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Abstract  (Gendered War Heroism and Heroisation During the 20th Century)

Based on the idea of construction of heroism this paper will consider the cross-cultural regularity/patterns and diff erences 
of gendered war heroism and heroisation during the 20th century through diff erent media representations. We will investigate 
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1. Introduction
Media history has not developed as „a major, mainstream scholarly  eld” 

(Hampton, 2005, p. 239). According to James Curran there are many rival nar-
ratives of media history (for example, the feminist narrative, the libertarian nar-
rative or the anthropological one) which contextualize the di  erent events or 
phenomena of media history. As Curran wrote: „a tradition of media history […] 
seeks ambitiously to situate historical investigation of the media in a wider soci-
etal context.” (Curran, 2006, p. 20). Some other approaches also got a mention 
by Curran such as technological determinism and Marshall McLuhan or Jean 
Baudrillard and his school because media history can be described from many 
points of view.

On the other hand we have to allude to the connections between media his-
tory and social sciences such as sociology, political science, gender studies, cul-
tural studies or media and communication studies.  e link between media his-
tory and social sciences included media and communication studies is complex. 
While in Curran’s opinion media history is „now neglected grandparent of media 
studies: isolated, ignored, rarely visited by her o  spring” (ibid. p. 3), Siân Nicholas 
de  ned media history as „the half-acknowledged o  spring of history” (Bailey, 
Holmes, Nicholas & O’Malley, 2010, p. 243).  is strange relationship has caused 
special situation of media history by which we mean it is between history (histori-
ography) and social sciences – and belongs to history and media and communica-
tion studies at the same time.

In our opinion media and communication history is a historical scholarly 
 eld which has been formed by approaches, topics and models of media and com-

munication studies, in addition to other social sciences. „  e Handbook of Com-
munication History” illustrates this thesis.  is book contains  ve parts titled 
„Field”, „Modes”, „Media”, „World” and „Society” and the last mentioned part 
is about science communication, war, race, gender, politics, city, labour and or-
ganizing. Each part of them is about a „joint” history of media/communication 
problem and another topic: the authors of these chapters depicted the media his-
tory of „something”. For example there is a chapter about media in wartime, and 
another one is about the joint history of media and gender (Simonson, Peck, Craig 
& Jackson, 2013). 

Rezumat  (Eroism și gen din perspectiva războaielor secolulului 20)

În baza ideei de construcţie a eroismului, studiul analizează modelele culturale și diferenţele privind eroismul, eroizarea, 
respectiv legăturile acestora cu genul în diferite reprezentări mass-media ale secolului 20. Autorii cercetează modul în care 
războaiele sunt folosite pentru a promova idealul eroic, deseori bazat pe diferenţe de gen.

Cuvinte cheie  gen; propaganda; naţionalism; eroism; eroizare; războaie mondiale; ideologie politică; regimuri totalitare
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Media and communication historians agreed with the raison d’être of these 
very di  erent approaches and many of them put their media history account in a 
wider societal context. As Su Holmes declared: media history „can be positioned 
in relation to, broader social, cultural and political histories” (Bailey, Holmes, 
Nicholas & O’Malley, 2010, p. 237). We have opted for this interpretation of media 
historiography.  e chosen context of our account is politics and gender. We inte-
grate the media and communication history into the history of wars, the so-called 
post-war studies, nationalism studies and gender history to check the thesis of 
Karen Ross. According to her „any discussion about gender and media must be 
also a discussion about power, politics and patriarchy. […] the communication of 
gender in media discourse is pervasive and, potentially at least, powerful.” (Ross, 
2013, p. 355). 

 is systematic review will consider the cross-cultural regularity and dif-
ferences of gendered war heroism and heroisation during the 20th century. Our 
approach is based on three premises. Firstly, wars are used to promote the he-
roic ideal which is o  en based on gender di  erences. Second, war heroism and 
the process of heroisation are two di  erent types of social phenomenon. While 
heroism is a kind of behaviour and activity, heroisation (promoting heroism) be-
came a question of mass media, mass culture and political regimes in the 20th 
century. Mass media was a typical device of political propaganda in dictator-
ships in general and in democratic regimes in wartime, but it could reshape the 
norms of heroisation following its own industrial patterns in democratic regimes 
in peacetime. It partly means that the process of heroisation was an opportu-
nity of gender minorities to improve their social positions.  ird, one can study 
both the changing role of mass media and the changing gender norms focusing 
on the promoting heroism. Summarizing these three premises we can formulate 
our research question in the following way: how heroisation has to be researched 
as a promulgation or propaganda activity and as a negotiation between di  erent 
social groups, media industry and political power. We have aspired to re-read the 
literature on media history of wars using gender point of view – and re-read the 
literature on gender of war using media history point of view in order to answer 
to our research question.

To sum up, our work is a longue durée examination based on James Cur-
ran’s approach. It means that we would like to give a new media history narrative 
which is consistent account of gendered heroisation during the two world wars 
and which belongs to the scholarly  eld of history. Our aim has been to create a 
new narrative of media history which can help to understand the heroisation and 
political propaganda of the Western world in the 20th century. First our article 
depicts the theoretical framework of heroism and heroisation. In the second place 
the male heroism and roles in World Wars will be described.  ird, supporting 
roles occupied by women in World War I will be analyzed. In the context of World 
War II, the only focus will be put on women performing actual military service. 
At the end of the article the analysis devotes a section to the heroism of women 
spies of two World Wars, and the issue of their heroism, will be discussed jointly.
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2.  eoretical Framework
Promoting heroism became a question of mass media and mass culture in 

the 20th century. Mass press was an already established means of communication, 
still on expansion, when WWI broke out.  e mainstream European liberal public 
opinion had been forged by it as well as by political journals throughout 19th cen-
tury. In WWI, in order to concentrate and maximize war e  orts of the belligerent 
societies, recent means of visual culture like posters, postcards, photography and 
cinema were used on the large scale to in  uence public opinion since the begin-
ning of the con  ict. All these visual devices served along with mass press state 
propaganda as well as self-persuading from below. Even traditionally intellectual 
journals like cultural and scholarly periodicals devoted their pages to propaganda 
or self-persuasion purposes. However, in WWI radio remained in military use. 
During the interwar period media became much more complex; new mediums 
like radio and the still recent cinema made a breakthrough in many European 
societies.  anks to photography and photojournalism, illustrated magazines be-
came popular, too.  ese and the network of foreign correspondences massively 
contributed to the internationalization of the national public opinions at the eve 
of WWII.    

Since 1789 and the Napoleonic Wars, the regular „soldier-hero”, mo-
de lled on an idealized conception of manhood that originates from the ancient 
Greeks, has emerged as part of the national pantheon across the entire European 
continent. In the 19th century, this were constantly being reconstructed in na-
tional memories (gender played a central role in this process), and thus became 
intertwined with the process of the emergence of the bourgeoisie, in the sense 
that the citizen and the most masculine soldier were complementary  gures in 
the self-sacri  cing struggle for the homeland. (Hagemann, 2004, p. 118).  e ci-
vilian hero and the soldier hero are on a par – this had been taken for granted in 
the relatively long peaceful period before WWI – but it was changed by the emer-
gence of a unitary militarized  gure of the hero when WWI broke out.  anks to 
the Europe-wide mobilization, active military service became the dominant form 
of participation and the main source of heroism (in Great Britain only a  er 1916). 

 anks to the total character of WWI everyone  ghting in the battle  eld was 
considered a soldier-hero; he did not need to perform any daring feats to achieve 
this status.  e construction of heroism was based on a series of equations: a real 
man = a patriot = a soldier = a hero.

All wars are characterized by „gender shock” (Mayer, 1988, p. 150). Suc-
cinctly summarized, what this means is that the terms „woman” and „man” be-
come primarily understood through militaristic schemes. During World War I, 
the previous dualistic concept of mutually complementary military and civilian 
(male and female) heroes, which had prevailed in peace times, was replaced by the 
„gendered binary opposition” between Moral Mother/Stalwart Son.

 is  rst total and industrial war also marked the  rst time that the con-
cept of the „home front” emerged, and the separation between the two fronts was 
deeply gendered.  ose who did not  ght belonged in the feminine sphere, which 
is why the presence of women at the front has a disconcerting e  ect, as does – to 
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a certain extent – the presence of  ghting-age men on the home front. On the 
battle  eld, women are only welcome if they reinforce soldiers in their manliness 
masculinity (for example as nurses).

Nevertheless, despite the separation of the two fronts, rigidly  xed border-
lines between them never emerged.  e underlying reason was the emergence of 
mass culture across Europe and US; mass press, periodicals, posters, postcards, 
movie and even trench journals connected the two fronts throughout the con  ict. 
Military news were strongly censored everywhere, however according to coun-
tries and period of the con  ict, various issues of society and war could be dis-
cussed. At the same time the permanent connection of battle  eld and home front 
also owed to the fact that the number of women who were involved in  ghting 
was higher than in previous con  icts.  e fronts were also intertwined because 
the „heroic soldiers” and the „heroic mother” complemented each others’ e  orts 
in support of the war. 

During World War II, these boundaries, which had not been stable to begin 
with, become even more blurred – to varying extents, depending on the country. 

 e battlefront forcefully pierced its way into the home front, and ever-increasing 
numbers of women were recruited by the military.  is marked the beginning of 
a new era in the relationship between the genders, which also manifested itself in 
the forms of hero worship and heroisation.

 at also shows that in some ways the Second World War was the continu-
ation of the  rst, yet brought some changes.  e changes can be measured using 
a number of factors. For our topic it is important that during the Second World 
War the heroisation took place in other way, and the image of the citizen-hero 
ready to die for the homeland rooted in the 19th century lost its signi  cance.  e 
reason for this was that the role of national myths pushed back and the modern 
ideologies confrontational with each other come to the fore. Another important 
change was the realist approach of the war (instead of the earlier idealism), the 
demand of  nal war victory without conditions (which meant also the complete 
discredit of the other), the constant threats and enormous human loss of the civil 
society, and the complex media and its penetration too. (Mosse, 1990, p. 201–203, 
223). One should think on the importance of radio, movies and illustrated jour-
nals, for example. Since 1945 wars have not bred heroism: antiwar activism dur-
ing the Vietnam War put an end to the soldier-warrior’s heroisation, promoted by 
the state, at least in Western countries. (Goldstein, 2001, p. 286). 

3. Soldering, Heroism and Masculinity during WWI
World War I was the  rst modern con  ict that simultaneously implicated 

both combatants and non-combatants, and which also had an impact on the pro-
cess of heroisation. Certain social groups (e.g. workers, Jews, women) sought to 
promote their own soldier-heroes and, indeed, also the heroism of those members 
of the group who contributed to the war e  ort on the home front.  is type of 
hero production, combining military virtues with civil virtues based on the 19th 
century model, was most intense in the early phase of the con  ict; war o  ered 
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minorities a great opportunity to prove their patriotism and achieve a more com-
plete integration into the majority societies. (Ho  mann, 1997, p. 90). 

In o   cial discourse, the  home front man’ appeared as the anti-hero 
rather than the actual hero. In Great Britain, where the dra   was not introduced 
until 1916, men at home were occasionally subject to public shaming, and those 
who were dra  ed were considered to have a lower status and to be less heroic 
than volunteers (Bet-El, 1998). Generally home front men were not celebrated as 
heroes and in some countries they were even represented as womanly. Men who 
had su  ered psychiatric collapse as a result of their military experiences o  en 
abandoned heroic self-depictions, the poet Siegfried Sassoon is a case in point (see 
further) (Showalter, 1989, p. 61). 

 e hero images of World War I were also formed by the unique cultural 
discourse of war:  is was the  war culture’ (Audoin-Rouzeau & Becker, 2002, 
p. 102–103) based on the expression of mutual wartime hatred. All participants 
spoke of a defensive war that their civilized „heroes” were compelled to  ght 
against the hostile „barbarians”. 

Especially the younger generations’ aspirations of heroism are explained 
by the fact that many were doing penance for their modern consumption-orient-
ed lifestyle and expected the war to return them to a life based on noble values. 

 is was accompanied by a growing concern   common since the last third of the 
19th century   about the presumed feminization of men. (Forth, 2008, p. 141–142). 
In Europe, the war also gave an impetus to the quest for the „new man”.  e 
image of this man was rooted in a militant masculinity, and in Germany it was 
intertwined with a notion of destroying the enemy.  

 e propaganda organized at the state level mobilized both, national 
myths and actual historical heroes, in its service. Apart from their common 
features, the hero images that o   cially emphasize a warrior-like masculine role 
also re  ect national/cultural/ethnic di  erences. One of the common approaches 
to portraying soldier-heroes was to present them as knights: For the Brits this 
was Saint George the dragon killer, while for the Russians it was bogatir. Allen 
J. Frantzen argues that German artists proved most e  ective in depicting heroic 
manliness. Even among the German e  orts, Fritz Erler’s „Hel   uns siegen” poster 
urging the audience to buy war bonds was an outstanding image (Frantzen, 2004, 
p. 185–186).

In the thinking determined by racist nationalism, prevalent in Europe 
and the rest of the Western world since the last decades of the 19th century, hu-
mans were warlike and competitive: war was seen as a biological necessity where 
superior would necessarily win. Struggle between races was essential to progress 
(Morrow, 2014, p. 405-407). In accord with that – as Joanna Bourke highlights 
it – on every front

[…] racialist discourses inverted traditionally positive 
characterizations of masculinity. Courage, fortitude and ag-
gression, for example, could become not of valorized mascu-
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linity, but of artless inferiority. […]  e lack of a connection 
between martial vigor and a positive masculinity.

(Bourke, 2014, p. 165).

In addition to e  eminate and demonizing renderings of the enemy, there 
was also a gendered value hierarchy in this army of many cultures:  is is re-
 ected, for instance, in the way Cossacks are represented (on one hand as inferior 

because they were seen as too aggressive, on the other hand they were thought as 
particularly brave soldiers), though there were also instances of overt racism, for 
example against soldiers from Central Asia (Petrone, 2001, p. 177).

 ere were di  erent types of racial tensions on the Western front: „as the 
war eroded the traditional prohibition against using colored troops from the co-
lonies for  ght against Europeans” (Morrow, 2014, p. 428), on the Western Front 
hundreds of thousands of non-European soldiers fought in the French and Bri-
tish armies and the Central Powers stigmatized them. Principally, Germans con-
structed a fundamental contrast between the heroism of their own soldiers and a 
contrasting depiction of these non-white soldiers. Yet the Allies themselves were 
also not unequivocally ready to recognize these soldiers as equals.  e French 
leaders in charge of the dra   o  en stood up for the legal equality of colonial sol-
diers, but the politicians on the home-front, while recognizing the valour of the 
non-European  ghters, also emphasized their subordinated role (Morrow, 2014, 
p. 416–417). As for the colonial soldiers themselves, by the end of the war they 
were proud of themselves and they no longer believed in the invincibility of white 
soldiers (Cabanes, 2014, p. 179–180).

 e new types of military engagements (see techniques of war) also in-
 uenced the prevailing images of heroism, especially on the battle  eld. Every-

where, individualized heroism become increasingly relegated to the background, 
but because of trench warfare the possibility of individual heroism on the West-
ern Front was limited to the air only. In the air, German pilots, for example, be-
came popular – even in the eyes of enemy soldiers – thanks to a combination of 
novel  ying techniques and elements of medieval duels (Chickering, 1998, p. 96; 
Frantzen, 2004, p. 157). In fact, duels were still alive in the memory of European 
societies since their 19th century revival had just ended around 1900.  ough in-
fantry soldiers serving on the stationary frontlines were referred to as heroes, they 
were also depicted in the mass media as the proletarians of industrial warfare or 
as animals  eeing into their burrows. At the same time – as the historian Sonya 
Michel stresses – „the most explicit hero-concentration occurred in commercial 
 lms” (Michel, 1998, p. 151).

On the Eastern Front, by contrast, where the vast di  erences between the 
military powers resulted in a war that was considerably more mobile, with a com-
mensurately greater role for strategic decisions, the German generals Paul von 
Hindenburg and Erich Ludendor   appeared to the public as „national heroes” 
traditionally understood. 

On the battle  eld, images of heroism also changed over time. For 
e xample, among the Germans, for the  rst two years – when it was still widely be-
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lieved that each coming battle would be the last – the topos of heroically standing 
one’s ground at the urging of the state was predominant among soldiers as well. 
Subsequently, a shi   happened in the heroic image of the German soldier. In his 
memoir titled Storm of Steel, Ernst Jünger – who was a highly decorated soldier 
during the con  ict and served from 1914 until 1918 – related this apocalyptic 
aspect of industrial warfare. Jünger’s work is „the quest for self-transcendence 
by a new breed of warriors, who were bere   of moral sentiment and honed to the 
violent rituals of death” (Chickering, 1998, p.97).

In France and England, the representations of soldier-heroes were also 
manifested in the works of soldier-writers who had front experience themselves; 
though these provided a counterpoint to the pathos of o   cial discourse, they 
nevertheless a   rmed accepted depictions of heroism. Siegfried Sassoon’s poems 
celebrated the warrior hero and the „heroic mother” („  e Hero”, „  e Glory of 
Women”). In Henri Barbusse’s 1916 novel Under Fire, which was based on the au-
thor’s 15 months experiences of service in the French army during the war and was 
awarded late 1916 the Prix Goncourt, a major literary prize in French li terature, 
the united caste of „heroic men” is forged through joint su  ering and sacri  ce 
(Grayzel, 1999, p. 14, 16–17). In other words, the majority of o   cial and non-
o   cial depictions of the front fail to buttress Paul Fussell’s thesis arguing that sol-
diers at the front were confronted with the growing emptiness of ideals of heroism 
and became receptive to irony (Fussell, 1975, p. 335).

4. Men in World War II
In Western Democracies, World War II brought substantial changes to so-

cial ideas of gender as well as conceptions of citizenship, which also had an impact 
on hero images.  is process was immediately preceded by another development 
in the US, where „the Depression was emasculating both at work and at home” 
(Martschukat, 2011).  is new type of manliness was present simultaneously with 
the martial manliness whose role had appreciated during wartime. Similarly, in 
Great Britain during the wartime the „anti-heroic” understanding of manliness 
that had emerged as a result of the trauma of World War I, which Sonya O. Rose 
describes as a new ideal type of masculinity and heroism, was combined with the 
image of the martial soldier: this was the British „temperate hero” (Rose, 2004, 
p. 179).  is new, more humane heroism – which also matched a sort of idealized 
Englishness (it was characterized by humour, friendliness and courage) – was 
also a counterpoint to the hyper-masculinity and dehumanization of Nazism 
(Hagemann & Dudink, 2000, p. 9; Elliott, 2014, p. 172). 

For example in Britain newspapers o  en placed a great emphasis on pre-
senting the civilian population’s sacri  ce and ability to hold their ground, and the 
daring feats they performed in the process. By showing photographs of shipyard 
workers, the press stressed that they, too, are heroes who have gone through the 
inferno of the war. A Cardi   newspaper portrayed a railway worker, a certain 
Sergeant-Major  omas as a courageous, adventurous and intelligent patriot who 
was ready for action and who had managed to draw on his civilian profession 
in his  ghting e  orts when, despite being under hostile artillery  re, he single-
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handedly destroyed trains in Greece to obstruct the Nazi advance.  is particular 
narrative of heroism (for other narratives see also the cult of soldier-hero in WWI 
and WWII) emphasized individuality and the role of professionalism in civil-
ian life (Rose, 2004, p. 183). In World War II, more signi  cantly than in World 
War I (although in both of them the whole population of the countries concerned 
was involved in the war e  ort) the hero construction could concern many social 
groups and individuals.

Civilians who were engaged in dangerous work at home were also o  en 
portrayed as heroes; the joint presentation of the soldier and the civilian created 
an iconography-based relationship between masculine citizenship and heroic pa-
triotism.  e Fire Brigades Union presented the work of the Fire Service during 
air raids in a heroic context (Rose, 2004, p. 183).

In the interwar period the connections of masculinity and heroism de-
veloped in two completely di  erent ways in the Western world. A  er the war, 
there was a veritable turn; in some countries in Western-Europe and North-
America a new hero image broke into the foreground and it ran counter to the 
heroic image of the soldier-hero: it was the ideal of the home-centred man.  e 
„breadwinner ideal of manhood” became typical in France, in the UK, in the US 
and in Canada as well (Moore, 2012, p.12).  e dominant images of masculinity 
and heroism became widespread in the above mentioned Western democracies in 
the 1930s, while in new dictatorships like in Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union 
or Fascist Italy, everybody had to serve the state and the army. Military service 
was not only an institution but was a part of the process of becoming a man in 
totalitarian dictatorships, heroisation was part of the „political religion” and the 
hero was a super specimen of the new type of man. 

In Nazi Germany, the war was also a test of the superiority of the Aryan 
race.  e category of gender is only of limited use in trying to understand Ger-
man hero worship, since race was considered by the Nazi propaganda vastly more 
important than gender (Stibbe 2012: 159–178). As Victor Klemperer also wrote 
in his famous book  e Language of the  ird Reich, the hero could only and ex-
clusively be a representative of the Germanic (Teutonic) race. (Klemperer, [1947] 
2009, p. 16). 

While the subject of National Socialist heroisation could only be an Ary-
an, according to German propaganda the heroes in the „Pantheon of Evil” could 
only be „Jews” or  gures a   liated with „international Jewry”. Correspondingly, 
the enemy was dehumanized and the body of the nemesis of the German hero was 
substantially deformed in its visual depiction, rendered devoid of all masculine 
attributes.

 e German volunteers of World War II were also new types of men. As 
opposed to the romantically enthusiastic volunteers of World War I, they „faced 
war in a relaxed manner, according to Hitler’s and Mussolini’s maxim,  Live dan-
gerously’” (Mosse, 1990. p. 203).  ey were not afraid of death because „the Ger-
man cult of heroism tied more to death than to life, more to destruction than to 
victory” (Baird, 1992, p. XI).  e brutality expected of them was such that only a 
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great lack of sensibility would render the achievement of such brutality possible. 
Heroism was supplanted by cruelty. 

However, hero cult and heroisation in Hitler’s Germany were also very 
traditional at least in that women could not at all become soldier-heroes.  e Nazi 
regime represented them only as mothers and subordinate partners to their hus-
bands.  ere are no women among the persons presented as martyrs by the Nazi 
movement, only predominantly young and – from a racial perspective – perfect 
men (Casquete, 2009, p. 272). Nevertheless, the rigors of gender roles become 
somewhat relaxed as Germany collapsed under the pressure of the advancing fo-
reign armies, and towards the end women were also allowed to join the military 
and take up arms, though these units were never actually deployed in combat.

In some of its elements, Nazi hero worship was thus traditional and cha-
racterized by hyper-masculinity. Women were excluded, while in the case of men 
recognized masculine behaviour – expressed in the strength exuded by the naked 
male body – involved camaraderie, honour and the connection between indi-
vidual and collective achievement (beyond mercilessness and the racial aspect). 
Masculinity was thus contrasted with the home front, and the weakly nation in 
general.  is latter contrast is also interesting because this interpretation was also 
popular in Germany’s satellite states. For example, Abel Bonnard, the education 
minister in Vichy France was hoping for France to be reborn through her strong, 
natural and courageous youth, who were meant to stand against the bourgeois 
degeneracy that had characterized the French Republic (Mosse, 1990, p. 208). One 
might also say that Bonnard and others were thinking in terms of a dichotomy, 
with „manly fascism” on the one side, and the „female republican past” on the 
other. (Even during this period French resistance  ghters in turn cast collabora-
tors as feminine.)

At the same time, there was also a clandestine form of hero worship.  is 
manifested itself in secretly considering a certain person (or persons) as hero(es), 
even though in o   cial discourse they were presented as the opposite. Among 
these heroes, Victor Klemperer mentions those „Aryan” wives who, despite all 
the brutality they experienced in society, refused to divorce their husbands who 
were classi  ed as Jews: „[…] this is heroism [Heroismus] over and above any hero-
worship [Heldentum]” – he said about them (ibid. p. 7).  is is about the duplica-
tion of heroism: Real heroism is contrasted with the simple spectacle of heroism 
(the latter is part of the o   cial heroisation).

In the Soviet Union, wartime hero worship and heroisation took totally 
di  erent path before the war than in Germany.  ough there may be some simi-
larities in terms of hero worship becoming a more mundane, mass phenomenon, 
the pervasiveness of these developments in the Soviet Union far exceeded the 
levels experienced in Germany. Because of the character of the political system, 
entire institutions, cities, political and military leaders, and even everyday per-
sons could boast heroic qualities. Stakhanovite workers played a special role in 
this system.  e goal of Stakhanovism – apart from reinforcing loyalty towards 
the Soviet regime – was to provide an incentive „for successfully performance 
on the front of labour,” that is to encourage productivity, primarily in the form 
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of surplus labour. One illustration of how heroism became a mass and everyday 
phenomenon is a 1938 poster bearing the inscription „Who is Famous and Re-
nowned in the Country of Socialism?,” which featured the photo of three men 
and three women, with the following text below the images: „[A]nd [there are] 
thousand other heroes and heroines of socialist labour in all  elds of industry, 
agriculture, science and arts.” In Chonghoon Lee’s summary: „Everyday folks” 
become the heroes, thus realizing a total inversion of the classical ideal type of 
hero (Lee, 2007, p. 512).

In the mid-1930s, national slogans became more common, complement-
ing internationalist slogans.  e term „Russian homeland”  rst appeared in pro-
paganda in 1934, when the rescue of the crew of a ship that had su  ered a disaster 
in the North Sea was accompanied by an extensive patriotic campaign.  e pilots 
who participated in the rescue mission were the  rst to receive the title of Hero 
of the Soviet Union.  ree years later, in 1937, at the grand celebration on the 125 
anniversary of the Battle of Borodino, the speeches talked of the „grand Russian 
people” and the „glory of Russian weapons.” 

 ere was also another change in the construction of male heroes. In the 
1920s, the presentations of the male heroes of the civil war between 1917–1922 
were endowed with some features that were considered feminine, in the sense 
that ingenuity and instinct became more prominently emphasized features than 
physi cal strength or courage. Indeed, in Dmitry Furmanov’s famous novel about 
the legendary Civil War commander and „hero” Chapaev, the hero’s hands are de-
scribed as „delicate, almost feminine”, and his motions are depicted as „strangely 
lithe and sinuous,” just as a woman’s (Petrone, 2001, p. 184–185).

In the 1930s, these very human heroes with their occasionally femi-
nine characteristics were supplanted by superheroes. One aspect of this change 
was that the cultured and sophisticated male  gure lost some of his lustre, since 
physical strength emerged as the most important male attribute.  e „New Soviet 
Man” was characterized by a „mythical hyper-masculinity”: Even while bleeding 
from multiple wounds, he defeated the enemy despite the latter’s numerical su-
periority.  e „super man” was not a lonely hero but a  gure who forged his men 
into a „band of brothers.” What propaganda meant to convey was that masculine 
Soviet camaraderie, in other words collectivism, makes its possible for an average 
person to become a hero (Petrone, 2001, p. 185–189). (Nevertheless, one still had 
to satisfy popular culture’s thirst for prominent  gures, and hence individual-
ized heroes and romantic male characters, too, also had to be included in the 
propaganda.)  e hero always had to be a committed communist, an average folk 
of working or peasant background who is willing to sacri  ce him/herself for the 
Soviet Union without hesitation (see the story of the partisan girl Zoya below). 

 is combination of ideology and masculinity equally characterized 
both Germany and the Soviet Union. In Peter Lambert and Robert Mallett’s 
words: „For the Nazis, the heroic quality of the Aryan race was to be tested and 
enhanced through war, and especially through racial war. For the adherents of 
Communist regimes, as for all Marxists, the proletariat demonstrated its con-
sciousness through class struggle.” (Lambert & Mallett, 2007, p. 458–459). As 
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a consequence of the totalitarian ideology, the greatest heroes were the leaders 
themselves, that is Hitler and Stalin (and Mussolini in fascist Italy).  ey were 
mutatis mutandis traditional hero  gures. 

5. Motherhood and variation in WWI 
 e relation of the „heroic mother” to the „heroic soldier” is the most vi-

vid example of how these heroisms accentuate one another. In this context, the 
mother’s heroism is that of a citizen: She potentially sacri  ces her son for the good 
of the nation, as he is sent to the front.  e motherly support for war is not at all 
limited to World War I. Nevertheless, due to the long years of peace in the period 
leading up to the war, the idea of sending men o   to war was still consi dered nov-
el. „  e extreme glori  cation of the su  ering mother” is re  ected, for instance, in 
the French idea that women who have lost men in their families should be com-
pensated by giving them the right to vote (Grayzel, 1999, p. 215–216).  e Brits 
also used the mother of the fallen as a role model: in June 1915, the bishop of St. 
Asaph stated: „It is better to be the mother of a dead hero than of a living coward” 
(Grayzel, 1999, p. 227).

 is representation is further reinforced by an image of the nation-state 
as a feminine entity, which raises and nourishes her children, so that they will 
come to her defence at some point. In this context, violence committed against 
women in the occupied territories was seen as violence that threatens the ethnic 
(„racial”) future of the nation, but it was also useful for emphasizing the protec-
tive role of men (Grayzel, 2014, p. 102–105). In the meanwhile, air raids served as 
occasions for highlighting the unmanly – so unheroic – behaviour of the enemy 
in the mass press. Even occupied nations such as Belgium which was invaded by 
the Germans from the beginning of WWI to attack France, could become sym-
bols of civilian martyrdom (Van Ypersele, 2012, p. 578).

One question that arises is how o  en the word „hero” was used in con-
nection with women? According to Susan R. Grayzel, the picture was complex: 

Depending on women’s willingness to endure deprivation 
without either complaint or resorting to immoral behaviour, 
public opinion could laud them as heroines. Female victims 
forced to  ee their homes, work for the enemy or endure sexual 
violence could become martyrs. However, evidence from mul-
tiple states suggests that fear that women removed from the 
protection (control) of men would engage in a range of illicit 
behaviors was widespread. 

(Grayzel, 2014, p. 105). 

Motherhood was emphatically extolled throughout Europe. Even su  ragette 
movements   which o  en turned towards a pro-war stance early in the war   
o  en invoked motherhood to buttress their demands.  e nurses serving on the 
front were also portrayed as mother  gures or as non-eroticized sisters. Yet at the 
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same time, motherhood was also invoked as one of the primary grounds for op-
posing the war. 

 e mother who is willing to sacri  ce (hero) and the women who is 
raped by the enemy (martyr) were the anti-types of the cheating spouse, who 
may therefore be regarded as the counter female hero. In Germany, the theme of 
female in  delity – the unfaithful Kriegerfrau – was widespread, for cuckolding 
one’s husband marked a simultaneous breach of codes relating to both gender and 
patriotism (Chickering, 1998, p. 120). 

In the politics of post-war mourning and commemoration, mothers who 
had been previously glori  ed during the war were cast as „heroic mothers,” whose 
role was to give expression to su  ering and mourning. Nevertheless, there were 
only few memorials dedicated to them. On the other hand, representations of 
nurses and women who performed actual military duties are completely absent. 

 ere are also few instances of attempts at o  ering alternative interpretations of 
commemoration.  e German artist Käthe Kollwitz’s post-war lithographs and 
sculptures, and more particularly the sculpture „Mother with her Dead Son”, rep-
resent the profound and never-ending grief and su  ering. 

In the case of women who work in the war industry, the o   cial and 
self-representations were more aligned than in the case of women who fought 
in the  eld. In the songs they sang while they worked, British women portrayed 
themselves as heroes, and feminists newspapers also disseminated such repre-
sentations.  ese were not in contradiction with how they were viewed by o   cial 
bodies: Many of them were awarded the Order of the British Empire1, especially 
when they were wounded in the performance of their work (e.g. because of an ex-
plosion), which tended to happen because of the similarities between the respective 
circumstances prevailing in the war industry and the battle  eld (Woollacott, 1998, 
p. 128–129).

6. Women in the Military Services – World War I
But how can one reconcile the image of  ghting women with the duality of 

the heroic son and the heroic mother, given that even though the  ghting women 
is situated along the same axis connecting these two points, her position on this 
axis falls somewhere between the two poles? World War I marks a turning point 
in that in some countries women were allowed to join the regular armed forces. 

 ey morphed from non-combatants into combatants, though in reality many of 
them were relegated „only” to auxiliary functions (e.g. caring for the wounded, 
administration), and from the perspective of those in power their primarily role 
was to highlight the army’s humane features. As Joanna Bourke stresses, „women 
who engaged in  ghting were required to de  ne themselves in relationship to a 
combatant masculinity.” (Bourke, 2014, p. 161).

While civilian society was very much involved in war e  orts during 
WWI, the presence of women on the battle  eld was still ambiguous. Only in 
Great Britain could women form o   cially recognized armed forces and be deco-
rated as well (so recognized as war heroes) and where the „gendering of patriotic 
involvement became negotiable” (in part) due to the fact that the dra   was de-
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layed (Woollacott, 1998, p. 126).  e government set up di  erent female military 
corps.  ough the French press recognized the services of British female soldiers 
in general, there were no similar corps in France, and proactive instances of fe-
male courage were rarely publicly recognized. Nor were German women allowed 
to  ght on the front, and they were also excluded from civilian units; indeed, they 
could not even  nd positions in the military industry.

Generally in belligerent countries it was more frequent that women 
joined their or the allies’ armies as volunteers. In Russia unmixed women armed 
forces were established only temporarily a  er the revolution of February 1917 
with the propaganda purpose to shame men and thus motivate them to return to 
 ght. Maria Bochkareva – who won the Cross of Saint George on several occa-

sions before 1917 – was given permission by the Kerensky government to set up 
a so-called Battalion of Death, whose goal was to shame men in order to rea   rm 
the fundamental masculinity of combat and to make them return to their roles 
as defenders. Yet the only time Bochkareva experienced a hero’s welcome was 
during her tour of the West: Woodrow Wilson greeted her as history’s  rst female 
lieutenant, while the British king referred to her as a „second Jeanne d’Arc” (Gold-
stein, 2001, p. 73). Back to Russia, she was used both by the Reds, who e xecuted 
her, and by the Whites for respective propaganda purpose.

Especially forgotten are women who, led by a passionate sense of na-
tionalism, made their way to the front lines illegally and fought in the armed 
forces as isolated individuals alongside men.  ey are the cross-dressing  ghters. 
Traditionally, this had always been the way for women to participate in combat, 
in small numbers. Between 1914–1918, they primarily cropped up on the Eastern 
front, where the rapid realignments of troops created an unstable military and 
social order that broke down traditional roles for women. 

 e representation of these „loners” did not vary signi  cantly:  ey were 
cast as „masculinized virgin  ghters” who transform their bodies, which are bio-
logically and culturally coded as female bodies, into heroic male bodies, and who 
are proud of their chastity.  e role model for female Russian volunteers were 
Joan of Arc and Nadezhda Durova, who became the archetype of the Russian 
female volunteer from the period of the Napoleonic Wars: their characters were 
also portrayed as heroines in children’s books (Higonnet, 2014, p. 124).  e Ro-
manian Ecaterina Teodoroiu volunteered in the Romanian army when Romania 
entered the war against the Central Powers in August 1916 and her presentation 
as a defeminised woman also had an impact on her image as a hero: she was 
celebrated as a hero in life (she was awarded the Military Virtue Medal), but her 
tombstone bears the inscription „virgin heroine” ( fecioara Eroină) (Higonnet, 
2014, p. 145–146; Bourke, 2014, p. 161). 

7. Women in the military services in WWII
 e women’s role and importance were very di  erent in the involved coun-

tries. On one hand, starting in 1939, women began to play an increasingly impor-
tant role in both the home front and the battle front in the US and in some Eu-
ropean countries and by 1941 even in the Soviet Union. But the Axis powers, on 
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the other hand, were slow to employ women in their war industries.  ough the 
number of female soldiers increased substantially, most governments were still 
loath to commit women to actual combat.  e basis for their reluctance was an 
ancient and solid taboo: men were de  ned as  ghters, while women were viewed 
as something that man customarily fought for (similarly to land, possessions and 
honour) (Allen, 2008, p. 61).

 In Great Britain, World War II marked the  rst time that compulsory 
military service was mandated for some women. On account of the alarming lack 
of sta   in the workforce and the military, Winston Churchill approved a proposal 
which suggested that women should help defending the homeland, to thereby free 
men to  ght in the overseas battles.  e spectrum of the activities performed by 
British women in the service of their country was very broad: It ranged from 
manufacturing work in factories over nursing all the way to roles in various 
branches of the military. Writing to the Secretary of State for War, Churchill 
wrote that it would be necessary to overcome the „complex against women being 
involved in any kind of lethal work” (Allen, 2008, p. 61). White and in short time 
black American women played an important role during World War II, both on 
the home front and on the battle  eld in uniform. Since men were  ghting abroad, 
women worked in various areas of military production and volunteered to serve 
in military organizations.  e heroic and mythic Rosie the Riveter personi  ed 
a  ctitious woman in the United States symbolizing those patriotic women who 
worked in factories during WW II (Brock, Dickey, Harker & Lewis, 2015, p. xi). 
Her example is outstanding because a popular song was composed about her to 
encourage women to undertake wartime services. However black women had 
the lion s share of the burdens and sacri  ces of the war, almost always white 
women were advertised in newspapers, on posters concerning all  elds of 
home front activities.  is typically overwhelming portrayal of white women 
during wartime faded the signi  cant and devotional contributions of black 
women, on the basis of racism. So happened, that the white Rosie the Riveter 
became a symbolic heroine, the brave worker and mother (Honey, 1999, p. 2). 
Even though most of the women interviewed at the end of the war wanted to 
keep working in their jobs, many were ultimately driven out of the labour market 
because men began returning home, and large segments of military industrial 
production came to a halt anyway.

 One might be tempted to believe that regardless of the country in ques-
tion, women who had displayed such valour in battle would be the subject of 
widespread admiration. Yet in reality they were o  en the targets of insults and 
had to endure condescending treatment, which indicates that the sight of women 
in the army was still disturbing to most. Nevertheless, ultimately the inclusion of 
women in combat was also a re  ection of the modern character of warfare, since 
the use of mechanized weaponry o  en stressed intellectual capacities and skills 
rather than physical force (Allen, 2008, p. 64).

  e situation was entirely di  erent in the Soviet Union. Both in terms 
of percentage and in absolute terms, the Red Army boasted the highest number 
of women: 800,000 women were dra  ed as soldiers, and of these roughly 500,000 
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fought on the front, while another 200,000 served as members of partisan units in 
the areas occupied by the Germans.  ere were also distinct female anti-aircra   
units and three female units in the Soviet air force, and women were also involved 
in tank warfare. (According to the heroine narratives, this „disproved  bourgeois 
contemplations’ about femininity and its incompatibility with combat” (Klirova, 
2010, p.12).

  e presentation of  ghting women in propaganda was characterized 
by diversity. According to Susan Corbesero, on war posters women were mostly 
depicted as nurses or workers, in line with the patriarchal conceptions of gender 
relations:

In the Soviet Union, o   cial propaganda represented femi-
ninity as symbolically conscripted and demobilised in order to 
serve wartime needs and post-war goals of reconstruction in 
ways that underscored conservative patriarchal gender rela-
tions and which ultimately circumscribed women’s heroism 
and wartime roles.

(Corbesero 2010: 103).

However, such a dualism had already previously been apparent in the 1930s, 
in the portrayals of Stakhanovite women or female top athletes.  ese  gures si-
multaneously radiated masculine strength and feminine beauty. In other words, 
they embodied new (Soviet) and traditional female attributes at the same time.

 In the Soviet movies made in 1941–1942, women were mostly presented 
either as mothers or wives encouraging their men, or as the defenceless victims 
of German soldiers.  is meshes with posters from that period, which exclaimed 
„Mother Russia calls!” and showed a woman in a headscarf who urges the viewer 
to  ght and calls for help, a famous gesture of exhortation known from World 
War I. Movies released in 1943, which began to portray women as  ghters, latched 
onto this representation of women.  e movie entitled „She defends the Mother-
land” (1943) is illustrative of this approach. Following the murder of her husband 
and son by occupying German soldiers, the heroine, who heads a kolkhoz (a So-
viet collective farm), changes her clothing and undergoes a transformation that 
renders her similar to the  gure in the poster: Her hair turns gray and she covers 
her head with a black scarf.  e once cheerful peasant woman emerges as a sym-
bol of the Soviet motherland who joins the partisans and becomes the leader of a 
partisan unit (Baraban, 2010, p. 128).

  e narratives of real-life heroines display a di  erent type of duality. 
 ough doctors and nurses were presented in traditional roles that women tend 

to occupy in war (gentle, nursing), on occasion they would assume control.  e 
story of Vera Krylova – as it was conveyed by the Soviet media –, for example, 
nigh evokes the hyper-masculinity of the „New Soviet Man”. Under enemy  re, 
Krylova took hundreds of men to safety; a  er being wounded in August 1941, she 
jumped onto a horse, took command and a  er two weeks of  ghting, she success-
fully led her unit back to the Red Army (Goldstein, [2001] 2004, p. 66).  
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  e story of the young female partisan Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya stands 
out among Soviet hero narratives of World War II because of its intensive media 
representation. According to the narrative of heroism, she endured torture with 
courage and heroism, and she stood bravely under the gallows. What also made 
her case special was that Pravda, the daily newspaper of the Communist party, 
showed a picture of her tortured and lifeless body, with one of her breasts naked. 
In her death, she represented the female motherland that had been disgraced and 
was in need of protection, whereas in real life she had been a  ghter; the pictures 
of her when she was alive show this even more emphatically, as the majority of 
these depict her with short, boyish hair and male clothing. Her mother was quot-
ed in Pravda as saying „she died like a real  ghter, a communist man” (Tippner, 
2014, p. 371–388).

 As a result of the character of the Soviet regime and the prevailing lead-
ership cult, Zoya’s story is presented in stark ideological terms by the Soviet pro-
paganda. Reports suggested that just before her death she was extolling Stalin 
(and Zoya was awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union).

  ese narratives of heroism show that in the Soviet Union female and 
male heroes – and their heroism – of World War II were both recognized. Wo-
men, too, were awarded the title of Hero of the Soviet Union, though proportion-
ally far less o  en than men (roughly 8 % of the Red Army’s total strength were 
women, while this was true of fewer than one percent among those who received 
honours) (Cottam, 2006, p. XX-XXIV).

8. Female Spies during WWI and WWII
Spying as a „virtual front” played a key role during both World Wars, but 

in the First World War it was still considered as a main transgression of gender 
boundaries in the case of women (Higonnet, 2014, p. 122–123). During World 
War I, female spies had been active on both sides and according to Margaret R. 
Higonnet, „certain wartime roles were symbolically gendered as feminine, as in 
the con  ation of spying and prostitution in public discourse” (Higonnet, 2014, p. 
122).  e representation of the enemy’s female spies was cast as counter-heroines 
like Mata Hari who was executed by the French authorities on the charge of hav-
ing spied for the Germans. However, there were some women as well who signed 
up in service of a „good cause”, and they live on in collective memory as rational 
women who are willing to sacri  ce for their homeland (Huisman, 1998, p. 68). 
One such woman is Edith Louisa Cavell, whom Allied propaganda elevated to the 
status of heroine already during wartime because of her martyrdom. Edith Cavell 
was a British nurse who helped Allied soldiers escape from occupied Belgium. She 
was executed by Germans in 1915 because of causing harm to the Germans and 
it was strongly implied in her trial that she was also involved in espionage.  e 
British government denied it, but recently new evidence strongly suggests that 
she was involved in passing information as well as men to the United Kingdom.

 At the time of World War II, the uncertainty surrounding the assess-
ment of female spies changed. Women agents were trained alongside men, served 
together with them and in some cases even commanded them (Walker, 2014, p. 
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11). As compared to World War I, their role as potential heroines was more un-
equivocal, though the  gure of Mata Hari – who was shrouded in the myth of 
a seductress with access to the bedrooms of men in uniforms,  nding out their 
secrets and passing them into the hands of the enemy – continued to predominate 
in the imaginations of their activities (Huisman, 1998, p. 67). 

 A  er the war, the daring missions of the agents working for the Spe-
cial Operations Executive (SOE) and the O   ce of Strategic Services (OSS) were 
recognized by the Allied governments with the highest levels of decorations. A 
majority of female employees at the American OSS worked far from the front, but 
there were also those who had the chance to experience dangers from up close. 
Among these was the American Virginia Hall, for example, who was referred to 
as the „most dangerous” Allied spy. She lost one of her legs in service and she had 
a wooden leg henceforth.  e SOE sent her as its  rst female  eld agent to France. 
She helped the Allied soldiers and also the resistance  ghters and was decorated 
with the Distinguished Service Cross in 1945. It was unique in its kind, because 
she was the only woman who got this military award during World War II (At-
wood, 2011, p. 197–203). Few people knew that Marlene Dietrich was working for 
the OSS, and she herself stated later that this was the most important period of 
her life (Atwood, 2011, p. 219).

9. Post-war heroisms and present tendencies
Following World War I, war experience became mythicized everywhere, and 

the politics of memory was linked to hero worship.  e  gure of the fallen soldier 
moved into the centre of state-organized commemoration events. Across Europe, 
dedicated war cemeteries, which were considered novelties, emphasized wartime 
camaraderie and collective heroism (Mosse 1990, p. 6–7).

 e intense link that had characterized the relationship between nationalism 
and hero worship in the post-World War I period was less pronounced in the 
a  ermath of World War II. From the perspective of national self-esteem, heroism 
played a crucial role in commemorating war, while the concepts of sacri  ce, self-
pity and su  ering expressed people’s wartime experiences (Con  no, 2005, p. 52).

How heroisation is constructed is also apparent in the repositioning of heroes; 
counter-heroes or „unknown” persons subsequently emerge as heroes, while one-
time war heroes morph into counter-heroes.

From the World War I period, one could speci  cally refer to the anti-war 
stances taken by feminist women. In 1917-18, defeatism began to be persecuted 
as an unlawful activity in France, and especially anti-war feminists were increas-
ingly scapegoated.  e mass media portrayed Hélène Brion as a counter-hero. In 
1917, the newspaper Le Matin brought a photograph of Brion dressed in men’s 
clothes on the title page; by portraying her as masculine, this depiction expressed 
the want of patriotism among all feminists (Grayzel, 2014, p. 173–174). Clara Zet-
kin in Germany and the American feminist Jane Addams   who was tried be-
cause she had portrayed soldiers as victims of industrialised warfare, whereby, 
thus her accusers, she denied their heroism   were among many who were subject 
to harassment and vili  cation Goldstein, 2001, p. 325).
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 e post-war memory of the previously reviled and harassed feminists 
was o  en polarised or relegated to oblivion, for that matter.  e „counter-hero” 
Addams was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931, while the murdered social-
ists feminists became heroes of the workers' movement. But for Brion history only 
held a deliberate silence – and hers was the more typical fate.

Germany provides a good example of how the status of heroes changed 
a  er World War II. Following the total fall of the Nazi regime, the counter-heroes 
of the war period turned into heroes.  e media played a signi  cant role in this 
process (see the heroes of documentaries and movie  lms: e.g. those who had 
attempted to assassinate Hitler, or Sophie Scholl and the White Rose resistance 
organisation that she was a member of) (Sorlin, 2000, p. 114). In the interest of 
rede  ning soldiers' heroism, certain media products characterised soldiers with 
the dual characteristics of heroic military masculinity and camaraderie, assign-
ing the blame for the Holocaust to an „an unrepresentative and ultimately ’un-
German’ minority’”, or, in line with Cold War discourse, they interpreted the 
events on the eastern front as anti-Soviet measures (Clarkson, 2008, p. 178). In 
West Germany these narratives became widespread because they ensured pos-
sibility to disclaim the Nazi guilt.

Concerning to the Asian continent, regardless of whether they have a 
number of war heroes as well, for example in Japan, the war  heroes’ celebrations 
are mostly disabled.  is attitude might be attributed to the fact that „losing a 
regime-changing war is a signi“ cant factor in determining how to describe the 
actions of those who died in Japan’s 20th century con” icts.” (Allen & Sakamoto, 
2013, p. 1047). However remembering is possible, and the main message of the 
institutions in the country which are dealing with the wars of the 20th century is 
„we must never let this happen again.” While allowing the public to get to know 
and rehabilitate these events and people who fought and died (i.e. like kamikaze 
pilots) in WWII. In Japan this was a common perception that the war itself was 
the enemy, and the Japanese were the victims (Allen & Sakamoto, 2013, p. 1048–
1050). 

 e discoveries of „unknown heroes” are all somehow connected to the 
popular media.  e German Oskar Schindler and the Italian Giorgio Perlasca 
who were unknown people a  er World War II recently became heroes not be-
cause of being soldier-warriors but because of saving thousands of human lives 
during the Holocaust in Germany and in Hungary, respectively.  eir heroism 
was recognized mainly because the mass media discovered them.

 us in the 20th century mediatisation played an ever more important 
role in the process of heroisation, and in turning certain national heroes into 
global ones. Fictional heroes were brought to the foreground. Everyone has heard 
of Rambo, for example, the hero who returned from Vietnam.  ough he is a 
 ctional character, his experience was symbolic for real combat and home front 

experiences. According to the research scholar Joshua S. Goldstein’s analysis:

Rambo  lms masculinised the independent hero while 
feminizing the weak-willed political establishment […]. Viet-
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nam veterans became emblems of a masculinity unjustly vic-
timized – by  their government, the war, the Vietnamese, 
American protesters, and the women’s movement’.

(Goldstein, [2001] 2004, p. 279). 

A  er the transition from both World Wars to peace, paci  sm and anti-war 
sentiments could be revalorized. But it was only a  er WWII and because of the 
nuclear fear that antiwar sentiments gained mass dimensions in the Western 
world and also globally. Consequently hero construction did not only concern 
wars but even post-war periods, although in di  erent manners.  e American 
Jane Addams, who had been harassed for her paci  sm during WWI, was award-
ed the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931 and those individuals who saved Jews during 
WWII were o   cially recognized immediately or a  er the end of the second glo-
bal con  ict.

10. Conclusion
In this literature review we attempted to attest that war heroism and the 

process of heroisation were two di  erent types of social phenomenon. During the 
process of heroisation political powers and/or social groups had selected people 
from many men and women and then they were represented as heroes and hero-
ines by the mainstream media or propaganda.  is construction was based on 
politics, social and cultural norms, ideologies as well as and gender representa-
tions, so according to di  erent countries and periods, images of heroes and hero-
ines were continuously transformed.

Firstly, it means that the idealized conceptions of manhood and femi-
ninity changed during the 20th century and these changes formed the attributes 
of heroines and heroes. Sometimes the new attributes were caused by previous 
events or their interpretations. It can be illustrated by the example of the British 
„temperate hero”, a kind of the new, more humane heroism which was the result 
of the trauma of World War I.  e Nazi hyper-masculinity can be mentioned here 
too because it was a reaction to the  bourgeois degeneracy” of Weimar Republic. 
Some attributes of heroines and heroes were determined by the modern ideolo-
gies such as nationalism or the totalitarian ideologies: for example the Soviet pro-
paganda emphasized the working or peasant background of the given hero while 
the subject of National Socialist heroisation could only be an Aryan.

Secondly, the attributes of heroines and heroes determined the attributes 
of enemies and counter-heroes. For example the enemy was feminine according 
to the French resistance as well as according to the Vichy France.  ere was a 
closer relation between (Aryan) heroes and (Jewish) counter-heroes in the Nazi 
German propaganda.

 irdly, the position of the same person could be altered in di  erent con-
texts: an anti-hero in war could be transformed into a hero a  erwards or, on the 
contrary, military hero could have a negative connotation in peacetime. Some-
times war heroism could give opportunity to socially marginalized groups (like 
women) to achieve a more complete integration into the majority society.  ere 
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are examples when groups or individuals remained excluded from the society 
because they were outside gendered norms. Alan Turing was regarded as a hero 
due to his role in breaking the enemy’s army code during World War Two – he 
was decorated in 1945 –, but a few years later he was harassed by the British au-
thorities because of his homosexuality and lost his heroic status. He lost his heroic 
position because of the traditional gender norms: a homosexual person could not 
be a national hero at that time.  anks to the changing social and political sensi-
tivity his heroism became visible in the  rst two decades of the 21st century and 
thanks to social initiative and through the movie Imitation Game (2014), he could 
become the member of the national pantheon of wartime heroes. 

Fourthly, and last, the example of Turing or the above mentioned feature 
 lm about Rambo illustrate the growing role of mass media which could follow 

its own norms and could form the gender norms of heroisation because of its con-
nection with the audience. It was general tendency in democratic regimes, while 
the mass media could specify only the way of presentation in the dictatorships 
(for example the Soviet hero had romantic male characters because of the demand 
of popular media).

 

ENDNOTES
1 It was established in June 1917 by King George V and comprises  ve 

classes, in civil and military divisions.  e two most senior classes make the re-
cipient either a knight (if male) or a dame (if female).
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