectiveness on the battlefield.

The challenges faced by female snipers did not end with the war. Although they
had played a vital role in Soviet military success, many were overlooked, marginalized,
and even slighted in the postwar period, as Soviet society sought to reestablish
traditional gender roles. Many civilian women verbally attacked the returning female
veterans about their role in the war; “How did the Motherland meet us? 1 can’t speak
without sobbing...It was forty years ago, but my cheeks still burn. The men said
nothing, but the women...They shouted to us, ‘We know what you did there! You lured

our men with your young ¢

! Army whores...Military bitches...” They insulted us in
all possible ways...The Russian vocabulary is rich..."" The majority of female veterans
returned to civilian life with little acknowledgment of their service, feeling a sense of
shame about their time in the war."*' Many of these women struggled to reintegrate into
society, facing employment difficulties and societal expectations that dismissed their

wartime experiences. Some veterans found that their military service was even seen as a
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stigma rather than an honour, which further complicated their transition to peacetime
life.!?

Female snipers had a lasting impact on perceptions of women in combat roles.
The eftectiveness of Soviet snipers challenged the prevailing belief that combat was
exclusively a male domain. Although most female veterans were sidelined after the war,
their many achievements provided historical evidence of women’s capabilities in
military roles. While World War II experiences did not immediately lead to policy
changes, they contributed to a gradual shift, as evidenced by the Soviet Union’s
continued use of women in military roles during the Cold War and the eventual lifting of
combat restrictions for women in NATO countries.' Additionally, the legacy of these
female snipers influenced discussions on gender equality in the military, encouraging the
gradual expansion of women’s participation in armed forces worldwide."** Over time,
their contributions became more widely recognized in historical narratives, with their
stories featured in books, documentaries, and museum exhibits.'*®

In short, the legacy of Soviet female snipers lies in their contributions during
WW?2 as highly effective combatants, their role in challenging traditional gender norms
in military service, and their lasting influence on discussions about women in combat

roles. Their remarkable battlefield success demonstrated that women could perform as

well as their male counterparts. But their role extended beyond their immediate
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battlefield impact, influencing long-term discussions about women in military service.
Over time, the achievements of female snipers have begun to gain recognition in
historical narratives, museum exhibits, and academic research, highlighting their role in
challenging gender norms and expanding opportunities for women in the armed forces.
Their legacy remains a testament to the effectiveness of women in combat and the

evolving role of gender in military history.



Ascendant Historian | 56

Bibliography

Alexievich, Svetlana. The Unwomanly Face of War: An Oral History of Women in World
War II. Translated by Larissa Volokhonsky and Richard Pevear. Random House
Publishing Group, 1983.

Darbaidze, Eka, and Tamila Niparishvili. ‘The Status of Women in the Soviet Union’.
Journal of Geography, Politics and Society 13, no. 1 (2023): 1.
https://doi.org/10.26881/jpgs.2023.1.01.

Fitch, B. M. ‘Experience Gained in Combat Against Soviet Infantry’. US Army
Historical Division, 1 June 1950.

Grau, Lester W., and Charles Q. Cutshaw. ‘Russian Snipers In the Mountains and Cities
of Chechnya’. Foreign Military Studies Office, 1 December 2001.

Magazine, Smithsonian, and Gilbert King. ‘Eleanor Roosevelt and the Soviet Sniper’.
Smithsonian Magazine. Accessed 30 March 2025.
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/eleanor-roosevelt-and-the-soviet-sniper
-23585278/.

Noble, Hayley. ‘Women in Combat: The Soviet Example’. Master of Applied Historical
Research, Boise State University, 2019.
https://scholarworks.boisestate.edu/history gradproj/9.

Podolsk News. ‘Xpononorust [IDKIIICIT’. Podolsk-news.ru. Accessed 27 March 2026.
https://web.archive.org/web/20130514014347/http://www.podolsk-news.ru/star-2
_1.html.

Shanina, Roza. ‘Roza’s Diary’. 1944,
https://rozasdiary.wordpress.com/category/rozas-diary/.

Stoff, Laurie. ‘Women’s Mobilization for War (Russian Empire)’. International
Encyclopedia of the First World War, 9 June 2021.
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/womens-mobilization-for-war-r
ussian-empire-2-0/.


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2

Ascendant Historian | 57

The Remedial Herstory Project. ‘Women and the Cold War’. 2 August 2024.
https://www.remedialherstory.com/22-women-and-the-cold-war.html.

Vinogradova, Lyuba. Avenging Angels: Soviet Women Snipers on the Eastern Front
(1941-45). Quercus Publishing, 2017.

Walter, John. The Sniper Encyclopaedia: An A-Z Guide to World Sniping. Casemate
Publishers, 2019.


https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?tgb2g2

