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Abstract 

This project will inspect the history of remembrance of female allied spies during the Second 

World War through media. Here, spying refers both to intelligence gathering, espionage, and 

sabotage. Comparing movies such as Charlotte Gray (2001), Carve Her Name with Pride (1958) 

Casino Royale (2006), and Les Femmes de l’Ombre (2008) with the lives of real female spies such 

as Noor Inayat Khan, Gertrude Sanford-Legendre, Katherine Keene, and Violette Szabo, this paper 

will explore the discrepancies between images and realities, focusing on the tropes of the Madonna 

and the Whore. Due to the lack of coverage spies in general receive in the historiography of World 

War II, many people outside of academia become exposed to spies via Hollywood. Here, I will 

discuss how this type of exposure changes how we as a society think of espionage both in the past 

and the present. Depictions of other eras of espionage will also receive some discussion, in order 

to better understand the effects of popular media covering female espionage during World War II.  
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Introduction 

Popular images of female espionage from the Second World War consistently draw on 

sexual tropes, chiefly the Madonna-Whore dichotomy, from which the femme fatale arises. These 

depictions reduce the grueling work of espionage to a roll in the sheets and red lipstick. The true 

history of spies shows a spectrum of experiences, from the glamorous, as shown in popular media, 

to the extremely banal. Regardless of the level of drama found in their stories, the women involved 

played pivotal roles in winning the war. This thesis argues that, in mischaracterizing and restricting 

female spies to roles of Madonna and Whore, popular media delegitimizes their work and reduces 

their motives to maternalistic tendencies or overzealous desires to emasculate and castrate men 

everywhere. This misrepresentation of women in intelligence stems not from a lack of real life 

examples, but rather from the historiography and its unsatisfactory coverage of women in the field, 

combined with longstanding hegemonic perceptions of gender and power.  

The Second World War acted as a catalyst for women’s entrance into the military, and 

especially into the intelligence community. Intelligence and counterespionage played significant 

roles in the Allied victory, without which major campaigns of war would have been lost. Despite 

its critical nature to the history of World War II, intelligence – and by extension, women’s 

intelligence – only recently began to gain its own field of study within academia. To support the 

arguments made by this paper, and to compensate for the lacking historiography, the research for 

this thesis addresses five different fields of study.  

The first portion of research, focusing on the history of the war overall, investigated how 

monographs on World War II covered the intelligence community and its effectiveness in the war. 
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When discussed at all, efforts of espionage come up in a cursory manner and usually receive mere 

mention as part of larger operations. This exclusion of intelligence work undermines the necessity 

of the field in major points on the war, including Operation Barbarossa, the Battle of Midway, 

French Resistance, bombings of factories critical for military supplies, and Operation Overlord. 

Within the general historiography of World War II, the organizations of the Office of Strategic 

Services, Special Operations Executive, and British Military Intelligence Section 5 (MI5) receive 

portrayal as inefficient, bureaucratic, and territorial which culminates in an inability to cooperate 

with other units of intelligence. Lacking a basic understanding of how integral a role these 

organizations played results in less appreciation for the efforts of women within the field. 

Gender theory and women’s efforts in war outside of espionage marks the second portion 

of research. Many of these materials, originating from the early stages of the second wave of 

feminism, focused on the efforts of women on the Homefront. There they worked twelve-hour 

shifts in factories and then came home to care for the children and anyone else left behind in the 

war. Sources from this period covering women’s wartime involvement often approached the topic 

either as a part of the maternalistic politics of the early 20th century or as a method of self-liberation 

for women. These works provide context for how women’s wartime work is often perceived, and 

act as a comparative model for women in the military and espionage fields. 

Additionally, this section investigates the theory behind these narratives and how they 

shape public understanding of women’s wartime experiences. Works within this category also look 

at gender theory as an overall method of investigating history and provide models with which to 

investigate popular images of female spies more thoroughly. The abstract concepts presented here 

allow for a more intellectual critique of how military women receive representation, or lack 

thereof, within popular media.  
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The third body of research for the paper is dedicated to intelligence history, in order to see 

if female spies received significant acknowledgement in the monographs closely related to their 

work, as compared to those that surveyed the war as a whole. Sources on the history of intelligence 

often focused on single operations or missions that fell under one major Allied goal. Most notably, 

the Double Cross system – an espionage group in which two of the main four operatives were 

women – receives attention in multiple monographs, articles, and theses that describe the system’s 

importance to the success of Operation Overlord. Despite the significant role women played within 

the group, they rarely receive more than a mention. J.C. Masterman, who led the Double-Cross 

system, wrote a book about his wartime work with the group. In his book, The Double-Cross 

System in the War of 1939 to 1945, he spends pages on the contributions of men’s work within 

various campaigns, but offers little more than pithy remarks for his women operatives.1 This lack 

of coverage, or rather this incomplete coverage, found in most intelligence histories underestimates 

the work done by women agents and allows for the public perception that women’s espionage was 

not legitimate or effective.  

When women do receive notable attention in these works, they are often relegated to 

encryption offices. While encryption provided vital information for victory, the relegation of 

women in these histories by academics makes the implication that women’s wartime work was 

exclusively office work, while the men gathered the messages for them to decrypt. Not only do 

such suggestions continue a trend of dividing “women’s work” from “men’s work,” but they also 

erase the dangerous risks voluntarily undertaken by women who put their lives on the line just as 

                                                            
1 We know that this depiction of women is wrong through cross examination from other works like Ben Macintyre’s 

book on the same subject, in which he focuses on four agents he finds to be the most important to the mission. Two 

of the four critical agents are women. J.C. Masterman, The Double-Cross System in the War of 1939 to 1945 (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1972). Ben Macintyre, Double Cross: The True Story of the D-Day Spies (New York: 

Broadway Paperbacks, 2012). 
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much as their male colleagues.  

Sources on female espionage in World War II make up the fourth portion of research. The 

sources within this category provide a factual standard against which this paper will compare 

popular media images of spies. As result of the research, one begins to see some basis for the 

common representation of female spies as glamorous and upper-middle class before the war: 

intelligence recruiters targeted women with certain attributes, attributes that wealthier women 

tended to possess more often than their lower-class peers. Their affluence allowed them a better 

education which ensured their knowledge of languages which made them more qualified for work 

in foreign countries and allowed them to translate messages intercepted or encoded. These women 

were more likely to already be established in society, which would make their presence and 

movements less suspicious abroad. And while many came to the attention of the organizations 

through commanding officers over women’s auxiliary units, a significant number made contact by 

personal recommendation from old family friends, meaning that personal connections with people 

involved in the government acted as an added benefit.  

Targeting these characteristics found more often among the wealthy could provide a basis 

for the images of the glamorous spy abroad. That said, many women from upper and lower classes 

alike commented on the lack of glamor within their work. In the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), 

many women began their time as part of the intelligence community working as secretaries to 

generals and directors. While they had clearance to read classified documents and occasionally 

influenced decisions, the office work did not compare favorably to the glamorous images of 

women in intelligence communities they had expected.  

Many women entered the field after enlisting in women’s auxiliary forces, which 

emphasized military training and stricture. This too works against popular images of women spies. 
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They received military training and, in many aspects, were pushed as hard as men. They followed 

dress-codes anywhere they went, both off and on base. Oveta Culp Hobby, the director of the 

Women’s Army Corps (WAC), very pointedly worked against images of women in war as 

promiscuous and hypersexual. She created campaigns both for the public as well as for men within 

the military and impressed upon her women that any behaviors that could be construed as a sign 

of sexual deviancy could not be tolerated. All of these true images of women go underrepresented 

in pop culture depictions of women spies.  

The final body of research, then, focuses on the representation women do receive in popular 

media. While primarily focusing on movies, a young adult novel also became part of the project. 

In order to better explain the origins of the Madonna-Whore dichotomy within the coverage of 

female espionage, this paper will also discuss the propaganda of the First World War based on the 

lives of Edith Cavell and Mata Hari, in addition to previous works that delve into the relationship 

between these two images. Overall, the media discussed in this paper cover nearly a century of 

pop culture depictions of women in espionage, starting from propaganda posters and ending with 

popular images from the last five years. This range will provide a comprehensive understanding 

of how, if at all, the depictions of female spies has changed over the decades.  

This paper will argue that, despite the seventy years between modern media and the end of 

the Second World War, female spies continue to receive a repetitive, problematic, and gender-

coded narrative in popular depictions. The Madonna-Whore dichotomy here represents not only a 

lack of legitimization for these agents, but also a trend found in nearly all depictions of women in 

mainstream media, wherein women are confined to roles of the tamed or the shrew – who soon, 

too, becomes tamed. What makes the case of female espionage so noteworthy are the implications 

produced by such caricatures of military women. The military, which for millennia promoted 
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common men into the roles of war heroes, along with which came honor and esteem, offers little 

to the women who extended their efforts to the same causes. Instead of breaking barriers and 

overcoming the trappings of the women’s role within society, their femininity and womanhood 

become their defining feature, their uniforms only accentuating the distinctions between them and 

their male counterparts.  

While these themes remained intact through the various eras of the spy thriller genre, their 

presentations adapted, morphing to fit with the culture of the period without ever offering anything 

substantially new in the way of expression or storytelling. This paper, by looking closely at three 

periods of pop culture media and how they shaped narratives of women spies both as enemies and 

as allies within the confines of the dichotomous Madonna-Whore narrative, will argue that 

Hollywood continues to subjugate women to outdated models of femininity which harm not only 

the individual women themselves, but also the field of espionage for women today.  

The first period will explore media produced before and during the war, examining how 

popular ideas of female espionage changed through the Second World War. The second period 

continues into the Cold War, here marked by the issuing of the Truman Doctrine. This period 

expresses the lasting effects of women’s intelligence work in the minds of the Western public, as 

well as how the public quickly turned against women’s involvement in the field. The last period, 

the late 1980s to present day, focuses on the period after tensions began to subside. This section 

will explore the most recent depictions of women in espionage and discuss how they evolved from 

the first pieces of media produced before the Second World War.  

For a comparative basis, the first chapter will provide true accounts of women’s work 

within the intelligence field, compiled from archival and monographic research from the 

historiography described above. This section, focused on 1939-1945, will describe the manners by 
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which women joined the war effort and their missions and responsibilities therein. As many forms 

of popular media later claim that their heroines were inspired by actual female agents from the 

war, the real spies who act as so-called inspirations will receive special attention in terms of their 

private and professional lives. The section will end with a discussion on the legacy of female 

agents, especially in regard to decorations awarded to them and the few decorations named in their 

memory.  

The second chapter will begin the discourse on media representations of women spies and 

will focus on images that came out between 1930-1945. These early images, some of which predate 

the Second World War, provide a cornerstone from which the myth of female espionage develops, 

in both regressive and progressive directions. Propaganda from the First World War played a 

significant role in shaping civilian perceptions of women spies, both as allies and enemies, 

demonstrated through the media produced by the generation in the period following the war. By 

scrutinizing the messages and characterizations found within the media discussed, the chapter will 

conclude with an analysis of how these images affected the ideas of women spies, and provide a 

model type used by later “re-imaginings.” The summary will argue that, despite the various 

positive and empowering female individuals who came out of the war, the media produced before 

the war had a larger impact on the evolution of women’s representation within the spy thriller 

genre.  

Following the progression of time and media, the third chapter inspects images emerging 

from the Cold War period. After the war, several movies were made based on the true lives of 

women from the war. While still problematic in their romanticism of the hardship experienced by 

the women, they offer a relatively progressive standard for women’s representation and depiction. 

The section must then, of course, look at the films most known from the period, the James Bond 
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series. These films, notorious for their sexist and aggressively misogynistic messages and themes, 

originated with Ian Fleming during his wartime work as the personal assistant to the Director of 

Naval Intelligence. Although Fleming saw little frontline action himself, he claimed that he found 

inspiration for some of his characters from the legitimate spies he supposedly met during the war. 

This chapter will argue that, despite the optimistically forward-looking images produced at the 

very beginning of the period, the media of this period took an entirely retrograde approach. Media 

produced during the Cold War offers few if any female protagonists and just as often allows them 

to escape the role of the sexed-up honey pot.  

The last section examines media from the late 1980s to 2015 and discusses how these final 

images resulted from a culmination of changing gender politics, previous depictions of female 

spies, and a newly emerging field of intelligence history. This section, like the others, offers stories 

inspired by the lives of real spies; thus, this final body chapter will comparatively analyze the 

accuracy and integrity of adaptations presented by the three periods of film. Ultimately the final 

chapter of this paper will demonstrate that, although gender politics and historical understanding 

has progressed, media representations of female spies continue to abide by the Madonna-Whore 

dichotomy, albeit in subtler ways.  

The conclusion will, by considering all periods of drama discussed, deliberate how these 

images continue to effect women today. This question, applied to both women of the past and 

women of the intelligence community today, will indicate the long-lasting effects of cultural 

hegemony on the ways military superiors continue to view their women agents, as well as how the 

agents view themselves. Drawing on articles and dissertations written within the last five years on 

the topic of espionage representations in media and women’s involvement in espionage today, the 

paper will conclude with a discussion on how gendered expectations negatively and positively 
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influence women’s work ethic and efficiency in the modern world of intelligence.  
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Chapter One: A Brief History 

 Many popular films depicting female spies draw inspiration, or at least claim to, from the 

real stories that came out of the Second World War. Carve Her Name with Pride recounts the true 

life of Violette Szabo, who worked for Special Operations Executive’s (SOE) F-Section in the 

latter part of the war. While romanticizing and exaggerating certain aspects of her experiences, it 

provides one of the more accurate representations of real women in popular media. Other 

depictions fall short, providing more amalgamated images of spies, usually with an emphasis on 

the romantic and sexual aspects of their wartime roles. Charlotte Gray shows influences from the 

lives of Violette Szabo and Nancy Wake, while Inglorious Basterds provides a character reflective 

of Elvira de la Fuente Chaudoir, as well as the World War I spy Mata Hari. Ian Fleming claims he 

based his infamous Vesper Lynd on the daring and adventurous Christine Granville.2  

These images become problematic through the introduction of certain stereotypes, 

especially those regarding women’s sexuality. Simultaneously these narratives automatically 

surrender the multiplicity and depth of the very people they claim to represent, in the name of thrill 

and storytelling. This undermines the work of the women by implying that their wartime efforts 

matter only if a (male) audience finds it appealing. To fully understand how poorly such portrayals 

affect women’s legacy in intelligence, we must first become familiar with their actual history.  

 Born as Krystyna Skarbek in Warsaw in 1908, Christine Granville grew up as the daughter 

of a Polish Count, Jerzy Skarbek, and the heiress to a wealthy assimilated Jewish family, Stefania 

                                                            
2 Ben Macintyre, “Through Enemy Lines,” New York Times, Jul. 19, 2013, accessed Dec. 17, 2015, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/21/books/review/the-spy-who-loved-by-clare-mulley.html.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/21/books/review/the-spy-who-loved-by-clare-mulley.html
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nee Goldfeder.3 Despite the small scandal resultant of her parents’ marriage, Granville had an easy 

childhood alongside her older brother Andrzej. Her father’s favorite, she learned how to ski, ride 

horseback, and hunt from an early age, all of which would later help her during the war. Her family 

faced financial troubles in 1926, however, as result of the Great Depression, her father’s excessive 

drinking, and the Goldfeder bank failing. Jerzy Skarbek died four years later.4 Granville, on the 

other hand, had just started her adult life; by 1932, at the age of 24, she had already married and 

divorced once, and had met her next husband while skiing in the Tatra Mountains.  

 Granville and the charismatic and adventurous Jerzy Mikolaj Ordon Gizycki married in 

1938, when the continent was on the brink of war. Employed by the Polish Foreign Office, 

Gizyki’s career allowed the couple to travel often, establishing contacts in France, Great Britain, 

and North Africa, and aided Granville in her mastery of the French language.5 The couple felt 

extreme patriotism for their country, and as the war drew nearer they tried to volunteer for a variety 

of different aid corps, including the Red Cross, but were always rejected.  

 When Germany initiated the invasion of Poland, the couple was out of the country on 

vacation, and found they had no way back in. By December 20th, a little over two months after the 

completion of the invasion, Section D of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) counted 

Granville, their first female recruit, amongst its agents.6 Section D evolved into its more renowned 

form, SOE, that following June. This makes Granville its first female operative and one of its first 

operatives generally and implies that she established her career in espionage long before her 

                                                            
3 In 1941, Granville felt pressure from her anti-Polish colleagues in London and legally changed her name. She kept 

her name after the war, and this is the name that marks her gravestone. Claire Mulley, The Spy Who Loved: The 

Secrets and Lives of Christine Granville (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2012), 7.  
4 Ibid., 15. 
5 Ibid., 27.  
6 Ibid., 38. 
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commanding unit had wholly established itself. While others (mostly men) waited for recruiters to 

approach them for intelligence work, Granville used her previously made contacts to search out 

people like George Taylor, another Section D recruit, and demanded consideration. She 

approached Taylor with war plans, possibly the first to suggest the plan to enter occupied Poland 

via the dangerous Carpathian Mountains, immediately authenticating herself as a strategically 

adept woman, eager to join the fray.7  

 By February 1940, Granville was assigned to the mission she first suggested upon 

introduction, and skied into Zakopane through the Tatra mountain range in the middle of a blizzard. 

Instructed to make connections with the Polish Underground, Granville met more resistance than 

expected. Britain continued to make attempts at forming an alliance with Russia, a state whose 

history of Polish oppression only continued with the outbreak of war. The Polish perceived any 

pro-Russia stance as an acceptance and encouragement of their further subjugation and worried 

that a wartime union between the two nations could only lead to the reabsorption of Poland back 

into the Russian state. Despite Granville’s Polish heritage and nationality – she was a countess – 

members of the resistance could not overlook her cooperation with British forces and her lack of 

official ties with the government-in-exile, and all but low-level organization units refused to aid 

her in gathering intelligence.8 

 Dedicated to the cause, however, Granville continued searching out information against 

the Axis Powers and began moving into Bulgaria and Hungary. Over the course of 1940, she relied 

heavily on the reports of resistance members who tracked trains and watched stations. She directly 

aided, if not solely championed, the breakdown of Axis communications along the Danube and 

                                                            
7 Ibid., 33.  
8 Ibid., 61. 
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delivered “vital information” on the transportation of oil between Germany and Romania.9 Her 

work with smaller, and therefore less targeted, resistance groups led to her handing over some of 

the first physical pieces of evidence of the Wehrmacht plan to invade Russia in February of 1941, 

leading British Prime Minister Churchill to privately praise her contributions to the Allied effort.10 

Some consider this information the “most invaluable intelligence” the Allies obtained in the whole 

of Spring 1941.11 

Despite her prodigious accomplishments, and doubtless because of her Polish nationality, 

her superiors at SOE began to question her loyalties and skills as a spy. By May, Granville found 

herself stuck in Cairo, away from the action, undergoing intensive interrogations on her loyalties 

to the Polish resistance, which continued to repel British attempts at collaboration. While the 

British stood firm in its (temporary) alliance with Russia, Polish resistance groups remained wary 

of entering agreements that might later on put them at the mercy of their former oppressors. After 

the tarnishing of her credibility as a legitimate British spy, Granville spent the rest of 1941 through 

1943 waiting restlessly for more orders in Cairo.  

 Special Operations Executive sent her no military operational missions until 1944. During 

that period, Granville experienced extreme personal loss, forced to sit still in North Africa while 

reports flowed in from Europe informing her of the deaths of former colleagues, contacts, friends, 

and family. The clearing of the Warsaw ghetto hit her especially hard, as most likely the last of 

her family had retreated there, and were then presumed dead. Experiencing extreme 

demoralization, she lost some of her zeal for action and adventure, and nearly swore off espionage 

                                                            
9 Ibid., 88.  
10 Some sources quote Churchill saying that she was “his favorite spy,” although the legitimacy of these claims are 

disputed. Ibid., xviii, 107.  
11 Marcus Binney, The Women Who Lived for Danger: the Agents of the Special Operations Executive (New York: 

Harper Collins, 2002), 49.  
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altogether.12 Her prospects began to turn in 1944, when she received orders to drop into 

southeastern France and assist a resistance circuit as a wireless operator. She quickly transferred 

to Algiers where her superiors thoroughly educated her on the current state of affairs in France, 

covering everything “from political nuances to police uniforms and cultural details such as to never 

ask for a café-au-lait in case she be betrayed by not knowing there was no milk.”13 She memorized 

her new identity, learned how to code and make small explosives, earned her paratrooper “wings,” 

repaired wireless sets, and refined her skills as a courier. By the end of her training, Granville was 

one of the most skilled agents still alive.  

 Finally, a month after the landing at Normandy, Christine Granville returned to the field 

on July 7, 1944, dropping into Vassieux-en-Vercors. Sent to work as a courier under the auspicious 

Francis Cammaerts, leader of the Jockey circuit (one of the most successful resistance circuits in 

France), she soon became his second in command, helping raise morale and keep the peace 

between the men. She soon earned distinction among the men as quick-thinking under pressure 

and completely fearless. Indeed, one story goes that, when Nazi soldiers spotted her near the Italian 

border and ordered her to halt, she raised her hands and “revealed a grenade under each arm, pin 

withdrawn. The soldiers fled.”14 Perhaps even more impressive, Granville was in Italy recruiting 

foreign soldiers to join the French underground, which sustained heavy losses during the Battle of 

Vercors. In her success, she convinced hundreds of soldiers to defect and join the resistance.15  

 Her most brilliant moment, however, came in mid-August that year. While still abroad, 

Granville received report of the arrest of Cammaerts and two other operatives. Immediately, she 

                                                            
12 Mulley, The Spy Who Loved, 159 
13 Ibid., 179. 
14 Ann Kramer, Women Wartime Spies, (New York: MJF Books, 2011), 102. Corroborated in Marc E. Vargo, 

Women of the Resistance: Eight Who Defied the Third Reich (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2012), 201. 
15 Vargo, Women of the Resistance, 200. 



McGuyre 

15 

 

headed for the resistance base at Seyne, where she learned the men were condemned to death. 

Refusing to give up on her men, she made her way to the town of Digne some twenty-four miles 

southeast of Seyne, where the Gestapo held the men in the infamous Villa Marie-Louise. Over the 

next four days, traveling between Seyne and Digne by bicycle, Granville negotiated the release of 

the three men; she claimed to be the wife of Cammaerts and a relation to both Field Marshal 

Montgomery and Lord Vanisttart, insinuating the troubles that would come to the Gestapo should 

they execute the prisoners. She handed over large sums of money to receive an audience with a 

Vichy official and interpreter to the Gestapo, whom she then intimidated with claims of an 

impending British entrance into southern France, speculating what the French people would do to 

collaborators once the Allies won. By the end of her meetings, she had not only released three men 

who were critical to the French resistance, she had convinced a Nazi collaborator to defect to the 

Allies.16  

 Nearly all of Granville’s colleagues praised her work ethic and abilities as an agent, yet the 

end of the war signified the end of her legitimacy within the military. As women were not eligible 

to receive recommendation for military medals, one of her superiors recommended her for the 

George Cross, the highest medal achievable for civilians, which was then downgraded to an OBE 

(Order of the British Empire, usually given to people for their work in civil service), and then 

changed again to the George Medal (the second highest medal given to civilians). Stubborn as 

ever, Granville refused to receive anything less than a military-grade medal.17 This act of protest, 

seen as a problem with respecting authority figures, would later haunt her in her search for post-
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war employment. 

Hoping to secure a job in the British secret services, Christine soon found that, those 

qualities once prized in her as a military agent during the war, now made her a liability. Unskilled 

at “women’s work” like typing, her womanhood set her up as a second-class citizen more so than 

her Polish identity: while she scrambled to find a job that would allow her the freedom and 

openness she experienced during the war, her male counterparts like Andrzej Kowerski (a 

childhood friend turned comrade and lover during the war) remained on the list of agents approved 

for post-war work within the military. While the British government pushed Granville away, 

aspects of the popular culture embraced her, or a certain version of her. Despite never meeting her 

during his time in the war office, Ian Fleming claimed her as the inspiration for his femme fatale 

“Bond Girl” Vesper Lynd.18 

During the war, Christine’s personal life was just as colorful as her military exploits. She 

had multiple lovers, both men and women (with Cammaerts amongst their numbers, despite his 

wife and child back home), and spent much of the war separated from her husband, finally 

divorcing him in 1946. She gradually shaved years off her age when creating new identities and 

passports, eventually making herself seven years younger than her real age in the eyes of the British 

government. She made friends easily, and several of those she met during the war reportedly 

named their children after her. By her own admission, Granville made efforts to distance herself 

from the images of glamor associated with female spies, but the very nature of her personality 

pulled her right back into the roles she longed to avoid and deny.19  

The sudden turn against Granville could have something to do with her more intimate life 
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during the war. Her officials had formerly overlooked the matters of her private life, most likely 

due in part to the importance of her work within SOE. After the war, however, her superiors began 

to disdain her continued promiscuity and rejection of traditional values of sexuality, and were 

reportedly shocked at the news of her divorce – even though the separation from her husband and 

her wartime promiscuity were never a secret.20 Shunned by the British government, Granville 

continued to look for work that would keep her out of an office, and soon started working on a 

cruise liner. Here, she became the obsession of Dennis George Muldowney, a fellow cruise line 

employee. Like many before him, he quickly fell for the charming and charismatic woman with 

the fiery spirit. Unfortunately for Granville, his attentions were less than exemplary. She spent the 

last few years of her life switching between jobs and places of residents, trying to avoid her stalker, 

until Muldowney stabbed her to death with a pair of scissors in a hotel lobby on June 15, 1952. 

Christine Granville’s greatest achievements came out of her contributions to the resistance 

movements in southeastern France. While the Allies moved in from the North, units like the Jockey 

circuit put pressure on the Nazi occupiers from the inside. By adding greatly to its numbers, 

Granville helped ensure that the land troops could last until relief could arrive. By saving the lives 

of Cammaerts and his compatriots, she provided the circuit with their brilliant leader who 

emphasized focus on smaller targets, strategically planning each plot which would help the Allies 

make their way further into Europe.  

These efforts relied on communication with the front line, and required the resistance to 

know exactly when to begin their fight. Thus, while Granville played a pivotal role in keeping 

France afloat from the inside, her success depended upon the work of two others, who aided in 
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establishing the lines of communication used by resistance circuits across France.  

Where Granville’s history appears to give support to the more erotic depictions of women 

in espionage, Nancy Wake provides a model of spy that posits the female spy as extraordinary 

without being inherently viewed as a sexual object. Wake’s contempt for the Nazi government 

originated years before the war during a trip to Germany during the mid-1930s. Travelling as a 

freelance journalist from Paris, Wake witnessed “roving Nazi gangs” beating any Jewish person 

they came upon. During this trip, Wake promised herself that, should any opportunity arise for her 

to help confront the Nazi powers, “I would do everything I could.”21 

In the years leading up to the war, she accrued a small fortune for herself before marrying 

a wealthy industrialist and settling in Marseilles. With the outbreak of war, Wake could finally 

fulfill her promise. Behind the guise provided by her high social status, she used her money to help 

various resistance groups and aided downed pilots escape out of the country. When the Gestapo 

finally caught on, they forced her to flee the country and executed her husband, who had 

participated in her efforts. Wanted by the Gestapo, she made her way through the Pyrenees to 

England. Her evasion from capture during this time earned her the nickname “la souris blanche,” 

the white mouse.22  

In 1943, she reached London where she quickly became a member of SOE’s F-Section. By 

the spring of 1944, her commanding officers deemed her ready for deployment; on April 29, 1944, 

Wake dropped back into France with instructions to continue supporting the resistance in 
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preparation for D-Day.23 In the following months, she aided in collecting materials like 

ammunition and rations air-dropped at night in preparation for the approaching troops. She 

established wireless contacts, crucial for troops to pass on information. Wake herself considered 

her work with wireless operators her most important contribution to the cause, at one point cycling 

500km over 71 hours to replace codes that the Germans had intercepted from one of her people.24  

After the war, Wake attempted several different positions within government agencies, 

usually only given the option of desk jobs. In 1949, Wake returned to her home in Australia, where 

she ran for the Liberal Party on three separate, unsuccessful occasions. She made regular trips to 

England long after she returned to Australia, meeting her second husband John Forward there on 

holiday in 1957. She retired with Forward after her final attempt at office in 1959.25  

The United States, Great Britain, and France all honored Wake with medals immediately 

following the war: the United States presented her with the Medal of Freedom, the highest civilian 

medal awarded in the country; Great Britain awarded her the George Medal (1945), the second 

highest civilian honor; France, by far, recognized Wake’s contributions the most, awarding her 

Médaille de la Résistance, the Croix de Guerre on three separate occasions, and the Légion 

d'Honneur – Officier (1988), the highest order of honors in France. Wake’s home country of 

Australia, however, made no attempts to honor her until the turn of the century, at which point she 

began to decline any efforts made by the Australian government, seeing the almost sixty years of 

silence as an affront. She relented, however, in 2004, when she finally accepted the title of 

Companion of the Order of Australia. She died in 2011.  
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Noor Inayat-Khan lived just as extraordinary a life. Born into a line of Indian royalty to a 

father world-renowned for his musical talents, she spent her childhood between France, Great 

Britain, and Russia. Highly educated, she spoke French fluently and became an accomplished 

children’s author and radio story host in Paris by 1939.26 With the outbreak of war, she felt a strong 

pull to take part in the war efforts and severed ties with many former friends, including her fiancé, 

who hoped for a more pacifist and appeasing solution to the war. Her family having evacuated 

France before occupation began, Inayat-Khan joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force in late 

1940, and was soon sent to work alongside the men of the Royal Air Force, transmitting and 

receiving messages from training bomber pilots. There, she discovered her great passion for, and 

expertise at coding, which her superiors quickly discerned as well. Transferring her to a base for 

clandestine affairs at Wiltshire, they made Noor Inayat-Khan one of the first individuals to learn a 

“new and highly specialized wireless method,” at which she displayed high proficiency.27  

In October 1942, novelist and SOE recruiter Selwyn Jepson introduced himself to Inayat-

Khan, and began interviewing her as a potential agent for an agency section dedicated to espionage 

in France (F-Section). Interviewing her in French, he confirmed her fluency in the language, noting 

the lack of accent that would make her appear as a native Frenchwoman.28 During their first 

meeting, he offered her a job as a wireless operator in France. As an operative of clandestine 

affairs, the British government would not recognize her in the circumstance of getting caught, nor 

would she have the protection of uniform, meaning she would receive no protection under the 

Geneva Convention. Some evidence existed that the Gestapo served female prisoners with more 
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“personalized forms of maltreatment,” putting Inayat-Khan further at risk.29 The pay not especially 

high, she would not receive the compensation until her arrival back in London. In other words, the 

job called for a person of strong convictions, whose motives lay entirely in defeating and removing 

the fascist powers from Europe. She took the job without hesitation.30 

Inayat-Khan trained for eight months, learning how to use firearms and earning her 

“wings.” By June of 1943, she was ready. Cleared for intelligence work, she dropped into the Loire 

Valley on the 16th of June, where resistance members greeted her at a farmhouse with a bike, which 

she rode to the nearest town, and from there took a train to Paris. She contacted her three-person 

cell, Cinema, part of the largest and most important spy network in France called Prosper, which 

operated in and around Paris. Just days after her arrival, a mass arrest of Prosper members began, 

taking in nearly all its members, whose numbers ranged in the hundreds. All but one wireless 

operator was arrested and Inayat-Khan suddenly became the most important agent in all of 

France.31 Nearly caught by the Gestapo herself, she quickly moved to a new location and sent a 

transmission to London informing them of the situation. 

Within a cell, the most dangerous position was that of the wireless operator. While the 

other members went into the field and collected information, the operator had to contact 

headquarters at very precise and predetermined times, translate the cell’s intelligence into a code 

pre-established and specific to each agent (often called a handle), send it to headquarters, wait for 

a reply, and then decode the response. As added pressure, the Gestapo possessed vans that could 

pick up these signals – and while they might not understand the message, they could easily track 
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it back to sender. This meant that a wireless operator needed to act as quickly as possible any time 

they sent messages, and they needed to move often. Most within the intelligence community 

acknowledge it as the deadliest position in the field and life expectancy for wireless operators was 

estimated as low as six weeks.32  

The machines themselves were heavy and hard to hide due to their size, and called for 

improvisation when caught with one. Noor Inayat-Khan, at one point during her time on the run, 

ran into a couple of Nazi soldiers on a subway who happened to peek inside her valise. Recognizing 

their ignorance, she told them it was a movie projector and flirtatiously teased them for not 

realizing it; apparently embarrassed, they accepted her lie and continued down the car.33 

Many women saw opportunities in using their sexuality and femininity as a weapon. From 

the beginning, the Allies noticed the German underestimation of women as agents, treating them 

with much less suspicion. Elvira de la Fuente Chaudoir, a Peruvian socialite with a penchant for 

sex and gambling, worked for the Double-Cross spy system, which helped lay the ground for the 

D-Day landings. Well-connected as a daughter of a Peruvian diplomat, she flirted with Axis spies 

and fed them false information of where the British sent supplies. They believed her, seeing her as 

a ditzy “good-time girl” who spilt information unknowingly.34  

Elizabeth Thorpe, a woman born into American High Society, joined MI6 (another section 

of SIS) in 1940 through contacts she made while with her husband, a secretary for the British 

Embassy in the United States. Thorpe used her status (and public affairs) as an alibi for the 

traveling she did as a spy, visiting Poland, Chile, France, Germany, and the US. On June 19, 1942, 
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Thorpe stole the plans from the Vichy French embassy for the invasion of North Africa. The plan 

took weeks of preparation and relied upon her seduction of Charles Brousse, whose office they 

used as an entry point to the room containing the safe. Upon near discovery, Thorpe showed her 

wits under pressure and quickly undressed to give the appearance the couple had escaped upstairs 

for a private moment. A guard opened the door and Betty, with a playfully scandalized “Oh là-là,” 

and a feigned attempt at covering herself, assured the embarrassed guard that nothing was amiss.35  

Maria Liu, a member of the Slovakian underground resistance recruited by the OSS, used 

her sexuality to garner protection from the very men set out to capture her. While boarding a train, 

a compartment full of Wehrmacht officers began flirting with her and insisted she sit with them. 

She happily obliged them, returning the advances, knowing her complacency would help her – and 

the short-wave radio she was smuggling in her suitcase – go undetected. “They made a seat for me 

in the compartment and the officer carried my suitcase into the compartment with him. The 

Gestapo [who were searching bags] came by, saluted, and went on.”36 These women were not the 

only female agents to use such tactics in their evasive techniques; on the contrary, the practice 

appears quite common:  

One prominent feature of female agents’ narratives is their accounts of the ways in which 

femininity was knowingly employed to deceive German soldiers on guard at checkpoints 

and controls. Women used their clothing and other accessories to conceal incriminating 

material, embodied disguises and undertook displays of flirtation and fragility to facilitate 

passing.37 
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Gender theorists like Susan Brownmiller discuss this reclamation of women’s sexuality as a means 

of both disarming the oppressor (patriarchal figures) and rearming the oppressed (women), 

concluding that “feminine armour is never metal or muscle but, paradoxically an exaggeration of 

physical vulnerability that is reassuring (unthreatening) to men.”38  

 Concurrently, another gender theory asserts that woman’s only true possession, her 

sexuality, is the one that is most often taken from her.39 The “personalized forms of maltreatment” 

referenced earlier particularly allude to sexual violence experienced by women during capture and 

interrogation. Men experienced significantly less sexual violence at the hands of the enemy, 

whether they wore a uniform or not.40 Furthermore, women historically experience rape at higher 

levels, both in times of peace and war. Therefore, female agents in the field faced much higher 

risks of sexual violence, and not just in the cases of Gestapo apprehending them.  

 Sonya Butt joined SOE in 1943 at the age of 19. One of the youngest members of the 

organization, she worked in the F-Section as a courier for the Maquis, arriving in France a week 

before the landing at Normandy. Like any courier, her job entailed transporting intelligence, 

usually on pieces of paper or on film, between various agents, circuits, and organizations. She 

often carried these materials inside her girdle for safekeeping. Butt remembers one such mission 

like this:  

I heard this marching behind me and I turned and there were these [Nazi soldiers] so I just 

smiled at them and went on my way and they followed me in and they raped me. One held 

me down. My first instinct was to put up a fight and then I thought no, I can’t. I’ve got 

these papers. If I put up a fight, they’re going to overpower me and then they’ll probably 

strip me and we’d be in a worse mess than we already are in. I’ve just got to let them do it 
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and get on with it… But they never got my papers!41 

 

Her sexual assault had nothing to do with her involvement in the resistance, other than the fact 

that it brought her there; her assaulters did not see her as a military enemy or threat. They saw 

her as a woman, and raped her.  

 Women’s sexuality played a key role in their wartime experiences in the field, both aiding 

and abetting them in their attempts to make a difference in the fight against fascist powers. 

Especially in the case of aiding the women, many popular spy films hold some truth in 

acknowledging the methods in which women used their sexuality to complete missions. The full 

truth, of course, is much more complex and contradictory, forcing women to hide or utilize their 

eroticism on situational bases. Recruiters perhaps recognized this weapon as an incentive to 

mobilize women into the war. The Germans in turn may have picked up on this, implied by their 

change in checkpoint guards later in the war from men to women, potentially hoping that this 

change would make it harder for female spies to flirt their way through.42 

Women did not have to act in a sexual manner for men to treat them preferentially, 

however. Women supplied “excellent cover for their movements about the country by visiting 

friends, carrying out shopping expeditions and, later, foraging the country for food.”43 Female 

agents and the people who utilized them recognized the invisible role women played, always 

present but never questioned. Their actions raised no alarm because, at least on the surface, their 

actions never changed from before the war; if anything, these behaviors probably provided the 
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Axis Powers with a false sense of normalcy that reassured them of their control and lack of potent 

threats. Virginia Hall, America’s most famous spy, played to these ideas of normalcy and 

innocuous women. 

Like Thorpe, Hall was born into high American society and spent a great deal of her youth 

travelling the world. She received education in Austria and France on topics ranging from French 

and German to foreign diplomacy.44 Working for the United States Foreign Service, she saw eveb 

more of Europe and the Mediterranean. While stationed in Izmir, she lost her left leg during a 

hunting trip, misfiring her gun while trying to climb a fence. Hardly slowing her down, Hall 

continued her work with the Foreign Service, and started the spring of 1939 in France. As war 

broke out, and a German invasion became evident, Hall decided to act and began driving 

ambulances in Paris. She continued serving as a driver until no more Allied soldiers remained in 

Paris, and then moved on to her next calling.45  

While making her way to London from Paris – as an American citizen in 1940 her travel 

was not restricted – she made a chance encounter with a man who, once establishing their like-

mindedness, slipped her a note with the names of people who could help her find a position in the 

war effort. This would lead her to a cocktail party in 1941 where she met the woman who changed 

her life – Vera Atkins.  

Atkins came to SOE with personal experience in several countries including Romania, 

France, and Germany, and was soon placed in F-Section under Director Maurice Buckmaster. He 

eventually (unofficially) promoted her to deputy director of F-Section, whose development would 
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rely heavily on her eye for potential recruits and excellent judgment of character.46 When Atkins 

met Hall, she saw great potential and passion in the young woman. After hearing her thoughts on 

the German occupation of France and of her great desire to find a way back into the country to 

fight, Atkins knew she had found an agent and contacted Buckmaster the next morning.  

In the fall of 1941, Hall became the first female operative from SOE to enter the Free Zone 

of France, where she established contacts in Lyon. Germaine Guérin, a woman who ran a brothel 

frequented by Nazi and their collaborators, agreed to share any information that men let slip to her 

women. She recruited eight people for SOE, established her own circuit and made it remarkably 

self-sustainable. In addition to Guérin, who could secretly house Allied soldiers, she recruited a 

gynecologist named Jean Rousset who could tend to any wounds or illnesses of the circuit and 

those they hid, and Robert Le Provost, whose family history gave him contacts with many ship-

owners willing to smuggle out Allied soldiers and prisoners of war.47 Her ability to manage her 

team and its effectiveness allowed them one of their greatest successes.  

In October 1941, Vichy officers came across an unconscious SOE agent, whose drop into 

France had been a failure; with him they found a map of the nearby town, marking a location as 

an SOE headquarters. Agent after agent walked into the trap, until finally all thirteen members of 

the Corsica circuit were in Vichy incarceration. By December, SOE alerted Hall’s circuit and 

instructed them to make efforts to rescue them. Six months after their initial capture, Hall received 

a telegram that the gendarme planned to move the prisoners to a nearby concentration camp in 

March 1942. In contact with one of the agents’ wives, Hall instructed her to bring him innocuous 

items that could help the men escape: tuna cans that could be fashioned into makeshift keys and 
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tools slipped into books and laundry. Eleven of the thirteen escaped, the final two believing the 

legal system would release them soon enough. The agents provided invaluable information to their 

commanding officers on return, relaying all they had overheard during their six months of 

capture.48  

In late 1942, when the Nazis took all of France, SOE determined that Hall’s continuation 

in the field represented a large risk to herself and those that had relied on her. The Nazis now 

identified her as “the limping lady,” due to her prosthetic leg. She escaped through Spain, sending 

a message to the office complaining about problems with Cuthbert, her fake leg. Missing the 

meaning of her message, they replied “If Cuthbert troublesome, eliminate him.”49 Shortly 

thereafter, Hall returned to the United States for the first time since the outbreak of war. In 1944, 

she enlisted with the OSS, which needed experienced agents to join their ranks and return to 

France. Aware of her notoriety with the Gestapo, she disguised herself as an old woman, which 

excused her of suspicion due to her limp. Her method of disguise correlates with the invisibility 

endured by women before the outbreak of war. She continued her work in espionage through the 

end of the war as a wireless operator and saboteur and became one of the first recruits to the Central 

Intelligence Agency, which the OSS evolved into after the war.  

Many women aided the Allies from the frontline, keeping and making contacts, 

collaborating with resistance groups, and sending back intelligence critical to the advancement of 

the Allied cause and eventual victory. Women, however, did not have to see the battleground in 

order to be helpful to the cause. Calling back to an earlier point, women did in fact primarily work 

in offices. Their jobs there required more of them than the type of office work usually relegated to 
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women, however. War offices received untold numbers of reports on any given day, and not all of 

them provided useful information. For the women here, it was their job to decide what was worth 

passing on to higher officials, and additionally to interpret any information coming through and 

provide context that would help the officials in deciding what actions, if any, should be taken. 

Women from both SOE and OSS participated in such work, and many OSS agents travelled 

overseas to provide additional help. One such woman was Katherine Keene, a middle-class woman 

from Washington State.  

Growing up in a small town, Keene joined the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC, 

which later became the WAC) in December 1942 and transferred out for training in late January 

of 1943. Very early on, Keene expressed that she felt her participation was “making at something 

of importance, really helping win war.”50 Within her personal diary she questioned the less 

tenacious women around her on base who complained about the training regimens, stating that if 

they did not like it they should leave immediately. Her superiors took notice, putting her up for 

Officer Candidate School (OCS). She never made it into the program, but instead found her way 

into the OSS. As early as August 21, 1943, the organization began vetting Keene as a person 

capable of handling “secret and confidential papers.” In a letter home, she wrote that an “Army 

Intelligence man” paid a visit to the home of a friend, and that she was now the secretary to a 

Military Intelligence Officer.51 By the end of that year, the OSS transferred Keene to London 

where she took up further training in the spring of 1944.  

Keene talks most about the gas-training she and her fellow recruits experienced, practicing 

putting on gas-masks in less than three seconds and learning what to do in the scenario of gas 
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bombs in a raid. These drills affected her very personally during her time in London, where she 

experienced first-hand the air-raids involving V-1 and then V-2 missiles. Her experiences with the 

raids were near-spiritual, with her diary entries and letters home indicating a great deal of thought 

regarding the reactions of those in the bunks with her, as well as a wonderment at those who would 

not make it through the night.52 That said, the rest of Keene’s wartime experiences were largely 

mundane. Far from living the fabulous life associated with espionage, she sometimes complained 

about the lack of glamorous escapades during her time in the war. Moreover, many of her letters 

speak to her bad health. Throughout the war, Keene suffered from considerable weight 

fluctuations, perhaps caused by the colds she caught regularly.53  

By that time, she was secretary to the head of the OSS’s Research and Analysis Department 

in the European Theater, which gave her access to accounts sent to her boss Chandler Morse. As 

his secretary, she helped look through reports and pass on those with critical information to the 

right people. In early 1945, she noticed a significant spike in the number of tires coming out of 

factories in Fulda, Germany. She suspected that this change occurred as a method for the Germans 

to keep making enough tires for army vehicles after so many factories had been bombed. This 

message, then, signified the success of the bombings so far carried out. Keene did not fully realize, 

however, that it simultaneously showed where the next bombings should occur.  

In late winter of 1945, Allied bombers attacked Fulda, killing a reported 702 people. Keene 

did not become aware of her role in the bombing, or even that the bombing took place, until after 

the war ended. During a holiday trip, she found her hotel room across from the memorial for the 

very bombing that her report, she assumed, initiated. In her unpublished memoir, she wonders how 
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many died the slow and painful death she had trained for, suffocating in the rubble. She questions 

the number of people crushed beneath the weight of crushed buildings, relating it to her own fears 

during V-2 raids. This scene ends her forty-three-page manuscript, apparently unfinished. She ends 

her story with these final thoughts: 

I really do not to this day know whether any of our bombs hit the tire plant. The air force 

used to exaggerate their achievements – easy to understand that the young – very young – 

men flying those planes used to be tense too, and as soon as the anti-aircraft shells began 

to hit they’d simply jettison the bombs and head back to England. But I cannot get away 

from it: I was responsible for the 702 deaths. As Sherman said, war is hell.54 

 

For the remainder of the war Keene helped serve as occupation forces within Germany, before 

receiving honorable discharge and continuing the education she left off before the war. She died 

on December 7, 2013, seventy-one years after her enlistment.  

 Without physically and personally entering the battlefield, and while remaining in positions 

seen as traditionally feminine and perhaps, therefore, less significant or critical, Keene’s story 

expresses that women in offices notably contributed to the cause. If Keene is correct in thinking 

that her work resulted in the death 702 people in Fulda, she, and women like her, were more lethal 

than the Pavlichenkos of the war.55 Similarly, many women spies went into the very center of 

occupied territories without taking part in direct combat. This did not make them safe from capture 

or arrest, however.  

Gertrude Sanford Legendre represents (for the purposes of this paper) the wealthy women 

who entered the OSS on the merits of both skills and name. Born into high society in 1902, she 
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married into another large and wealthy family in 1929.56 She and her husband, Sidney, held utmost 

patriotism for their country and both joined the armed forces during the war. Sidney joined the 

Navy and eventually reported to Hawaii along with his brother. Gertrude, meanwhile, joined the 

OSS through the recommendation of an old family friend, Bill Donovan himself. This practice was 

not uncommon, and the organization notoriously held the nickname “Oh-So-Social” due to the 

number of high society members who enlisted through channels of personal acquaintanceships. 

She also knew Director Hobby of the WACs, and through parties in her and Donovan’s honor 

during the war, emphasizing her standing within the pre-established military elite.57 

Gertrude loved her work but maintained a critical eye to her surroundings. She noticed and 

bristled at the way men talked about women within the OSS. In a letter addressed to Sidney dated 

October 19, 1942, Gertrude discusses the situation between a Schmidt and a Margaret Griggs. 

Schmidt, who “did not know enough to come in out of the rain” received a promotion as a “job 

head” but constantly relied on Margaret to answer all of his questions about the job. According to 

Gertrude, the final straw for the other women came when Schmidt was promoted to captain while 

Margaret still did most of the work, at which point the women approached their own superiors to 

shed light on the situation. Margaret then got Schmidt’s job – same work but finally receiving the 

credit – and the other men in the department began treating her with hostility.58 Gertrude goes even 

further by questioning the patriotism of the men in the war offices back home, accusing them of 

cowardice for avoiding the frontline when “women could do hundreds of jobs in that organization 
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that are being held down by men.” She became so disenchanted with her male superiors that she 

ends this section of her letter by saying, “Let me tell you those WAACs and WAVEs are going to 

go to town. They are going to be good. Nothing can stop them as they have no men over them now 

to hold them back. You wait and see how far they go.”59 

At the same time Gertrude worried that her job in Washington D.C. contributed nothing to 

the war effort, and often questioned if she could not do more in another organization. The 

Legendres also shared a very close relationship, and much of their correspondence discussed how 

they missed each other. Even when Gertrude enjoyed her work, she and Sidney always wrote about 

different “schemes” to get them together in Hawaii. At one point, she seriously considered joining 

the WAACs just so she could be transferred out to his station – she eventually did enlist with the 

WACs for a transfer, but to London instead of Hawaii. This struggle between love and duty 

represent a common theme in her letters, and is reflected in many popular films on women spies.60  

Still, Gertrude took great pride in her work and the work of the OSS. While Sidney waited 

for orders to ship out, Gertrude continued her efforts in Washington D.C. and eventually 

transferred to London at the encouragement of Donovan himself, where she became a member of 

Colonel David Bruce’s staff.61 There she maintained a regular correspondence with Sidney, 

discussing plans for after the war and her social life in London. In early September 1944, she 

received orders to join a small group of Red Cross aides on a trip to the continent. On September 

21, she wrote to Sidney reporting her safe travels and entrance into Paris. Five days later, Legendre 
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became the first American woman captured by Nazis during a trip to Luxembourg.62 In a letter 

written from inside the prison for P.O.W.’s, she described the events leading up to the arrest, 

calling her escape from death a “miracle,” and noting that two others from her party suffered fatal 

injuries from the bullets fired at their jeep.63 

Treated as a prisoner of war according to the Geneva Convention, Gertrude received fair 

treatment from her guards and ate fairly well. During her time in the prison she acted as an 

interpreter for the other prisoners in occupied regions.64 On Sidney’s part, the only news he 

received from his wife came from German broadcasts that released news about prisoners of war. 

The report came out nearly a month after her initial capture. Gertrude stayed imprisoned until mid-

March 1945, when she escaped on foot to the Swiss border while being transported to a new 

location by train. Altogether, the Nazis held her for six months. She returned home to her children 

and redoubled her efforts to join her husband in Hawaii, but they did not reunite until the end of 

1945. After the war, she kept up her pre-war hobbies of dog-breeding, managed her family’s estate, 

continued her life as a socialite, and died at the age of 97 in March 2000.65  

Gertrude’s story marks one of the happier endings for women in the Second World War. 

After a tip from a presumed ally, the Gestapo arrested Noor Inayat-Khan almost four months to 

the day after her arrival in France.66 She fought with her captors fiercely, reportedly biting one 
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until he bled and terrifying several others with her veracity.67 They took her to the infamous 

Avenue Foch, where they interrogated and most likely tortured her. She made several escape 

attempts with other prisoners, making it as far as the surrounding neighborhood.68 From then on, 

her guards kept her hands and feet bound at all times and forbid other prisoners from speaking 

with her. The Gestapo moved her from one prison to another over the course of the following year 

before her final transfer with three other women to the Dachau prison camp, around September 11, 

1944. Two letters from former guards claiming to have seen her treatment state that “a guard 

named Ruppert” separated Inayat-Khan from the other women and interrogated her the night 

before her execution. According to their accounts, Ruppert sexually assaulted her as a form of 

torture. Sometime over the next three days, guards took her to the crematorium where they 

executed her with a bullet to the back of her head.69  

After the war, when Inayat-Khan did not return to her superiors, Vera Atkins searched for 

her and discovered the records showing her arrest and execution. Noor Inayat-Khan posthumously 

received the George Cross, becoming one of only four women to ever receive the second-highest 

award in the British honor system.70 Another recipient, Violette Szabo, shared a similar fate with 

her.  

Born and raised in France until the age of 11, Violette Bushell spoke French, English, and 

German. Combined with a fierce patriotism for both France and Great Britain, she was attractive 

as a potential recruit for SOE. She first joined the war effort in early 1940, where she worked as 

part of a women’s wartime labor union. She eventually worked her way up into an anti-aircraft 
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position before she and her husband Etienne Szabo had their first and only child, Tania. Szabo 

quickly rejoined the workforce, this time in an aircraft factory, where she worked in the fall of 

1942. Around this time, she received word that Etienne, a French soldier in North Africa, was 

dead, having never met their daughter.71  

Motivated by the death of her husband, Szabo threw herself into the war efforts and joined 

SOE, eventually becoming a member of Section F. Starting in July 1943, Szabo trained for field 

work for five months, earning her parachuting wings, second class. In the spring of 1944, she 

executed her first mission into France, using the now-famous poem, “The Life That I Have” by 

Leo Marks, as the base for her cryptography code. Sent on a reconnaissance mission with another 

agent, they gathered intelligence on German-controlled factories and their production of 

ammunition, tanks, tires, etc. Additionally, she uncovered that one of the major circuits in France, 

known as Salesman, had largely fallen apart. Exposed, many agents had already been arrested and 

the rest were forced into hiding. Returning to Great Britain less than a month after her departure, 

she provided invaluable information that would help map out bomber paths in France and gave a 

clear understanding of the critical situation in France, regarding intelligence.72 Her second mission 

saw less success.  

On June 8, 1944, just two days after the landing at Normandy, Szabo and three other agents 

dropped back into France, where they would train the Maquis and the cleverly-named Salesman 

II. In aiding these makeshift troops, SOE hoped that they would help in the efforts to push the 

German troops out of France. Dropped far away from her soon-to-be unit to avoid detection and 

suspicion, Szabo had a 100-kilometer trip ahead of her. Szabo made the fatal mistake, however, of 
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taking a car instead of a bike. Already on high-alert due to the landing, the German soldiers were 

even less willing than usual to excuse anyone driving a car, an act made illegal in reaction to the 

incoming troops. On June 10, just two days into her second mission, soldiers stopped Szabo and 

two associates outside of Salon-la-Tour. One immediately jumped out of the car and ran, 

eventually making it to the new circuit and warning them of the capture. Szabo twisted her ankle 

severely in the attempted escape, and quickly gave up on her own flight and instead provided fire 

cover for her remaining ally. She quickly ran out of ammo, and the soldiers captured her thirty 

minutes after the initial stop.73  

Over the next two months, she too moved from one prison to another, making a stop at 

Avenue Foch. Tortured and interrogated on several occasions during this time, she never revealed 

information on her circuit. Another captured SOE agent, F.F.E. Yeo-Thomas, shared a train car 

with her and several other women agents during their final transport to Ravensbrück. Their hands 

and feet were bound when an air raid began. While the guards were absent, looking for cover, 

Szabo crawled back and forth between the lavatory and the other agents, making sure they all 

received a drink of water.74 Shortly after, Violette Szabo was executed at the age of 23 in the 

Ravensbrück camp. Atkins discovered her fate after the war, and helped ensure that she, too, 

became one of the four women to receive the George Cross.75  

Szabo’s legacy in particular lives on while many of the other women continue to receive 

little, if any attention from mainstream culture. In 1958, some fourteen years after her death, 

knowledge of Violette Szabo and her contributions became household topics with the release of 

the Virginia McKenna movie, Carve Her Name with Pride. Providing a romanticized version of 
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her life, the movie negotiated her femininity with the masculinity of warfare by emphasizing her 

roles as both a mother and a lover. The model provided by the movie of balancing personal 

femininity with public or patriotic masculinity follows through on larger scales of storytelling and 

remembrance, beyond popular films. 

Women in the intelligence field of World War II provide a multiplicity of models by which 

women acted out espionage. Women did use their sexuality to enhance their techniques and ensure 

their success, while others primarily worked in offices as secretaries and descriptors. Popular films 

fail not in their inclusion of these roles specifically, but in the lack of variance from the prevailing 

stereotypes surrounding them. According to Hollywood, a female spy is either a Madonna, 

motivated solely by a love for her children and a desire to nurture others, or a Whore, bent on 

gaining sexual power and emasculating the men around her. The gender-essentialism inherent in 

such narratives restrict woman’s identity and ability to the vagina and its corresponding 

characteristics. As the following chapters explain, the evolution of the female spy in film always 

returns to this Madonna-Whore binary, refusing to acknowledge the strengths of woman unrelated 

to her sex and gender.   
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Chapter Two: Early Representations 

Although this paper focuses on the spies of the Second World War, understanding the 

myths associated with female espionage requires an investigation of the women charged with 

espionage in the First World War. Perhaps the most (in)famous female spy of the modern period, 

and certainly the first to come to mind, Mata Hari’s work during the First World War started a 

legend. Accused of working as a German spy, the Allies arrested and executed her in 1917. The 

classic femme fatale, the stories claimed that she used her exotic beauty to seduce Allied soldiers 

into sharing classified information, which she then sent on to German companions. These 

accusations made by the French government never produced strong evidence against Mata Hari. 

Indeed, one of her main accusers himself later faced charges of working as a double-agent. Despite 

this, Mata Hari’s name continues to call to mind images of the dangerous seductress: a threat to 

both masculinity and military security.  

Edith Cavell, conversely, goes down in history as a brave, maternal, and patriotic figure 

who sacrificed her life to save the lives of Allied soldiers. Before the war broke out, Cavell had 

already made a name for herself by establishing the first modern teaching hospital in Belgium. 

Once it came under German occupation, her hospital began treating both Allied and Axis soldiers. 

Committing treason against the German state, she helped Allied soldiers escape across boarders 

into non-occupied areas, often helping them take on new identities in the process. More than 200 

soldiers made their way back to the Allied army as direct result of her underground rescue 

network.76 The Germans long suspected her of helping enemy soldiers, but allowed her to continue 

due to the critical medical treatment she and her hospital provided to German soldiers. Eventually, 
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however, they could no longer overlook her actions. The Germans arrested and executed her in the 

fall of 1915.  

These two women represent the beginnings of the dichotomous espionage narrative seen 

throughout the rest of the twentieth-century. Their actions sparked important propaganda 

campaigns that lasted through the war and into many of the following global conflicts. In the 

propaganda presented by the British government, female spies were labeled as either the maternal 

and virtuous Edith Cavell or the promiscuous and lethal Mata Hari. At least in part a result of the 

sex politics of the period, women used as enemy agents became associated with sexual misconduct. 

Simultaneously, women aiding in the war effort became models of virtuous femininity and 

maternalism. Notably, Cavell herself never passed on clandestine information, but rather aided 

men who then had the ability to share with their superiors what they witnessed behind enemy lines. 

Additionally, the French government never provided sufficient evidence of Mata Hari’s guilt, 

while Cavell quickly confessed to her crimes.  

These two women acted as the other’s perfect foil: one, never directly acting as an 

intelligence agent but still undeniably guilty of the charges brought against her; the other, 

undeniably involved in espionage, but whose alliance and guilt were never truly proven. Their 

deaths, too, served different purposes. Mata Hari’s punishment became a statement of political 

justice, a righteous act against a woman doubly guilty of both espionage and sexual deviancy. 

Cavell’s death, however, sanctified her in the eyes of the public. Already an “angel in the house,” 

her image becomes concrete in death. Indeed, feminist scholars Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar in their seminal literary critique Madwoman in the Attic proposed that the real “angel in the 

house” is already dead, allowing her to descend from heaven with no will or action, merely a 
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memory of what she was before she entered the house.77  

The images of these two women act like the two sides of one coin in that their sharp reliefs 

only become apparent through the presence of the other. Following Cavell’s execution, Britain and 

France launched campaigns condemning Germany’s decision to kill a woman, calling it an act of 

barbarism. Two years later, when France sentenced Mata Hari to death by firing squad, Germany 

initiated its own campaign, protesting the hypocrisy of the Allies. To accentuate their point, 

Germany began manufacturing two-sided coin purses, displaying a picture of Edith Cavell on one 

side and a picture of Mata Hari on the other.78 The imagery here speaks volumes to the notion that 

these women are but mirror images of each other, contradicting but ultimately sharing more 

similarities than differences.  

Both Cavell and Mata Hari shunned the conventional roles of women in war, instead opting 

to take on aggressive and traditionally masculine positions. One British intelligence officer, just 

days after Cavell’s execution, implied “that women had no place in the male business of 

espionage,” going further to say that Cavell was a “dangerous influence.”79 This automatically 

subverts the propaganda produced by the British, which promoted depictions of Cavell and Mata 

Hari as antithetical figures. The conclusion that women acting as spies create a dangerous 

influence, presumably for women, supports the fact that most of the propaganda inspired by both 

Cavell and Mata Hari were usually targeted towards men.  

At a London rally two weeks after her execution, organizers handed out leaflets featuring 
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Cavell’s portrait (Figure 1). The Daily Mirror reported a significant increase in recruitment after 

the event and credited it to men’s desire to honor the “brave martyr.”80 To the people of Great 

Britain, Cavell’s image conveyed the ideal of women’s wartime roles: she took on the feminine 

tradition of nursing and, through this occupation, helped soldiers escape German capture. Her 

German executioners appeared barbaric in their unmerciful sentencing. Never outright engaged in 

warfare, she still impacted the war in a way fitting the gender norms expected of her. Her efforts 

followed a narrative of women aiding and nurturing men in their own endeavors, explicitly 

separate from those of women.81 The public love of Cavell, then, resulted not solely from her 

efforts for the war, but also included the implications behind her work. Her maternal patriotism, 

in short, amplified the significance of her actions, and her death.  

In contrast, Mata Hari’s supposed espionage involvement and her lack of patriotism for the 

country of France (where she spent a large portion of her life) mark her as doubly guilty. In a 

fashion mirroring the case of Cavell, the manner of Mata Hari’s double-crime amplified its 

offensiveness to the Allied public. Where Cavell represented the Madonna bent on nurturing and 

providing, Mata Hari was the emasculating seductress, using her taboo sexuality to trick 

unsuspecting men to their ruin. This image of the insidious temptress arguably outshines those of 

Cavell and the benevolent mother-figure in war. Mata Hari quickly became a cautionary tale to 

men, the legacy of which became apparent during the Second World War.  
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Figure 1 (left), from the International 

War Museum in London, found in 

Wheelwright 

Figure 2, from the International War Museum in 

London, found in Wheelwright 

Figure 3, from the International War Museum in 

London, found in Wheelwright 
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Posters and flyers produced during the war depict women as dangerous to the Allied cause, 

due to either her passing of venereal diseases or classified information. While both demonize 

women’s sexuality, only one accuses women of knowingly ruining men. Usually portraying the 

woman in the image as the scantily clad Whore, these propaganda pieces charge loose women with 

seducing secrets out of men. These implications not only paint the woman as unpatriotic and 

unmaternal (and therefore unfeminine), but also as emasculating, stripping soldiers of their ability 

to fulfill the manly duty of protecting family and country.  

Phrases like “keep mum, she’s not so dumb” (Figure 2) impose an additional insidious 

level to the women, implying they use a man’s presumptions against him during their 

reconnaissance missions. One wonders, however, where these presumptions originate; do the 

women dumb themselves down in front of their targets in order to instill trust and lowered guards, 

or does the flyer indicate that all women are smarter than men often assume? Does the femme 

fatale become untrustworthy through her actions as an individual or by way of her gender, morally 

defunct from birth? The close association with these images and (her) sex possibly suggest a closer 

tendency towards the latter, that women’s deviancy stems not from choice but rather her very 

womanhood. 

Other posters, like Figure 3 which states “A maiden loved/ an idle word/ a comrade lost/ 

and Adolph served,” raise similar questions. Here, the soldiers receive a message that even the 

smallest details may prove fatal in the hands of the enemy. The dangers only implied in the 

previous piece become overt here, the soldier’s words to the woman directly leading to the death 

of a fellow soldier, and aiding Adolph Hitler himself. The soldier’s actions also have more innocent 

connotations, with the flyer possibly suggesting that the woman, more than just seducing him, gets 

him to fall in love with her. Again, we must question where this especially erroneous breach of 
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trust originates. Did the woman, actively working in conjunction with the Nazis, fool the man into 

loving her, carrying out a long-term deception; or did the love come first, therein making women 

fickle with their affections, or careless with their own words? 

The truth behind a female spy’s nefariousness becomes a subtopic of films handling the 

Mata Hari myth. The messages within these films question whether her loyalties lie with a 

government – enemy or otherwise – or if she serves her own needs and desires first, which match 

the needs of her handlers only coincidentally. Mata Hari becomes a figure of ambiguous loyalty, 

insatiable appetite for control over men, and dangerous to anyone she encounters.  

In 1931, Greta Garbo starred in the first English-language movie depicting the life of Mata 

Hari. The film, titled Mata Hari, focuses on the last few months of her life and begins with an 

enemy agent choosing death by execution squad over giving up the name of an agent he is 

protecting. His interrogator, Dubois, suspects the unnamed agent to be Mata Hari. During the 

audience’s first encounter with the exotic dancer, she gives a performance while officers onscreen 

mull over the mysteries of her past. Mata Hari soon gets involved with the young Lieutenant Alexis 

Rosanoff, a romance that eventually becomes her downfall. After their first night together, Mata 

Hari tries to send him away quickly, denying feelings for him When he asks about her behavior, 

citing the night before when she told him she loved him, Mata Hari responds, “That was last 

night.”82  

For most of the movie, Mata Hari’s behavior towards Alexis appear more in line with 

manipulation than genuine love. When Mata Hari visits Alexis in his apartments to extract 

intelligence from him, she distracts him by engaging him sexually while another agent sneaks into 
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the room to copy his papers. Mata Hari takes her manipulation to another level, however, when 

she questions him about a candle lit over his bed. He tells her he keeps it lit in memory of his dead 

mother, whom he still loves. Mata Hari uses this as an opportunity to test his feelings for her and 

demands that he put out the light if, as he claimed only moments before, he loves her before 

anything else. This manipulation is completely unrelated to her mission and does not in any way 

affect her retrieval of Allied plans. If anything, her act hinders her efforts by stalling the mission. 

She appears enthralled by the torment that Alexis goes through while trying to decide, and only 

after he concedes does she initiate sex between them. This implies that her motivations for 

espionage have nothing to do with loyalties to any country at all, but rather stem from a primal 

desire to control and dominate men around her.  

Eventually, however, it becomes clear that Mata Hari’s feelings for Alexis are genuine. 

Warning her of such involvements, Mata Hari’s handler states “A spy in love is a tool that has 

outlived its usefulness.”83 He makes this comment in regard to another woman, killed by the 

agency, who fell in love with one of her informants. Interestingly, this woman is the only other 

female agent presented in the movie besides Mata Hari. 

Under the influence of Alexis and her feelings for him, Mata Hari begins to question her 

allegiances and her involvement with a group that now threatens the safety of Alexis. Her doubts 

expand beyond the assignment involving Alexis, however. She soon tries to untangle herself from 

other contacts, implying that she plans to leave the intelligence field altogether. But, as her handler 

warned, “The only way to resign from our profession is to die.” Made soft by her association, the 

French police soon catch up to Mata Hari and arrest her, condemning her to death by firing squad. 
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Now tamed by the man she tried to emasculate, she goes to her death calmly. In the final moments 

of the film, she never expresses regret or guilt over her time as a spy, only that she involved 

Rosanoff.  

The case of the 1931 Mata Hari provides a model by which other spy films depict enemy 

female agents and, in some ways, how many films depict women in general. Mata Hari’s moral 

culpability becomes linked with her promiscuous sexuality, both through her methods of 

maintaining contacts and in her sexual manipulation of men for personal enjoyment. The legacy 

of Mata Hari, or rather the Mata Hari myth, results in sexualized enemy women, marked by their 

forward and unabashed sexuality. If we believe that life imitates art, then this perfunctory position 

makes real women’s innocence or guilt concurrent with their intimate lives. Indeed, real women 

like Christine Granville faced stigmas relating to the Mata Hari myth, regarding the merits and 

morals of their work.  

Granville faced such accusations based on her engagements with the men and women she 

worked with, especially after the war. Although neither she nor her partners went to great lengths 

to hide their affairs, the Home Office still expected Granville to uphold certain morals. Giving her 

some leeway during the war, they quickly returned to the prevailing sexual politics of the period, 

apparently shocked by her filing for divorce from a man she had not seen since the beginning of 

the war. Her biographer Clare Mulley has credited her superiors’ reluctance to keep her on after 

the war to this divorce and her wartime promiscuity.84 The Mata Hari myth denies the work of 

sexual women in intelligence and ignores the use of eroticism as a means of survival.  
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As explored in the previous chapter, women often relied on flirtation and faked interest to 

protect themselves from fatal scrutiny. Their manipulation resulted not from a primal need for 

dominance, but rather to stay alive for as long as possible. This motivation also forced women to 

concede to sexual advances, even violent sexual assault, as in the case of Sonya Butt, who 

withstood rape out of fear of a more fatal and damaging attack. Noor Inayat-Khan also reportedly 

experienced similar trauma during the final interrogation before her execution. The myth’s erasure 

of such narratives dangerously overlooks, or worse minimizes, the ways in which women were 

constantly made aware of their gender.  

Other movies from the period hardly fare better for women. The 1942 film My Favorite 

Blonde starring Bob Hope and Madeleine Carroll offers another model of media delegitimizing 

women in espionage. From the title alone, the movie identifies Karen Bentley (Carroll) according 

to her relation to Larry Haines (Hope). Karen, then, becomes an object of Larry’s affection first, 

and a spy second. Taking place in the middle of World War II, the movie focuses on the mission 

of a British female agent Karen Bentley, sent to the United States to deliver military intelligence. 

Running from German operatives who follow her on the boat she takes to the US, she teams up 

with vaudeville entertainer Larry Haines, hoping to throw off her enemies who expect her to travel 

alone.  

During their first meeting, Karen attempts to convey a sense of urgency to Larry, hoping 

to board a train with him in order to cause less suspicion. Despite her pleas, Larry spends most of 

the encounter flirting, referencing her good looks throughout the scene. Although Larry at this 

point is not aware of Karen’s true identity as a spy, the scene reflects lessons that women like 

Christine Granville learned during their own time in war: you can be glamorous, or you can be 

respected – but you cannot be both.   
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Following this model, Karen’s only apparent skillset relates to her looks – Larry provides 

much of the quick thinking and cunning needed for the success of the mission. On numerous 

occasions throughout the film, Larry devises the plans to get himself and Karen out of harm’s way 

and to their destination in California, where military officials await Karen’s intelligence. Karen, a 

trained allied spy, relies heavily on Larry’s cleverness throughout the journey, depicting her as less 

qualified for the mission than Larry, a failing vaudeville entertainer. Karen’s main contribution to 

the mission is involving Larry, and beyond that the mission’s completion depends more on him 

than it does Karen. The movie acknowledges this discrepancy when enemy agents accept Larry as 

the spy they are looking for, and eventually make more attempts on his life than Karen’s.  

The film calls into question women’s ability to effectively work within the intelligence 

field and, at one point, goes as far as to say that women without children have lost their purpose. 

Pretending to be a “baby doctor,” Larry goes on stage before a group of mothers and states, “A 

woman who hasn’t been a mother is like a ship that hasn’t sailed.”85 The scene is initiated when a 

farmer recognizes them from bulletins calling for their arrest (earlier in the film, the Germans 

looking for Karen and Larry frame them for murder and initiate a police manhunt) and they are 

forced to take refuge in a high school to hide. Once inside, Larry is mistaken as the guest speaker 

for a mothers’ meeting, which ends with the same farmer entering with several officers in their 

pursuit of him and Karen. The scene in the school provides the two with no new enemies or allies, 

gives them no more information useful to their mission, and does little to slow down the authorities 

in their manhunt.  

The exclamation regarding motherhood speaks more to Larry’s own thoughts rather than 

                                                            
85 Several lines later, when a woman asks what to do with a troublesome nine-year-old daughter, Larry responds that 

she should wait ten years and, if the issues persist, mail him the girl’s phone number. My Favorite Blonde, directed 

by Sidney Lanfield (United States: Paramount Pictures, 1942). 
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to the character of the doctor he means to portray. Although working alongside a woman spy 

during a period of total war, and despite coming face to face with a female enemy agent who 

threatens his life as much as her male counterparts, Larry refuses to take women seriously in any 

role besides their relation to men: mother, lover, and wife. After running for their lives away from 

both police and German agents, Larry decides he no longer cares to help Karen on her mission, 

questioning why he should have to run at all. He leaves her on a rooftop to wait until morning for 

the next means of transport towards her destination. In the stairwell, however, he struggles with 

his decision and cannot understand why he would want to stay with her. After several minutes of 

deliberation, he concludes, “She’s awfully pretty. Yeah. Yeah, that’s it. It’s got nothing to do with 

bombers or spies. Now I know what it is that’s got me – it’s that blonde hair, it’s those great big 

baby-blue eyes. That’s what’s pulling me back.”86 

By this line of justification, Larry plays into the Mata Hari myth more than Karen. His 

alliance relies solely on his own desires, caring more about the implied sexual possibilities than 

the cause of war. Moreover, had he chosen to leave, Karen would most likely have suffered more 

than Larry, due to her apparent reliance on him for the success of the mission. Unlike Mata Hari, 

his fickle nature benefits him as well as those around him. Deciding to stay with Karen, he becomes 

a hero with promise of receiving decoration from the British government (the film notably makes 

no mention of any decorations for Karen). Most important to him, he gets the girl. In fact, Karen 

admits her feelings for Larry almost immediately after his return, solidifying a Markovian reward 

system for Larry that encourages the fulfillment of his self-indulgent aspirations.  

Movies like Mata Hari and My Favorite Blonde, as well as propaganda pieces depicting 

                                                            
86 Ibid. 
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women as (sexually) dangerous, reveal more about the period in which they were made than they 

do about the women they attempt to portray. Gender differences abound in these media, and expose 

the gendered prejudice women experienced during their involvement in the war effort. Gertrude 

Sanford Legendre wrote several letters to her husband Sidney on the topic, denouncing the men in 

power who refused to take women seriously while allowing other men in the organization to poorly 

execute their jobs and maintain higher salaries.87 

By the time the film came out in April 1942, women’s involvement in the war was steadily 

growing. Virginia Hall was already well established in Lyon, running a SOE circuit in Free France. 

In March of that year, she aided in the escape of eleven captured agents, who then provided their 

superiors with information they had gathered during their imprisonment. Elizabeth Thorpe was in 

the midst of her plans to obtain classified documents from the Vichy Embassy in Washington, 

detailing an invasion into North Africa. She completed this mission on 19 June, 1942. Noor Inayat-

Khan, after working her way up through the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, would soon be 

transferred to Wiltshire for training in cyphering. This training at which she showed great 

proficiency and skill led her to recruitment in SOE’s F-Section, which she accepted in October 

that year.  

 Women’s efforts in the war, even this early, proved women’s capability to play more active 

roles in warfare; more than that, they proved women’s willingness, even eagerness to participate 

in various forms of combat. Yet media from this period still expressed women’s work as related 

to sexuality and desirability, often using romantic feelings as a means of compromising her ability 

to complete her mission. Edith Cavell’s image escapes this impairment, but this does not act as a 

                                                            
87 Letter from Gertrude Sanford Legendre, October 19, 1942, MSS 0182, Gertrude Sanford Legendre Papers, 

College of Charleston Libraries, Charleston, SC, USA. 
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significant exception. Her station as a nurse, which held socially-conceived connotations of 

approved femininity, alongside her impact on the lives of soldiers and the overall war effort, make 

her the prime example of what Western Culture saw as an ideal female participant. Her exemption 

from romantic compromise rather proves that such narratives are a method of negotiating the 

femininity of women in espionage.  

My Favorite Blonde and Mata Hari establish contrary spy narratives for men and women. 

Men are allowed and encouraged to pursue their own goals, regardless of whether or not they align 

with the larger goals of the party they mean to represent. Furthermore, the man’s decision to pursue 

his own interests largely affects the women around him, and they receive the punishment when he 

makes the wrong choice, a topic which will be explored later. Simultaneously, the narrative for 

women requires them to work within the context of larger causes, which compels them to not only 

complete its objectives, but also abide by its social expectations. Edith Cavell stands at one end of 

the spectrum and Mata Hari at the other. And while Karen lies somewhere in between, her 

dependence on a (comparatively underqualified) man atones for any masculinity that her role in 

espionage might facilitate. She accepts Larry as a partner and, given his views on women and 

mothers, we can assume that she will move closer to the Edith Cavell end of the spectrum and 

become a literal Madonna.  

These early images provide a model that later pieces of popular culture follow in their 

narratives of female spies, who are obliged to compromise either their legitimacy as a spy or their 

legitimacy as a woman. The next period of films, spanning over the course of the Cold War, 

provide some of the most polarized examples of the Madonna and the Whore. These images come 

through especially strong in James Bond films, but also arise in movies that try to depict the lives 

of real female spies from the Second World War. The next chapter will explore these images and 
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their evolution from the figures of Mata Hari and Edith Cavell.  
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Chapter Three: Cold War Images 

 In 1945, the Second World War ended, but the fascination with espionage did not. The 

Cold War ushered in an era of some of the most famous spy thrillers in modern Western culture. 

Today, one cannot think of espionage without at least momentarily thinking to James Bond and 

his many “Bond Girls.” Flashy and glamorous, the Bond franchise offers its audience all they could 

want from a spy story: honeypots, cars turning into submarines, fast car chases, daring fights on 

rooftops, double agents, and a clearly identifiable, masculine hero.  

 In the 1964 blockbuster Goldfinger, the most quintessential film of the series, James Bond 

(Sean Connery) encounters some of the most well-known characters from the franchise. 

Displaying his desirability, he flirts with both Miss Moneypenny (Lois Maxwell) and Pussy Galore 

(Honor Blackman), as well as the sisters Jill and Tilly Masterson (Shirley Eaton and Tania Mallet). 

He fights Oddjob (Harold Sakata) and his sharpened, steel-rimmed hat before facing off against 

Auric Goldfinger (Gert Fröbe) himself, the power- and gold-obsessed villain with a penchant for 

vengeance.  

 This film, more than any other within the series, provides the most extreme examples of 

the Madonna and the Whore, severely punishing the latter. The movie starts out with Bond 

destroying a drug manufactory in an unnamed Latin American country and his return to a hotel 

room, where a beautiful woman waits for him.88 She turns out to be working for the unnamed 

enemy, meant to distract him while an assassin sneaks into the room. This moment, which marks 

                                                            
88 Mentions of using “bananas to fund revolutions” suggests somewhere in Central America, perhaps in reference to 

areas of conflict involving the United Fruit Company. Goldfinger, directed by Guy Hamilton (United Kingdom: Eon 

Productions, 1964). 
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Bond’s first interaction with a woman in the film, sets up the untrustworthiness and seductive 

villainy of women, especially beautiful women. Significantly, Bond is warned by another man not 

to return to his hotel room in case of danger, but he waves off the recommendation with references 

to “unfinished business.” This interaction sets up two tropes that the movie returns to throughout 

the film. First, it shows the honesty of men. Bond never wonders which men are his enemies and 

which are his friends. The male villains consistently act as villains, and the male allies consistently 

prove themselves to support him. This contrasts with the uncertainty that surrounds most of the 

women in the movie, who pretend to have certain allegiances, only to change sides later on either 

by revealing their true nature, secretly an ally all along, or as emblematic of Bond’s effect on them.  

 The second motif introduced by the hotel room scene is Bond’s inability to see women as 

a serious threat. When the unnamed man warns that there may be someone in his room, Bond is 

undaunted; he knows someone waits for him, but because the person is a woman, he has no 

suspicion of danger. Following the scuffle that ensues after the would-be assassin reveals himself, 

ending with the man dead and the woman subdued (hit over the head but still alive), Bond turns to 

her and declares, “Shocking. Absolutely shocking!” before exiting the scene.89 

 The next scene finds Bond in Miami, where he first learns of Auric Goldfinger. Watching 

him cheat at a card game, Bond takes it upon himself to find the source of Goldfinger’s faux luck, 

which leads him to one of his employees, Jill Masterson. While looking the part of the allegorical 

Whore – beautiful, wearing either a bikini or black lingerie, her loyalties bought – the movie goes 

out of its way to establish her as sexually uninvolved with Goldfinger, purifying her for Bond. She 

ultimately chooses Bond, deciding to spend her evening with him rather than working for her 

                                                            
89 Ibid. 
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client.  

At some point during their evening together, however, Goldfinger’s henchmen break into 

the room and incapacitate Bond. He wakes up to find a gold-painted Jill, dead, killed by “skin 

suffocation.”90 Tilly Masterson, Jill’s equally beautiful sister, goes on a mission to avenge her 

death. After nearly killing him while trying to kill Goldfinger, she and Bond decide to work 

together in their efforts to thwart the villain. Their partnership lasts about two minutes before she 

is killed by a hat (courtesy of Oddjob).  

This seems contrary to a message of morality that usually accompanies films implanting a 

Madonna-Whore binary. So far, one woman actively worked against Bond and lived, while two 

others worked with him and died. To live happily as a woman here, then, requires more than 

resistance of the role as femme fatale. For long-lasting survival, or any semblance of a happy 

ending, the women must dedicate themselves entirely to Bond and his own ambitions. Acting on 

their own agency, the Masterson sisters both went with him but on their own terms. Jill initiates 

their short relationship when she confesses her feelings and then demands attention while refusing 

to be deterred by Bond’s distractions, or obligations. It is also worth noting that she did have sex 

with him. Working in the opposite direction, Tilly joins him on a strictly professional level based 

on her own motivations entirely separate from his, refusing all his advances and almost killing 

him.  

The formula for success, or perhaps simply survival in Bond films, lies within the cross-

section of these two women. Accordingly, the ideal woman would act along these lines: while 

welcoming Bond’s advances, she waits for his first move, or at least concedes when situations do 
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not advance as she might like; she is nonthreatening and stays out of the way of his (hyper-

masculine) pursuits; while not prudish, she must display the appropriate behavior of a respectable 

woman, which here means waiting until marriage (or the end of the movie) before intimately 

engaging with Bond; her motives must align with his in a way that helping him finish his mission 

becomes her primary goal. In short, she must be unobtrusive, accessible, useful, proper, and 

patient. She must become the Madonna.  

Miss Moneypenny plays the Madonna, whose beauty is comparatively subtle and refined 

next to that of the Bond girls (Jill, Tilly, Dink, Pussy Galore, etc) of the film. Lightly flirting with 

Bond, she never compromises the social expectations of being a lady. Obviously harboring 

unreciprocated feelings for Bond, she nicely waits at an office desk while he travels globally and 

encounters numerous women.91 Her advances all speak to a style of courtship befitting a refined 

woman of the 1960s. She hints at the idea of marriage, asks to cook and bake for Bond – promising 

“angel cake,” further establishing images of purity – and when she gets upset that he already has 

plans, is mollified by a kiss on the cheek. As a secretary to an MI6 official, her participation (if 

one can call it that) in the conflict remains feminine and nonthreatening.  

Some have postulated that Fleming may have found inspiration for the character of Miss 

Moneypenny in the form of Vera Atkins during her time as deputy director of SOE, F-Section.92 

Unlike the passive and deferential Moneypenny, however, Atkins directly oversaw many agents 

who went into the field. Especially with other women, she presented herself at plane take-offs, 

                                                            
91 Significantly, the same woman plays Moneypenny in fourteen films, over the course of twenty years and four 

different Bond actors. While Bond maintains a relatively stable age and steady supply of women, Moneypenny 

literally grows old waiting for him. 
92 William Stevenson, Spymistress: The True Story of the Greatest Female Secret Agent of World War II (New 

York: Arcade Publishing, 2007), xvii, 317. Douglas Martin, “Vera Atkins, 92, Spymaster for British, Dies,” New 

York Times (New York City, NY), 27 Jun. 2000, accessed 4 May 2016, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/27/world/vera-atkins-92-spymaster-for-british-dies.html.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2000/06/27/world/vera-atkins-92-spymaster-for-british-dies.html
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offering final words of advice and encouragement for her operatives. She felt personally 

responsible for all her agents, independently searching for those who did not return after the war. 

Out of all the characters presented by Fleming, she most resembles M, who gives Bond his orders 

and then personally investigates his disappearance. Fleming himself once said that, “In the real 

world of spies, Vera Atkins was the boss.”93 Her no-nonsense manner leaves little room for the 

flirtatious and deferential Moneypenny, who represents the only woman we see working at MI6 in 

the movie. More than implying that no women work within the field here, Moneypenny’s role, or 

lack thereof, consigns women’s opportunities during periods of conflict to the type of jobs 

traditionally available to them outside of military organizations. Put another way, the international 

conflicts have no effect on women and they have no effect on the international conflicts. With little 

power and less personality, she remains merely a tool through which the film expresses the appeal 

and charisma of James Bond.94 

 Standing as the antithesis of her maternal figure is the seductive and beautiful Pussy Galore. 

From her witty double entendre to her very name, she exemplifies the provocative nature of the 

allegorical Whore. Bond first encounters her on her plane, where she introduces herself as 

Goldfinger’s “personal pilot.” In response he asks her, “How personal?” She makes no straight 

answer, establishing herself as ambiguous in regards to her sexuality and her relationship with 

Goldfinger. While Bond is not ready to trust her, he does make several advances in a manner 

typical of his character.  

 Once they land, she turns him over to Oddjob, whose infamous hat sits on his head. Bond 

                                                            
93 Stevenson, Spymistress, xvii. 
94 Other films show Miss Moneypenny even less. In The Spy Who Loved Me, she appears in only one scene, in 

which she informs M that Bond is currently away on a mission. The interaction lasts less than fifteen seconds. The 

Spy Who Loved Me, directed by Lewis Gilbert (United Kingdom: Eon Productions, 1977). 
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jokes, “I thought you took your hat off for ladies.”95 While intended as a reference to the death of 

Tilly Masterson, the quip begs the question: is Galore a lady? If Moneypenny represents the true 

Madonna, the respectable and refined woman, the lady, then Galore cannot fall under the category. 

She wields guns, engages in hand-to-hand combat with Bond, and wears form-fitting pants, while 

Moneypenny wears looser matching skirt and blouse, carries memos, and invites men over for 

angel cake.96 Moreover, money acts as the basis for loyalties. In a scene between Galore and 

Goldfinger, they spy two men with binoculars watching the house. Correctly worried that they are 

friends of Bond’s, Goldfinger tells her to make Bond appear “as happy as possible” to keep them 

from attempting a rescue. She obliges, saying “Business before pleasure.”97 This indicates that she 

still has no desire for Bond, and also that she is willing to play the role as part of her employment 

with Goldfinger. She therefore becomes the Whore in the most traditional sense of the word, using 

her body for monetary profit in a form of prostitution.  

 For Pussy Galore to find herself on the “right side” of the ending, however, she must 

embrace some aspects of the Madonna. The next scene, not coincidentally, circles around ideas of 

submission. Playing her part as the willing companion to Bond, she strolls with him through the 

grounds, reaching a stable. Once inside, Bond grabs for her, only to land on his back after she flips 

him. They fight, and Bond ends up on top of her, holding her down to embrace her. We see her 

struggle even after he begins to kiss her until, in an act of surrender, she kisses him back. In the 

stables, surrounded by saddles and cropping whips, one cannot help but think of the breaking of 

wild horses.  

 For the rest of the film, Galore complies totally to Bond. She sabotages Goldfinger’s plan 

                                                            
95 Goldfinger, 1964. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid. 
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and calls MI6 “HQ,” ensuring backup for Bond. Garbed in black at the time of her entrance into 

the film, she now wears all white, making her conversion distinct on sight. When asked why she 

helped him, Bond tells his fellow agents, “I must have appealed to a maternal instinct.” Officially 

the Madonna, her transformation is now complete, and the movie ends with the consummation of 

their relationship, sure to last until the next film.  

 While the Bond films have never presented themselves as champions of feminism, 

Goldfinger relays images of women that are especially objectifying. Resigning women to roles of 

the Whore and Madonna, the movie restricts women’s autonomy as always motivated by men’s 

love or money. Out of all the named women, only Tilly forms her aspirations entirely independent 

of both Goldfinger and MI6, and she is killed by a hat. All others work for either one of the parties, 

or employees within. Moneypenny’s role within MI6 suggests that women’s wholly positive 

contributions can only come from a desire to personally assist (dare we say, nurture) the men 

around her. Meanwhile Galore’s more exotic nature draws connections between woman’s 

sexuality and deviancy, a centuries-old narrative used to control women, often employing threats 

of the burning stake or the Victorian asylum.98 

 This narrative dooms women like Elizabeth Thorpe, Christine Granville, Maria Liu, Elvira 

de la Fuente Chaudoir, and all others who did not entirely separate themselves from their sexuality. 

As mentioned before, many women saw their sexuality as a tool that could be used against the 

enemy. For these real women, sensuality and flirtation represented a means of survival and 

evasion. In Fleming’s work, it often leads to destruction. While James Bonds’ women certainly 

employ similar tactics, only the morally defunct women display this behavior. Their 

                                                            
98 Jane M. Ussher, Women’s Madness: Misogyny or Mental Illness (Amherst, University of Massachusetts Press, 

1992), 71, 88-89. 
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implementation of sexual warfare marks them as aligned with the “bad guy” of the film. Again, 

Hollywood allows only the Madonna (or in Pussy Galore’s case, the reformed Whore) to achieve 

a respectable ending. The ending is not necessarily happy however, as in the case with the next 

example, Carve Her Name with Pride. 

 Released in 1958, Lewis Gilbert’s Carve Her Name with Pride starring Virginia McKenna 

depicts the life of Violette Szabo (nee Bushell), a story of a woman so dedicated to the cause she 

sacrificed her life and orphaned her daughter – all for the good of crown and country. Taking on a 

motherhood that encompasses more than just her biological daughter Tania, Szabo becomes a 

World War II reincarnation of Edith Cavell, the new Madonna. Beginning with her first encounter 

with French officer Etienne Szabo, the movie builds a narrative around their romantic relationship 

and Violette’s headstrong nature. After a three-day courtship, Etienne asks for her hand in marriage 

and the couple weds.99 Soon Etienne leaves to rejoin the battlefield and Violette remains at home 

caring for their newborn daughter Tania. Never meeting their child, Etienne dies on a mission to 

North Africa with the French Army. 

 On the pretense of discussing the subsequent pension, Szabo undergoes her first interview 

for a position in SOE. Establishing her fluency in French, abilities as an athlete, and capabilities 

with a gun, the interviewer informs her that she has certain qualities attractive to his organization. 

In her first act as the Madonna, she struggles over the decision, thinking of her daughter. She 

expresses concern on what would happen if something went wrong on the job, which the man 

admits is dangerous and risky. Two weeks later, she has made up her mind to join, however, and 

receives a confirmation visit from Vera Atkins herself. Atkins voices doubts, questioning her 

                                                            
99 The real story is only slightly less fantastic, knowing each other for forty-two days before their wedding day. 
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decision to join when she has a daughter only two years old. In a thoughtful and somber tone, 

Szabo replies: 

My husband was killed fighting in the desert. For his sake, I couldn’t live the rest of my 

life, knowing I’d failed to do my bit. He never saw Tania, but I suppose in a way, he was 

fighting for her. And now, it’s my turn.100  

 

While acknowledging that she wants to help support the general war effort, Szabo makes clear that 

her true inspiration derives from her roles as mother and wife/widow. Until her recruitment, Szabo 

plays no role in the war at all, beginning the movie as a department store saleswoman. Thus, her 

desire to participate develops as a direct result of Etienne’s death.  

During one of their first encounters, Violette told Etienne she wished she were a man so 

that she could aid in the war. Her femininity blocked her from contributing and only through the 

heroic and masculine death of her husband can she take on higher responsibilities. The real Violette 

Szabo, however, experienced fewer inhibitions. As mentioned in the first chapter, she already 

worked in war programs before she met her husband, and manned anti-aircraft batteries before 

their marriage. Her entrance into SOE was more a natural progression of her involvement in the 

war effort and not, as the movie suggests, a regrettable means by which she honors the memory of 

her dead husband.  

Like the real Szabo, however, her movie counterpart undergoes rigorous physical training. 

The viewers see her transformation from an unskilled amateur to a well-trained operative, a top 

performer that trainers use as an example of what agents ought to strive to emulate.101 Near the 

                                                            
100 Interestingly, this movie shares its head director with The Spy Who Loved Me, released almost twenty years later. 

Carve Her Name with Pride, directed by Lewis Gilbert (United Kingdom: Angel Productions, 1958). 
101 This admittedly is accomplished in a sexist manner, with officers saying “The girl does this better than you,” and 

other agents making comments like “If you can do it, then I suppose I can.” Ibid. 
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end of her training she catches the attention of another agent, Tony Fraser. Although he obviously 

has feelings for her, Szabo’s dedication to the war keeps her from forming romantic attachments. 

On a balcony late at night, after dancing slowly together, she speaks to him not about feelings or 

emotions, but rather her ability to make a difference. She grows close with Fraser and eventually 

goes on her first mission abroad with him, but their relationship stays one between professional 

friends. While never expressly forbidden from doing so, Szabo’s restraint from romantic and 

sexual partnerships strengthens her hold on the role of the Madonna, expressing that her love for 

humanity and her desire to serve and save it, outweighs any further hopes of romantic fulfillment. 

More than simply acting as the Madonna, she refuses to play as the Whore. 

This comes up again once in Paris, where she encounters a train car filled with Nazi soldiers 

who encourage her to sit with her. The set up for the scene nearly matches the scenario of Maria 

Liu described earlier, wherein she flirted with the soldiers who, in turn, made sure she did not have 

to get her bags checked. Here too, the officers unknowingly hold the spy’s security in their hands, 

and the spy must play along for survival. Unlike Liu, however, Szabo’s interaction is not founded 

in flirtation. The soldiers, mere seconds after inviting her into the train car, knowing only her cover 

as a secretary but not even her cover’s name, they open up to her about their children. One confides 

that his daughter wants to be a secretary when she grows up, pulling out a pocket book with her 

likeness. Another eagerly leans forward with another, proudly stating “Here is a photograph of my 

wife and my children.”102  

While they do not know that she is a mother, the soldiers still present themselves as fellow 

parents who understand the love of children and not, as in Liu’s experience, as sexually desirous 

                                                            
102 Ibid. 



McGuyre 

64 

 

men to an attractive woman travelling by herself. Szabo becomes a Madonna by nature, apparently 

recognized on sight, and encouraged. As discussed in the first chapter, flirting and accentuating 

sensuality as a means of diversion was common for female spies during the war, making this scene 

especially interesting. The movie’s refusal to concede to such narratives possibly speaks to a desire 

to avoid putting the heroine in a situation where she must make herself sexually appealing to the 

clear enemies, but then why include the scene at all? While necessary for her to run into one of the 

officers (who later helps her out of an interrogation due to their prior acquaintance), the specific 

mention of children, not just from one man but two, and the films avoidance of feigned flirtation 

suggest a specific distinction of Violette Szabo’s character within the narrative. The nature of her 

personality requires both the acceptance of the Madonna and rejection of the Whore. 

Does this scene and its message condemn Liu and others like her? By actively holding 

Szabo away from such interactions, does the film suggest a level of moral failing in Liu, Noor 

Inayat-Khan, Sonya Butt, and the countless other women who used sexual armor as a means of 

protection? Put more bluntly, in restricting the movie’s heroine to the role of the Madonna, do the 

real women necessarily by contrast become Whores? The film certainly goes to great links to keep 

Violette from any such scenarios. Invited to dinner twice by the officer she met on the train, she 

avoids both occasions after pretending to accept his offer. The first night, she goes out to make 

contact with a member of the French Resistance, fulfilling her duty to the mission. The second 

night, her final night in Paris before her escape back to London, she again avoids dinner and instead 

goes to buy Tania a dress, and then to a church where she lights a candle presumably for her dead 

husband. Marking the end of the first act, Szabo, with a scarf around her head, kneels in prayer 

before a literal image of the Madonna in stained glass, whose head is similarly covered. The altar 
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beneath the Madonna’s feet reads, “Salve, Regina, Mater misericordiæ.”103  

This moment, the cinematic climax and visual realization of Violette Szabo’s Madonna 

condition, reminds us that she, much like the Mary before her, carries more than just her own child. 

Mary holds the weight of the world’s saving grace, becoming the Regina Mater through the 

sacrifice of her son. Szabo, a neo-Madonna, takes on more active roles in a liberation from 

ubiquitous suffering, protecting and eventually nurturing those around her within the movement. 

The film’s emphasis on her motherhood, and her constant attempts to save others around her at the 

risk of her own well-being, supports a reading of maternal power and righteousness.  

Supporting this posturing, the following scene reunites Szabo with her daughter Tania. Far 

away from the battlefield, she holds her daughter and resumes her job as mother, waking her and 

twirling her about the room before she informs her parents she is home. Her ordering of events, 

waking her parents (by accident) only after waking up her daughter, expresses a completed 

transformation in Szabo, now a mother first and a daughter second.  

Her time in London follows the model of emulating the Madonna and rejecting the Whore. 

At a dance club, she only dances with one man, Tony Fraser, whom she lightly flirted with during 

her training, despite offers from other men. She stays faithful to her one potential romantic interest, 

and then goes a step further by prioritizing the war effort, and in doing so remains fidelitous to the 

memory of her dead husband. Fraser tries to broach the subject of their relationship by talking 

about their earlier trip to the club where they danced for the first time. Much like their first night, 

Szabo begins talking about their involvement with SOE and asks when she can go to France again. 

Because she joined the organization in memory of her dead husband, her refusal to engage in a 

                                                            
103“Hail, Holy Queen, Mother of mercy.” Ibid. 
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conversation about love acts as a preservation of her honor. 

When asked to return to France a second time, on a more dangerous mission, Szabo again 

struggles with her duty to her child, and her duty to her country. Ultimately, however, she decides 

they are one and the same, and returns to France with full knowledge that this mission most likely 

will not end as well as her first. While driving to a contact, she and a member of the French 

Resistance come to a checkpoint. Initiating gunfire, they fight with the Nazi soldiers and try to run 

away, but Szabo falls and twists her ankle. Sacrificing herself, she urges her partner to leave her 

and escape, and continues to fight the Nazis until she runs out of bullets and, finally, surrenders. 

After undergoing intense torture, Szabo and many other Allied soldiers are put on a train for 

transfer. When an air raid begins and the soldiers leave the cells and the train unattended, Szabo 

has one final chance of escape. In the end, however, she gives up her chance at life (as well as the 

chance at life of the women she is shackled to) in order to bring water to the men on the train, one 

of whom turns out to be Fraser. 

Only after this final sacrifice of her life in exchange for the men’s momentary relief, once 

clear that no other opportunity for escape will arise for her, can Szabo admit her feelings for Fraser 

to herself, to him, and to the audience. At this point in the film, she has fulfilled her duty to SOE 

and her execution becomes an inevitability. Well on her way to becoming the (dead) “angel in the 

house,” the memories of her husband and the war effort no longer hold obligations against her. 

Only in the few scenes before her execution at Ravensbrück can she act autonomously.  

At her mother’s memorial, Tania wears the Parisian dress for the first time, standing in 

between her grandmother and grandfather. Tony Fraser joins them, expressing the full weight of 

Szabo’s sacrifice. With the presence of all four, and only these four, she is remembered as a 

mother, a daughter, and a lover even during her memorial as a soldier. Tania accepts the George 
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Cross in place of Violette and walks home between her grandparents. The final seconds of the film 

focus on Tania as she climbs the stairs to her grandparents’ apartment and then turns around to 

play with the children in the street. With the camera on Tania, we hear Violette recite a poem 

originally written for her by Etienne: “The life that I have is all that I have, and the life that I have 

is yours. The love that I have of the life that I have is yours and yours and yours. A sleep I shall 

have, a rest I shall have, yet death will be but a pause. For the peace of my years in the long green 

grass will be yours and yours and yours.”104 This final emphasis on the maternal ensures that 

Violette Szabo’s motherhood receives just as much attention as her wartime efforts. Indeed, by the 

time Tania walks down the street with her grandparents, the George Cross no longer hangs from 

her lapel and all signs of Szabo’s professional accomplishments disappear from the screen. One 

questions, then, if her motherhood is more important than her work in espionage.  

While not nearly as well-known as Goldfinger, Carve Her Name with Pride is one of the 

most successful movies based on the lives of a real woman that came out of the Cold War period. 

Much like the figures in the previous section, the images of Pussy Galore and Violette Szabo 

provide comparative foils through which we can better understand the nature of the Madonna-

Whore dichotomy. Galore is a mercenary, selling her skills (and her body, as in the stable scene) 

to the highest bidder, regardless of morals. While the novel portrays Galore openly as a lesbian, 

the movie takes more subtle approaches; she is “immune” to Bond’s charms upon arrival and takes 

great joy from her “all-girl flying squadron.”105 This implied lesbianism adds another level to her 

                                                            
104 Leo Marks actually wrote the poem. He gave the film permission to use it, as long as they did not reveal the true 

author. Ibid. 
105 Additional coding goes into creating this identity; for example, she is one of the few women who wear pants, and 

all of the other women who do so belong to her squadron. Goldfinger, 1964. Jaime Hovey, “Lesbian Bondage, or 

Why Dykes Like 007,” in Ian Fleming and James Bond: The Cultural Politics of 007, ed. Edward P. Comentale, 

Stephen Watt, and Skip Willman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 50. Tom L. McNeely, “Somebody 

Does it Better: Competent Women in the Bond Films,” in in James Bond in World and Popular Culture: The Films 

Are Not Enough, ed. Robert G. Weiner, B. Lynn Whitfield, and Jack Becker (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars 
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sexual deviancy. This sexuality suggests that, in a mirror of Szabo, she rejected the motherhood 

of the Madonna (at least in its conventional understanding) and embraced the sensuality and 

sexuality of the Whore. Reined in by the virile man, she becomes a Reformed Whore, submitting 

to Bond among imagery of broken horses. Bond believes he appealed to a “maternal instinct” 

within her, and the final moments of the film imply their consummation beneath the cover of a 

parachute.106 Apparently “fixed” of her lesbianism, she is presumably loyal to Bond and well on 

her way to motherhood. 

Szabo, of course, acts contrarily by rejecting any situations putting her into a romantic 

context after the death of her husband and entrance into the war, and the film emphasizes her 

maternity at several points throughout the film, most notably during her last night in Paris. Her 

death allows her to achieve a higher state of the Madonna, the “angel in the house,” immortalizing 

her as a maternal figure before anything else. Much like the death of Edith Cavell, Szabo’s death 

sanctifies her.  

While Galore does not die, she arguably has a worse fate, tamed by a man that repulsed her 

upon first meeting. Instead of living out her life on a Caribbean island like she dreamed, or 

continuing to train her “flying circus” of women, she becomes the Bond Girl, a conquest forgotten 

with the next round of movies. Her survival does warrant some investigation, however, in light of 

the Mata Hari myth she descends from. As discussed in the previous chapter, Mata Hari’s 

execution represented an act of justice in the eyes of the Allied public, especially the French. Her 

crimes against the state doubled with her crimes against social norms called for nothing less than 

the total annihilation of the woman. The fate of Galore, then, shows the evolution of the 

                                                            

Publishing, 2011), 180. 
106 Goldfinger, 1964. 
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punishment that the actions of the Whore call for. While still guilty of self-interest, sexual 

deviancy, and lack of alliance with the “good guys,” Galore’s ending holds a greater impact by 

forcing the woman to become the antithesis to her own self, entirely remolded by the man.  

Szabo’s story, meanwhile, expresses the expanding requirements and duties of the 

Madonna during this period. Not just a mother to her own biological child, this neo-Madonna 

mothers her entire society, taking on all skills and traits necessary to nurture this larger population. 

Additionally, more than helping her countrymen (with emphasis on “men”) she now must play a 

hands-on role, putting herself directly in the way of fire. No longer so hesitant to include women 

in espionage, their society now expected just as much, and arguably more than what they expected 

of men. They trained diligently, learned to parachute, were given weapons, and dropped into 

occupied territories on dangerous and usually life-threatening conditions. Afterwards, they 

returned home to their parents and children while their husbands were away, and continued to look 

over the housekeeping. Szabo’s torture, both physical and psychological, express the harrowing 

experiences of women in the war, with her repeated sacrifice and death pronouncing that women 

must give their entire lives to the cause in order to receive thanks. Indeed, as Szabo’s motherhood 

for Tania and her maternal protection of the country are used almost interchangeably, one wonders 

if Leo Marks’ poem is directed to Tania or to the city and country she goes to play in, even after 

her mother is gone.  

The two women in this chapter certainly represent some of the more extreme examples of 

both the Madonna and the Whore, but their comparative natures still line up with the narratives 

given before. The Madonna lives on, at least through memory, and the Whore, or at least some 

version of her, dies at the hands of a taming man. Despite both movies claiming to have some 

historical accuracy (through Ian Fleming’s and Violette Szabo’s wartime experiences), the films 
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still manage to come up short in regards to accurately portraying women. In comparison with 

earlier images, however, their portrayals paint a more precise picture. At the very least, they give 

women more autonomy within their still-oppressive stories. Pussy Galore changes, showing that 

redemption and life are possible for the Whore after her initial betrayal. No longer nurturing the 

man who takes action, Violette Szabo takes on the Madonna while fulfilling her own missions, 

completing her own goals without relying on the men around her.  

The next period makes efforts to continue down this path of growing autonomy, but does 

not always succeed. Covering media from the end of the Cold War into the New Millennium, the 

films show a growing complexity in women, challenging the Madonna-Whore complex in ways 

not yet seen in popular media. The James Bond series, in its continuance, follows a similar 

evolution allowing for a more complete understanding of the cultural progression of female spies. 
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Chapter Four: Modern Media 

 Starting from the 1990s, as third and fourth waves of feminism began to form in western 

politics and gender theory, some visible changes occur in depictions of female spies. The 

dichotomous narrative remains, but the meaning behind the roles changes. No longer necessarily 

outright malicious, the Whore here refers to women in the more traditional sense of the word, 

selling themselves or their skills with little-to-no regard of the moralities of the groups with which 

they make themselves complicit. Additionally, some images of the Whore, while still often holding 

onto issues of true allegiance, come about through the occupation of prostitution, as is the case 

with one of the films discussed here. While the image remains the less favorable of the two, this 

era of media allows a certain amount of honor to the Whore, whose role no longer immediately 

equivocates to “bad” or “morally deviant.” The Madonna meanwhile takes on more responsibility, 

following the line of progression presented through the figures of Edith Cavell and Violette Szabo.  

The Cavell portrayed in propaganda stayed on the sidelines, aiding men in their own 

espionage work while she primarily stayed a nurse. In Carve Her Name with Pride, Szabo entered 

the field herself, seeing her war involvement as linked to her role as a mother, she joined SOE in 

order to ensure she did her part to keep her daughter safe, the way her husband had. Here, the 

Madonna must do more than go out into the field; she must lead. While some women take on 

certain aspects of the maternal, the polarized figure specifically takes on leadership, often bringing 

a “feminine touch” to her position by showing her subordinates a more nurturing compassion 

compared to the rigidity displayed by most men in the same position.  

 This period of media from the 1990s to the 2010s embraces more progressive images of 
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women, giving them more complexity. Charged by a plethora of motivations both internal and 

external, the fictional female characters offered by the new media navigate through their narratives, 

handling gendered issues relative to the era. Still abiding by the Madonna-Whore dichotomy, these 

pop culture pieces allow women to straddle the line, giving them characters of both sides. Allowed 

some sexual autonomy, women may still contain maternal feelings and feminine habits, and a 

viewer may see no contradiction. Still imperfect, it offers hope for the possibility of one day 

creating narratives wherein women can exist outside of the Madonna-Whore binary, as complex 

people whose fates do not rely on the social morality of their intimate lives. 

 One artifact from the period that especially expresses the progress of sexual rhetoric within 

Western popular culture, the 2008 French film Les Femmes de l’Ombre (its English subtitled 

release titled Female Agents) takes inspiration from the life of Lise de Bissaic, telling the story of 

five women and their group missions with SOE. Their team includes a nurse (Louise Desfontaines 

played by Sophie Marceau), a radio operator (Maria Luzzato by Maya Sansa), a prostitute (Jeanne 

Faussier by Julie Depardieu), a cabaret dancer (Suzy Desprez by Marie Gillain), and an explosives 

expert (Gaëlle Lemenech by Déborah François), all of whom are women. Within this group we 

already have the traditional forms of the Madonna and the Whore, the nurse and the prostitute. 

Notably, the nurse character leads the group and appears the oldest. Additionally, as far as the 

audience knows, only the prostitute has prior experience killing people. During their first meeting, 

Desfontaines tries to recruit the jailed Faussier, arrested for killing her “pimp.” Unwilling to help 

them initially, Desfontaines tells her that, without their deal, “You will die like a whore who never 

had a chance.”107  

                                                            
107 Les Femmes De l’Ombre, directed by Jean-Paul Salome (France: TFM Distribution, 2008). 
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 While bluntly addressing the issue of Faussier’s perceived sexual deviancy, the assertion 

serves more to separate her from the image of the Whore. While saying that she could still die in 

a manner perhaps befitting the Whore, Desfontaines’s phrasing suggests an intrinsic distance 

between the figure and Faussier. The film continues to make subtle shots like this at the binary 

through all of the women. Lemenech, a strict Catholic with unclear alliances and expertise in 

explosives, fits neither role. While her Catholicism suggests closer ties to the Madonna, she lacks 

the strength required of the Madonna to keep from sharing military secrets that damn her friends. 

During their first mission to rescue a man from a German-controlled hospital, which calls for a 

diversion in the form of a cabaret dance, well-placed explosives, and a significant amount of 

gunfire, her role remains less sensational. While Faussier and Desprez dance, she crawls under 

cars and plants explosives. While never killing anyone, she does cause distractions so that another 

person (a man) can kill the target.  

 This first mission confuses the binary between Faussier and Desfontaines as well. Over the 

course of the operation, they are the only women to pull a trigger. This forces the question of how 

different these two characters are, when their actions are only repeated by the other. While 

Lemenech’s explosives provide critical cover, they only appear to cause property damage, 

excluding her from the life-taking power held by Faussier and Desfontaines. Luzzato helps carry 

the man out on a stretcher and Desprez’s main contribution is the dance, but Faussier and 

Desfontaines take on separate roles only to meet in the middle, where they both pick up machine 

guns and open fire.  

 Soon after, while hiding in a root cellar, they begin to realize the full weight of their 

involvement with SOE. Tricked into taking on more risk than they originally agreed to expose 

themselves to, Faussier questions why they should remain loyal to a group that cares little about 
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the individual. In a statement made towards Lemenech, Desprez, and even Desfontaines, she 

declares, “As soon as the war is over, we’ll be whores and slaves again.”108 This implies that all 

of them, including the assumed Madonna figure, can be nothing but whores to the (male-run) state, 

who only uses them now as a means to an end.  

 From there, the expected norms devolve further. When a Nazi officer finds Desfontaines 

and nearly kills her with a knife, Lemenech uses her gun for the first time. Easily the youngest and 

most naïve of the women (i.e. most childlike), Lemenech here saves the Madonna-coded 

Desfontaines, momentarily equalizing them. Later, after Lemenech breaks during torture by Nazis, 

which leads to the capture of some of her comrades, Desfontaines gives her only cyanide pill to 

Lemenech, who refused her own before leaving for France, because her religion would never allow 

her to commit suicide.109 After taking the pill, she lays herself out on the floor in an almost Christ-

like posture, and waits for death wearing only a crucifix necklace.  

 This scene, while also employing strong Christian imagery, implies that the true sacrifice 

of the Madonna is to live, taking on the hardships of her children and then enduring them in an 

unknowably long future. Inspecting the fates of the other women, this remains true. Desprez, 

recruited for her connection and former engagement with the Wehrmacht officer that the group 

targets, must return to him as bait. Although terrified of the prospect and perhaps still in love with 

him, she holds the fate of her country above all else and agrees to the mission. Once with him, 

however, she cannot complete her mission. As the audience cannot see the full scene, we cannot 

determinedly say whether this failure resulted from a change of heart or a struggle between 

Desprez and the officer Heindrich. The results, however, become clear when a body bag exits the 

                                                            
108 Ibid. 
109 This contrasts sharply with a scene in Carve Her Name with Pride, in which Szabo refuses her own pill for 

similar reasons. Not seeming naïve or selfish, her refusal adds to her Madonna image, always in line with God.  
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hotel, followed by Heindrich. 

 Heindrich has suspicions that the clues Germans have picked up leading them away from 

Normandy as a landing location are false (perhaps in reference to the Double-Cross System), and 

his investigations make him a threat to the success of Operation Overlord. Already taunted for his 

wariness, Heindrich searches diligently to prove himself right in the eyes of his superiors. 

Desperate and closing in on the truth quickly, the women must kill him before he discovers too 

much. The failure of Desprez’s mission, then, holds more importance than just establishing her 

ultimate morality. Moreover, the lack of knowledge that we as the viewers have of the scene 

hinders us from making any such judgements, although the image of her dead, wearing an 

ostentatious, red velvet dress while lying on a bed next to Heindrich does provide sexual 

undertones. While we may not have the means to label her along the Madonna-Whore spectrum, 

the movie makes clear that Desprez is not the movie’s main heroine. For most of the film, she 

parallels the expectations of the Whore by appearing loyal only to her own self-interests. 

Discussing her past life with Heindrich, she states “A Nazi or a Resistance fighter, it’s the same to 

me.”110 Even Faussier, a literal whore, feels more motivation to side with the Allies, at one point 

calling for the death of all “Krauts.”111 

 This comparison suggests that Desprez falls under the Whore category than Faussier. But 

Desprez also displays signs of the Madonna, specifically in that she is a mother. The movie 

emphasizes the importance of this by making Desfontaines the only other woman to experience 

maternity. Discovering her pregnancy during the mission, Desfontaines’s involvement and 

sacrifices take on new levels of meaning. Desprez’s past also becomes more complex with this 

                                                            
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid. 
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confession. Not simply fearing Heindrich for her own sake, she fled France in order to give her 

son a better chance of a happy life. Giving him up for adoption, she experiences the sacrifice of 

the Madonna who gives away her child despite the grief it brings.  

This leaves Faussier to take on the role of Whore, but she too offers challenges to the image. 

While initially manipulated into her position much like Desprez, she quickly distances herself from 

the former collaborator. At one point dancing cabaret together on stage as a means of distraction, 

Faussier immediately establishes her other skills by picking up a gun and shooting at their would-

be captors. Faussier’s passion becomes apparent in scenes like this, quick to accept the physical 

aspects of the job. When faced with a collaborator who threatens their safety, the women appear 

to wait for him to calm himself down, but Faussier knocks him out with the butt of a gun. In a 

metro station during an assassination attempt on Heindrich, she easily gets away from the scene 

without suspicion, but still pauses to stab one of the Germans checking papers. While this does not 

call attention to her, it also served no purpose to the mission.  

 When the mission goes awry, resulting in the death of Luzzato and the capture of 

Desfontaines, instead of abandoning the mission, Faussier takes on the role of leader and pushes 

Desprez to continue as well. Faussier later rescues Desfontaines, and causes the final diversion 

that allows Desfontaines to finally kill Heindrich. Faussier’s relationship with Desfontaines brings 

her to take on aspects of the Madonna. Faussier comforts her during her discovery of pregnancy. 

She saves her from German imprisonment at Avenue Foch. She makes the final and ultimate 

sacrifices, giving her life and freedom in order to ensure the eventual deliverance of all France 

from Nazi occupation. By shooting an officer on the platform Heindrich waits on, Faussier gives 

Desfontaines a cover for approaching him, killing him amid chaos before continuing onward. This 

action results in Faussier’s permanent capture and subsequent death at the Ravensbrück camp. 
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Only Desfontaines survives the group, and she returns to her position as a nurse, dressed entirely 

in white. 

 The movie takes a complicated stance on the Madonna-Whore binary. Most of the women 

(all but Luzzato, who is simultaneously the most allegiant to SOE and the least developed) take on 

different aspects of both sides, and challenge their merits and faults. Lemenech, the most Christian 

and therefore traditionally closest to the Madonna figure, nearly causes the failure of the entire 

mission by selling out her comrades on two separate occasions. Desprez, the former mistress of a 

Nazi officer who grieves over the son she gave up in order to protect him, struggles when choosing 

between love and duty. While love usually receives depiction as befitting a woman and a symbol 

of her appropriate femininity, the movie denies this notion by making love the very affect that 

restrains her from successfully completing her mission. Contrarily, the literal Whore stands as one 

of the strongest women within the group. Faussier kills Nazis without remorse, and continues the 

mission long after the Nazis kill and capture all those holding her accountable. She exploits her 

own body as a means of lowering the guards of men around her. Her actions lead to recruitment 

of a collaborator critical in their mission to kill Heindrich. She saves the leading character from 

death and sacrifices herself so that she may complete the mission that will decide the fate of the 

war.  

 In the ultimate challenge to the binary, only the Whore stands equal with the Madonna 

within the storyline. Protecting the younger girls and quickly picking up weapons in times of 

conflict, both women represent ideal agents with strength and allegiance. Moreover, no one ever 

equates Faussier’s involvement in prostitution with moral defection. Any issues that may arise for 

her never directly relate to sexuality. Desfontaines’s rescue by Faussier accentuates their symbiotic 

relationship, each relying on the other to complete the mission. Once safe, Faussier immediately 
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asks about the baby, who was lost due to the torture Desfontaines underwent. Just as Desfontaines 

did to Faussier at the very beginning, Faussier now acknowledges Desfonttaines’s part within the 

Madonna-Whore binary. While they both exemplify the traditional senses of the words, however, 

neither draws their power from its associated skills. Their strength lies outside these roles, breaking 

the power of dichotomy by refusing to abide by its usual narratives.  

 This, then, becomes a possible method of righting the narratives that employ the binaural 

images. Of course, this method has mixed results. As already established, Les Femmes de l’Ombre 

makes some normative claims with the film’s plot. The main symbol of the narratives continued 

existence comes in the form of Desfontaines’s lonely survival. All others, including Luzzato, who 

exemplifies neither Madonna nor Whore, die before the end of the mission. Interestingly, the 

women that the Madonnas are usually based on – specificially Edith Cavell and Violette Szabo – 

actually died during the missions. Where Hollywood tries to reward women for their “good 

behavior,” the real world does not seem to care. Still, popular culture continues to work in these 

narratives of morality for women by trying to divide female characters along the lines of Madonnas 

and Whores. 

 In attempts at a more progressive narrative, some movies try to put both sides of the binary 

entirely into one woman. Vesper Lynd (Eva Green) certainly encapsulates this in the 2006 Bond 

film Casino Royale, now with Daniel Craig as the titular James Bond. In a manner similar to Pussy 

Galore, Lynd starts the movie working for the villainous organization that hired the movie’s 

antagonist, Le Chiffre (Mads Mikkelsen). Her association, however, is hidden almost entirely until 

the very end of the movie. She works as a treasury employee of the casino, and therefore spends 

most of the movie by Bond’s side, waiting for the big card game. After they both undergo torture, 

we see Lynd during her peak moments of Madonna-hood.  
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Previously somewhat standoffish and unwilling to succumb to Bond’s advances, she 

becomes docile, nursing Bond back to health and thereby taking on the occupation most associated 

with the figure. They fall in love, rewarding her acceptance of feminine roles with personal 

happiness and expressing an intrinsic link between happiness, love, and conformity to gender roles. 

As the reboot movie for the Daniel Craig series, this aspect expresses a new James Bond whose 

love seems far more genuine, going so far as to propose leaving MI6 to start a life with Lynd.  

This, of course, cannot last long. Lynd still takes on characteristics of the Whore, and one 

who works for the “bad guys.” While vacationing in Venice, Bond realizes that Lynd stole the 

money from the card game, which MI6 never received. While not the full expected narrative, we 

still see Lynd selling her services (admittedly through a more noble currency – her asset being her 

job with the National Treasury rather than her body) and Bond presumably believes that she 

seduced him in order to slyly continue her malicious efforts. Following her to a building under 

construction, he finds her making a trade. The final fight ensues, and an unknown villain puts Lynd 

into an elevator shaft. The building begins to sink into the canal and Lynd, seemingly trapped 

inside the elevator, apologizes before locking the elevator door and plummeting into a watery 

grave. Refusing any help for escape from Bond, she sacrifices herself, presumably believing that 

he would die trying to save her. 

After her death, Bond entirely changes his idea of her. Calling M, he states “The Bitch is 

dead.”112 He maintains this tone after he learns the full truth, that originally the secret organization 

blackmailed her into working for them, threatening to kill her boyfriend otherwise.113 After the 

                                                            
112 Casino Royale, directed by Martin Campbell (United Kingdom: Eon Productions, 2006). 
113 Anna Katherine Amacker and Donna Ashley Moore, “’The Bitch is Dead’: Anti-Feminist Rhetoric in Casino 

Royale,” in James Bond in World and Popular Culture: The Films Are Not Enough, ed. Robert G. Weiner, B. Lynn 

Whitfield, and Jack Becker (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), 154. 
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casino, she gave them the money in exchange for Bond’s life, who they otherwise had plans to 

kill. His lack of compassion in the ending either equates to a coping mechanism or true anger, but 

in the final moments, Bond seems to have moved on entirely. At the house of a man with 

ambiguous connections throughout the movie, he attacks a “Mr. White” in pursuit of a new trail 

to find the mysterious and nefarious group that orchestrated the plot. 

As Lynd’s final message to Bond came in the form of a text message that leads him to Mr. 

White, Lynd’s entire existence seems to boil down to this moment, a means to accomplish larger 

goals. Her character, while certainly more developed than other Bond Girls, lacks true depth. The 

little the movie reveals points to the idea that Lynd’s life is spent aiding the men around her: she 

starts working with the organization to save her boyfriend; all of the people within the secret 

organization, so far as we see, are men; she (arguably unnecessarily) sacrifices her life for Bond 

and gives him the next clue to complete his mission. Bond calling her a bitch actually allows her 

more autonomy than the movie gives her, implying an actively vindictive and malicious woman 

as opposed to the passive woman with no personal ambitions that makes it to the screen.  

Lynd’s evident passivity indicates dishonest storytelling considering the movie’s supposed 

inspiration, Christine Granville.114 Within her own time she faced accusations of disloyalty, from 

both her British and Polish compatriots, each group seeing her as too close with the other. She 

spent an extended amount of time in Cairo because her superiors felt they could not trust her during 

the war’s most critical moments. Unwilling to sit out the war, Granville wrote letters to the office 

and asked her connected friends to do the same as character witnesses. She took what little work 

                                                            
114 Macintyre, “Through Enemy Lines” New York Times, Jul. 19, 2013, accessed Dec. 17, 2015, 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/07/21/books/review/the-spy-who-loved-by-clare-mulley.html. Mulley, The Spy Who 

Loved, 341-42. Don Hale, Final Dive: The Life and Death of Buster Crabb (Gloucestershire: The History Press, 

2007), 85-86. 
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she could in Cairo – although most of it was office work, which she detested for the rest of her 

life. To create a character after her, or even for Fleming to imply any such connection, throws 

Granville back into the fight she barely won seventy years ago.  

Moreover, Lynd’s ambitions to help anyone – good or bad – lay entirely outside of herself. 

She switches sides for men, but holds no stakes or opinions on either side. The Whore arguably 

has more personality as Lynd, because at least the Whore has goals and desires she acts upon, 

doing what she needs to accomplish in order to see herself successful. Lynd’s actions only help 

the others around her, and hinder any growth that she personally might attain. Granville, 

meanwhile, waited for no one. She approached SOE before the organization had a name, 

demanding to receive orders. She became the first female agent for the organization, and served 

through the entirety of the war. When enemies endangered those around her, she personally 

rescued them and did so on her own terms. While gladly and willingly participating in the war 

effort, her participation stemmed from her own convictions, and not from those of the men around 

her. In fact, she worked oppositely of Lynd and left her husband to continue on with SOE.  

The movie leaves more than just Vesper Lynd without real autonomy. Bond has extensive 

conversation with only two other women – M and Solange, the wife of a minor antagonist – and 

both show great fondness for Bond, through different manners. These two women present the 

binaural images of the movie. Solange, the Whore of the film, submits to the authority of men 

throughout the film. First introduced as the wife of Alex Dimitrios, a corrupt Grecian official, she 

is youthful, charming, beautiful, and full of life, entering the movie riding horse bareback across a 

beach. In a lounge where her husband plays cards, she arrives in a form-fitting gown, preening as 

she makes her way across the room. Once her husband rebukes her for arriving late, she sits at the 

bar pouting idly for the rest of the scene, apparently unable to enjoy herself once “in trouble.”  
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When Bond wins Dimitrios’s car in a card game, her submissiveness shows itself again. 

Seeing her husband leave, she goes outside to wait for his car to arrive and immediately begins to 

climb in, realizing only half-way through that Bond instead of her husband stands across from her. 

Although by choosing Bond over her husband, her actions do not mean choosing herself. Only 

agreeing to go with Bond after some provocation, she merely transfers control of herself from one 

man to another. The audience quickly sees her as Bond does: a beautiful tool meant for conquest 

and information. Once she receives word that her husband plans to board the last plane to Miami, 

Bond immediately begins to pull away. Having had fun with her, he leaves and continues on with 

his mission. 

Her lack of sexual loyalty marks her as frivolous and therefore worthy of manipulation. 

The audience feels little sympathy for her, doubly criminal for her marriage to a corrupt man and 

for her infidelity. She takes on the image of the Whore, giving away her sex and her information 

easily. Her quick manner of getting into the car almost implies a package-deal, that in winning the 

card game he got the car and the girl.115 In a manner telling of her objectification, Bond wants both 

the car and Solange as a matter of coveting. He uses both to track down Dimitrios and then 

promptly abandons them at the resort. 

Opposite of Salonge, M (Dame Judy Dench), the Madonna figure of the movie, spends 

most of the movie in one office or another while still exerting control over the field. Significantly 

older than Bond, their relationship still borders on the unprofessional, as she expresses some level 

of maternal feeling for him. Before the mission, she takes extreme measures for his protection, 

inserting a chip in his arm. When MI6 catches Bond doing freelance work instead of resting after 

                                                            
115 Amacker and Moore, “’The Bitch is Dead,’” 152. 
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his last mission, M receives the first phone call in the middle of the night, taking the call from her 

bed. After the death of Lynd, she calls him and, in addition to intelligence, gives him words of 

comfort.  

Her expressions when discussing Bond outside of his company show worry and concern. 

The male M from the earlier series never acted in this manner, and spent most of his time chastising 

him or making crass jokes about Bond’s experiences in the field. In the new Casino Royale, the 

addition of a feminine touch by way of Dame Judy Dench announces the addition of a maternal 

figure. No longer in need of Miss Moneypenny, the new M fills the roles of boss and ideal woman. 

Note, then, that the ideal woman is not necessarily attracted to Bond. Indeed, while Bond uses his 

charms to manipulate women around him, M is the only person, man or woman, who has any 

semblance of control over him.116 

Only Vesper Lynd encompasses both binaural roles, and she is also the only woman to die. 

While we never hear again from Solange, her importance to the film now passed, we presume she 

lives. M continues on as well, there to comfort Bond and prepare him for the series story arc of 

tracking down the mysterious evil corporation. As only these women have any significant 

interaction with Bond, we must draw our analysis based on their treatment. Therefore, we can only 

assume that the women’s fates speak to what women should be and how their identities will 

influence their interaction with the world. The Madonna may be taken seriously but must sacrifice 

any life outside the confines of the role. A woman may have a limited freedom to enjoy life, engage 

with men casually and of course, be beautiful through the role of the Whore but she will never 

                                                            
116 Tom L. McNeely, “The Feminization of M: Gender and Authority in the Bond Films,” in James Bond in World 

and Popular Culture: The Films Are Not Enough, ed. Robert G. Weiner, B. Lynn Whitfield, and Jack Becker 

(Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), 160. 
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receive respect from the men around her.  

The one thing women cannot do is try to take on aspects of both the Madonna and the 

Whore. The woman who overtakes the dichotomy, uses it to her advantage, and transcends it poses 

too much of a threat to a natural order of masculinity and femininity. Ideas of masculinity play 

large roles within the movie from the very beginning. At the beginning of the movie, Bond does 

not yet have double-o status, a symbol of the character’s masculinity. Bond therefore spends the 

entire film trying to establish his masculinity, a trait that is usually taken for granted within the 

series.117 The first fight scene takes place in a men’s restroom, wherein Bond and his opponent 

repeatedly throw each other into hard surfaces including the urinals, a battle closely tied to 

biological ideas of manhood. Another scene in Uganda shows Bond’s target watching a mongoose 

and cobra fight, somewhat reminiscent of cock fights in the United States. A fight breaks out 

immediately following this, giving temporal proximity to the animalistic and primal struggle 

between the natural-born enemies.  

Once captured by Le Chiffre, Bond’s torture consists of repeated attacks to his “manhood.” 

Seated naked in a bottomless chair, he sits lamely while interrogated by Le Chiffre, who wields a 

knotted rope. Beginning his questioning with a swing at Bond’s exposed genitals, he states, “You 

know, I never understood all these elaborate tortures. It’s the simplest thing to cause more pain 

than a man can possibly enjoy. And of course, it’s not just the immediate agony but the knowledge 

that if you do not yield soon enough, there will be little left to identify you as a man.”118 More than 

a case of surviving, Bond needs to escape in order to maintain his manhood, his masculinity. His 

refusal to give over Le Chiffre’s desired information shows more than an iron will in the face of 

                                                            
117 Ibid, 146. 
118 Emphasis added. Casino Royale, 2006. 
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pain: it expresses a willingness to lose the essence of his strength and power, the basis of his very 

identity.  

Individually, M the Madonna and Solange the Whore encourage and rely on his 

masculinity. As an amalgam of both, Lynd needs nothing from him. While she may be attracted to 

his manly attributes, she holds the power to render them useless. Never truly a damsel in distress, 

she holds as many secrets as Bond, arguably more, due to Bond’s flaw of announcing himself and 

his association any time he meets a potential adversary. And while he does save her once during a 

fight scene in a stairwell, she saves his life on two separate occasions. Ensuring their escape from 

death by the illusive Mr. White, she promises him the money in exchange for Bond’s life. During 

the final moments of her life, she ensures that Bond has no chance of saving her, the impossibility 

of it discouraging him from risking his life for her. Additionally, only she provides the information 

required to continue the overarching plot to take down a major crime syndicate. Her embrace of 

multiple identities, that which gives her depth as a character, makes her a threat to herself and 

those around her. In the new James Bond, then, bad women may exist so long as they are not 

complicated.  

While certainly a sort of progression for James Bond, Casino Royale still gives repressive 

images of women, especially in comparison to Les Femmes de l’Ombre with its complex women 

who are allowed (to some extent) to transcend the binary. Both, however, pale in comparison to 

the narrative provided in Elizabeth Wein’s 2012 young adult novel Code Name Verity.  

Focusing on the war efforts of Maddie Brodatt the pilot (codenamed “Kittyhawk”) and 

Julie Beaufort-Stuart the captured spy (codenamed “Verity”) in the Second World War, the story 

takes place in two parts, beginning from Julie’s perspective as she writes her confession to her 

German captors about how and why she came to arrive in France, dropping from Maddie’s plane 
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only to see it crash. To do this, she goes back to the first time she met Maddie and weaves a colorful 

story of their friendship, giving as little away as possible, always writing in order to give herself 

time. Growing tired of waiting on Julie to write something of importance in her confession, the 

first half of the book ends with an order for her execution. The second half reveals that Maddie 

lived through the crash and explains how she survives in France. Without identification papers, 

she quickly tracks down and becomes involved with the circuit Julie meant to aid, called Damask. 

Discovering that Julie will soon board a train for transport, they make a plan to rescue her and 

blow up the train tracks. The mission goes wrong, as the Nazi soldiers are too effective at covering 

themselves against the too few agents. Outside the train, waiting for the railway to be clear and for 

reinforcements to arrive, they see a cuffed Julie bite the hand of one of the soldiers. Just as he 

raises his gun to shoot her, another soldier halts him. Another agent translates for Maddie: 

“He says not to kill her,” Mitraillette whispered. “If they kill her there will be no – fun.” 

“Is she crazy?” I hissed. “What the blazes did she bite him for? She’ll get herself shot!” 

“Exactement,” Mitraillette agreed. “C’est rapide – fast. No Nazi fun.”119 

Maddie cries at the realization of what awaits her friend. Recognizing her voice, Julie makes a 

final request:  

Suddenly she laughed wildly and gave a shaking yell, her voice high and desperate. 

“KISS ME, HARDY! Kiss me, QUICK!” 

Turned her face away from me to make it easier. 

And I shot her.120 

 

Continuing the mission Julie started, Maddie finds the “confession” and unearths the codes 

                                                            
119 Elizabeth Wein, Code Name Verity (London: Hyperion Books, 2012), 374. 
120 Ibid., 378.  
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hidden within the story of their friendship. She stays with Damask, using the codes provided by 

Julie, essentially filling in her role in the circuit. Back in London, Julie’s former handler recruits 

Maddie to SOE. The book ends with a letter from Julie’s mother, telling her she did the right thing. 

As a young adult novel, it misses some of the sexual rhetoric by necessity of its intended 

audience. That said, it also leaves out the narratives of compromise that often go hand-in-hand 

with the Madonna-Whore binary. Julie’s nickname at their training base was “Queenie,” due to 

her posh attitude and attempts to maintain a semblance of her rich lifestyle during the war. Using 

her femininity as a tool against her German captors, she convinces them she wants to make a deal, 

and then writes her story, writing as long as she can to extend her life. She cries in the face of 

intimidation, either out of real fear or as another way of placating her guards into thinking they 

have complete control over her. Her desire to be feminine, expressed throughout the beginning of 

her writings, do not delegitimize her dedication to the cause. If anything, her perceived high-

maintenance shields her from discovery. Withstanding starvation and psychological torture, she 

only asks for an out from her misery when she knows it will not compromise the mission. 

Very quickly the reader realizes that “Queenie,” as Julie refers to herself in her confession, 

is much more of a risk-taker than Maddie. During an air-raid, Queenie convinces her to help her 

use an anti-aircraft gun. Maddie, afraid of gunfire, cries during the scene and can barely contain 

her horror when they discover dead bodies at the base of the gun. Indeed, Julie only recognizes her 

and knows to ask for a mercy kill because she hears Maddie’s crying. While she eventually finds 

her courage, she draws it largely from Julie. She pilots the plane to France as a last-minute 

substitute, offered up by Julie, who argues for her. Once downed in France, Maddie takes the place 

of the real “Verity” to ensure her absence will not harm the cause. In an ultimate sign of strength 

and courage, she shoots her best friend, and then personally delivers the news in its full truth to 
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Julie’s brother.  

Both unapologetically accept their “weaker” and “feminine” attributes and use them to 

their advantage. Additionally, unlike most other fictional women explored in this paper, they do 

not let romantic feelings compromise their commitment to the cause – and many readers have 

interpreted the existence of a romantic subplot. Citing their close relationship, marked by a mutual 

trust and intimacy that most fictional female friendships lack, some readers suggest that their 

relationship goes deeper than friendship, or rather could have if they had both survived the war.121 

Even Julie’s final words suggest an unfulfilled romance, echoing the final moments between two 

men as one lay dying.122 

Within the storyline, however, little room is available for any such relationships to fully 

develop. Wein chose to make their bravery and diligence the main story, with their potential 

subplot providing an extra layer of complexity to the two girls without drawing away from the 

main plot.  

Women in war did experience love, of course. Betty Thorpe entered the war with one 

husband and exited with another, marrying one of her former informants. Nancy Wake spent the 

war hoping to learn news of her husband, not knowing until afterwards that the Nazis executed 

him during her escape from France. Christine Granville courted several men, and declined many 

wedding proposals, most of them from her life-long friend Andrzej Kowerski. Gertrude Sanford 

Legendre spent most of the war trying to think of ways to get transferred to Hawaii where her 

                                                            
121 Wein says she left the nature of their relationship purposefully ambiguous, and enjoys the interpretations that her 

audiences have brought to her attention. “Ask the Author: Elizabeth Wein,” Goodreads, accessed 15 Jan. 2017, 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/52320.Elizabeth_Wein/questions.  
122 This refers to the death of Admiral Lord Nelson during the Battle of Trafalgar during the Napoleonic Wars. Hit 

by an enemy bullet, his final request was spoken to his flag captain Thomas Hardy, who obliged and kissed him on 

the cheek.  
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husband was stationed, but still threw herself into her work in the meantime. Other lost or 

sacrificed love to the war, including Violette Szabo, whose husband died in North Africa, and 

Noor Inayat-Khan, who broke off an engagement in order to pursue work within the war effort. 

Still others had little romantic life related to the war at all. Katherine M. Keene, who detailed her 

experiences in her diaries, never makes mention of any serious attachments or even a desire for a 

significant other. Ideas of romance reportedly annoyed Vera Atkins, who felt they distracted both 

her men and her women from their main priorities within SOE.  

Atkins’ complaint shows some warrant in light of the 2001 movie Charlotte Gray. Starring 

Cate Blanchett, the film tells the story of an English woman sent into France to work in 

coordination with the Resistance. Most closely resembling the experiences of Nancy Wake, 

Charlotte Gray joins the FANYs as a driver and meets RAF Lieutenant Peter Gregory, and in the 

little leave time they both have, they fall in love. Several weeks after he returns to his station, Gray 

learns that the Germans downed his plane somewhere over France. While already in contact with 

SOE, she waits until this moment, charged by desires to find Gregory, to enlist for field work 

abroad.  

Throughout the movie, people within the organization pose a question to Gray: What is 

most important – love, hope, or duty? Although she gives the answer of “hope” after some 

deliberation, her actions in the field suggest otherwise.123 Time again her character makes clear 

that her priority lies in finding Gregory. Upon making her first contact, she wastes time asking her 

if she knows anything about a downed plane. Despite the woman’s insistence that there is no time, 

the Gestapo are close behind her, Gray pushes for an answer. Just as the woman warns, Gestapo 

                                                            
123 Charlotte Gray, directed by Gillian Armstrong (United States: FilmFour, 2001). 
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officers soon enter and, spotting the contact, haul her away to Avenue Foch.  

Another contact, who she only meets in an abandoned basement, refuses her repeated 

attempts to find out about Gregory. When finally he relents and promises to bring her news, she 

waits at their designated point for hours. While others might have taken this as a sign of a potential 

trap, she continues to wait. This episode makes her late for a scheduled drop that the Resistance is 

meant to pick up. Additionally, Julian, the leader of the group with whom Gray lives for the 

majority of her stay, waits for her at a previously chosen spot, and he too is late.  

The Germans knew about the drop all along, and quickly surround the four Resistance 

members who did show up. All four are shot. While his tardiness saved him, Julian tortures himself 

over what he might have been able to do had he been there. He blames Gray for his absence, and 

accuses her of disloyalty or, at the very least, a lack of dedication. In this film, there is a very clear 

rhetoric of women’s romance distracting them from the cause, which ultimately hurts more than 

just themselves. While Nancy Wake also searched for her husband during her time abroad, her 

attempts never interfered with her work and indeed many consider her to be one of the most 

efficient agents, male or female, that came out of the war. Gray’s inability, then, to prioritize the 

Resistance (hope) over the search for Gregory (love) speaks to the movie’s overall conflicting 

narrative of women.  

While other women are seen working within the Resistance, none receive much of any 

character at all, and therefore little can be said on the topic of their representation – except to 

comment on the lack thereof. Instead we must focus on Gray, whose obsession with the romantic 

becomes forgivable only in light of the maternal figure she plays. While as a spy she seems 

unfocused, mislead, clumsy, unskilled, she excels in her fake identity as a caretaker of children. 

Watching over two Jewish boys whose parents are gone, presumably dead, she bathes, feeds, 
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comforts, and protects them.124 After finding out that Gregory is most likely dead, she snaps at one 

of them. Immediately overcome with emotion, she cries not for her own personal loss but in fear 

that the boys will no longer like her. In another scene, while the boys fly paper airplanes with 

Julian, Gray watches from the sidelines, cheering them on while she pins laundry to a line.  

In a complicated merging of the Madonna and the Whore, Gray barters her body to a 

powerful collaborator in exchange for the boys’ lives. She tricks the man into believing she will 

return the next day to fulfill the deal, although this trick only works so well, as both boys are 

eventually found and taken. Almost resembling the storyline within Carve Her Name with Pride, 

this scene takes on a slightly different tone in its explicitness in describing exactly what kind of 

deal they mean to make. That said, however, the film has an ambiguous stance on the Whore. 

While Gray often employs displays of sexuality as a means of distracting the Germans, only one 

woman embodies the truly negative aspects of the image, giving herself to the men who will help 

her most, disregarding the morals of the individual. This woman, who runs a hotel desk, first 

appears as a woman attracted to Julian. By the end of the film, however, she has begun to drift 

towards men with power, which of course here means Nazis and collaborators. In her final scene, 

she returns presumably from a date with the very man who propositioned Gray. The man opens 

the door, only to be shot dead by Julian. The woman begins to run away and Julian actively decides 

not to shoot her. Initially raising his gun, he soon lowers it and makes his escape. Either due to his 

                                                            
124 Charlotte Gray is one of the first movies to return to the topic of SOE female agents, a genre that mostly lies 

dormant between the release of Carve Her Name with Pride and 2001. Because of this, Elizabeth K. Vigurs has 

suggested Charlotte Gray as the new Violette Szabo. As such, her storyline requires children in order to emulate 

Szabo while simultaneously creating a new model of the Madonna. “Unlike… Violette, Charlotte does not leave 

children behind to undertake her work as an agent, but to compensate for this she does discover a love for children 

and maternal instinct when faced with the prospect of caring for and protecting the two Jewish boys.” Elizabeth K. 

Vigurs, “The women agents of the Special Operations Executive F section - wartime realities and post war 

representations,” Doctoral Dissertation, University of Leeds, 2011, accessed Feb. 10, 2016, 

http://etheses.whiterose.ac.uk/1751/1/Ethesis_FINAL.pdf.  
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need to move quickly, or perhaps recognizing the woman’s actions as a means of survival in an 

occupied territory, the movie allows her to live, an ending that even some Madonnas are not 

granted.  

The film still incorporates the binary, but uses it in a new way to provide a perspective in 

the discussion on the importance of love more than on the morals of the Madonna and the Whore. 

Indeed, this new rhetoric marks the evolution of women in spy media for the period. All the works 

presented here provide narratives on romance, created in Code Name Verity by its comparatively 

stark absence. This new model suggests that now, instead of a woman’s sexuality, woman’s heart 

represents the greater threat to herself. While regressive in a new way, it does give women slightly 

more autonomy within the narratives. Free to choose her sexual partners and the terms on which 

they are had, her experiences of sensuality no longer mark her as “deviant.” Indeed, the new 

rhetoric warning women about their romantic lives does not point to a deviancy either. In this new 

rhetoric, men share some of the responsibility in regards to women’s survival within the plot. In 

Les Femmes de l’Ombre, while Suzy Desprez receives some scorn for involving herself with a 

Nazi officer, they certainly do not give Heindrich a break for his decisions to be a Nazi. In the end, 

both die, partially results of their choices. In Casino Royale, Vesper Lynd only dies as result of 

her feelings for Bond. She could have easily arranged for her own safety, or allowed Bond to help 

her escape a watery grave but, valuing his life above hers, she sacrifices herself.  

While plenty of problems still exist within this period, the progress of time is very visible. 

Notably, the most recent piece of media, which also appeals to the youngest audience, provides 

the most progressive narrative available. Code Name Verity expresses where our media may go 

next if our media continues in the fashion of writing women as people. More than this, however, 

the book shows that the feminine is not incompatible with personhood. Displaying characteristics 
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usually seen as both inherently weak and feminine (emotionality, vanity, etc.) their strength still 

comes through the story in an easy and noncontradictory manner. Marketed towards young-adult 

girls and women, this book has the potential to spark new and more accurate narratives that may 

undo the years of adverse representations of women within espionage.  
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Conclusion 

 The Madonna-Whore dichotomy expresses underlying narratives of what western society 

expects of women, even in the most dangerous of occupations. This binary traditionally gives 

women the moral dilemma of being either “good” and submissive to the male-dominated power 

structures of their society, or being “bad” and rebellious against the same oppressive hierarchies. 

Ultimately, both roles offered to women still resulted in their death, either as punishment (as was 

the case for Mata Hari) or sanctification (as was the case for Edith Cavell). As these narratives 

began to grow, the consequences for women’s choices became more complex.  

 With the period directly surrounding the Second World War, the Whore in her closest 

incarnation of the Mata Hari myth continued to die for her crimes, but was tamed of her 

emasculating ways through her love of one man. Meanwhile, the Madonna was permitted to live, 

allowing her to become a literal mother. The women in this form of the Madonna lost some power, 

however, and usually relied heavily on her male partner who becomes the real hero of the story. 

On both sides of the binary, women’s salvation – physical and moral – relied on her romantic 

relations to men.  

 With the Cold War era of spy thrillers, both the Madonna and the Whore became polarized 

in their roles and depictions. Portrayal of the Madonna became more literal, involving motherhood 

of biological children as well as motherhood over entire nations. The Whore remained the villain, 

highly sexualized and bartering herself for personal gain, but now suffered a different fate. Where 

the Madonna narrative returned to sanctification, the Whore now became totally tamed, broken 

like a wild horse. Through masculine domination she lost her identity, autonomy, and her sense of 



McGuyre 

95 

 

self-preservation that previously made up a large part of her character. The Madonna maintained 

her identity by sacrificing herself physically, and the Whore lost her identity through her refusal 

to cooperatively submit to the (morally “good”) male authority.  

 While the modern era provides the most diverse depictions of the Madonnas and Whores, 

the distinctions between the two and their fates remain. Whores now had the opportunity to become 

the hero, entirely independent of male leadership, but still died and rarely made it to the end of the 

production. The Madonnas, meanwhile, now held more power over the men around them, and 

became the leaders of both men and women. Still, their survival in comparison to the death of the 

Whores speaks to the underlying presence of the sex-normative rhetoric from the earlier periods.  

 The most progressive narrative came out of the piece of popular culture produced most 

recently, and aimed at the youngest audience. Teaching a new generation of women a model by 

which their femininity does not contradict their strength, Code Name Verity by Elizabeth Wein 

offered a portrayal of espionage in which little if any of the Madonna-Whore binary existed. 

Wein’s novel provides a hopeful direction for pop culture depictions of spies, but the very fact that 

her narrative stands out against the rest speaks to the oppressive tones offered by the majority of 

media presented here.  

How we remember history relies on popular culture. The premise behind phrases like 

“History is written by the victors” is not just a certain version of history is written, but that a certain 

version of history is written and widely circulated. Because women’s history as a field continues 

to struggle to establish itself within academia, and intelligence history exists in its earliest stages, 

factual narratives of female spies are still largely overlooked and unwritten. Without a well-

developed and thoroughly researched history of women within espionage, most within a western 

population will receive their first exposure to the topic through leisure media. More than giving 
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them a base for concepts of historical women in espionage, it provides them with a foundation 

upon which to build an understanding of women in espionage generally. Therefore, narratives that 

restrict women to the age-old binaries of the Madonna and the Whore, the “angel in the house” 

and the “madwoman in the attic,” affect modern women in espionage just as much as they effect 

the historical women they claim to represent.  

 However, much like the real spies of the Second World War, women within intelligence 

agencies of the modern world have learned to use regressive systems to their advantage. Two 

articles dated 2012 and 2014 express that women possess certain attributes that mark them as 

especially suitable for espionage – and that most of these skills stem from the societal conditioning 

women undergo starting from a very young age.125 The feminist theory of women’s fear of crime 

argues that, while women may not experience higher rates of crime, violent or otherwise, as 

compared to men, social factors like rape culture potentially cause women to have higher rates of 

fear of all “face-to-face” crimes.126 Rape can be a contemporaneous offense (one that becomes 

associated with other crimes) to nearly all other types of crime, and because rape statistically 

effects women more than men, women may experience higher rates of fear of all crime as result 

of these contemporaneous associations.127  

As product of this socialization, women grow up learning to see danger in their daily lives. 

                                                            
125 Ziegler, Maseena. “Why The Best Spies in Mossad And The CIA Are Women.” Forbes, September 30, 2012. 

Accessed February 27, 2016. http://www.forbes.com/sites/crossingborders/2012/09/30/why-the-best-spies-in-

mossad-and-the-cia-are-women/#29b38ff03714. Cocozza, Paula. “Female spies are 'bloody good' – and it's partly 

because of sexism.” The Guardian, March 31, 2014. Accessed February 26, 2016. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/shortcuts/2014/mar/31/women-really-do-make-bloody-good-spies.  

 
126 Ferraro also suggests that there is no gender difference in levels of fear, but rather that women are more 

comfortable admitting to and talking about these fears. “Face-to-face” refers to crimes where the crime involves a 

risk of the victim and the criminal making physical contact (i.e. mail-fraud would not be a face-to-face crime). 

Kenneth F. Ferraro, “Women's Fear of Victimization: Shadow of Sexual Assault?” Social Forces 75, no. 2 (1996): 

669. 
127 Ibid, 686. 
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“Women are already attuned to the security of their environment. We are always on the lookout 

for suspicious characters, people who might be following us, dangerous situations.”128 According 

to the article posted in Forbes in 2012, this ever-present state of awareness becomes more useful 

to a spy than high physical strength. If they remain alert in their surroundings, they potentially 

never need to extend their physical fortitude.  

 The roles of the Madonna and Whore exist in this real world of espionage as well. Women 

make better spies through their more successful relationships with their contacts. In order to keep 

their sources for as long as possible, they often have to teach the individual how to keep themselves 

safe. It becomes part of their responsibility to protect the informant and simultaneously nurture 

them through their process of becoming a self-sustainable person. This ability may come more 

naturally to women, but it does not stem from biology. The expectation of motherhood constantly 

follows women, through their entire life and in any field they might enter. Important to note, this 

expectation of motherhood does not mean an expectation to have children. Rather, much like 

Virginia McKenna’s rendering of Violette Szabo, a woman must mother all those she encounters. 

She must nurture, protect, and support the “common good,” and anything or anyone who might 

lead to it. 

 The roles of the Whore enter the real world of espionage by providing women with a ready 

excuse for suspicious behavior. Meeting individuals in secluded areas, posting in hotels with 

strangers, getting into cars in abandoned parking lots, women manipulate the expectations left 

behind by the Whore to their advantage: “The standard cover story is we’re having an affair. It’s 

plausible under any circumstances and in any part of the world.”129 Again, the plausibility of such 

                                                            
128 Ziegler, “Why the Best Spies are Women.” 
129 Ibid. 
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a statement comes not from an inherent sexuality that women possess more than men, but rather 

from how many people have learned to think of women.  

 This, then, is the true effect of the Madonna-Whore dichotomy for the real women spies of 

today. While the negative depictions that exist through its reification give women spies a certain 

reputation within the eye of the Western public, real spies have learned to accept these expectations 

in a way that transcends the binary and its usual messages. Women exist in sexist societies every 

day, and their first experiences with gendered assumptions carry over into their professions as 

intelligence agents. Growing up their entire lives seeing the binary in popular culture, which exists 

far beyond the limits of spy thrillers, women know how to work within the system that otherwise 

puts them down.  

 If this is the case, then should we be upset with the existence of the binary in spy thrillers? 

These images have real and clear impacts on the public and on women who simply try to do a job. 

As cultural historians, little can be accomplished by saying that Ian Fleming and others like him 

should not have depicted women in the ways they chose because, ultimately, that is what they did 

and any argument we make exists in the aftermath of their productions. We may analyze their work 

and try to understand what it says about women, what it means for women, but no amount of 

dissatisfaction will change the plotlines of Goldfinger or Casino Royale. Instead, we inspect these 

images as a basis for more growth. As shown through the evolution of popular spy culture, 

women’s narratives have changed significantly and show signs of a more accurate future narrative.  

 There is no fault in being a mother, or being a sexually active woman. But too often, these 

roles become a woman’s defining feature, and her weakness. Violette Szabo and Christine 

Granville were not living foils of each other. They both fought for the same cause, lived through 

extreme conditions, all in the name of what they knew was right. Their motivations stemmed from 
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personal conviction and led them to the battlefield, for better or worse. Noor Inayat-Khan’s work 

is no more valid than that of Betty Thorpe, nor could the war have been as successful without 

either of them.  

 The history of remembrance cannot be changed, but it can be improved. More people begin 

to recognize women’s contributions to the war. In 2001, a mural was dedicated to Szabo, and in 

2008 she was made into a bronze bust and placed near Lambeth Palace. Nancy Wake did not 

receive her honors from her home country until 2004. In 2012 Noor Inayat-Khan received her own 

bronze statue, and two years later the Royal Mail service began putting her face on stamps. These 

women are finally getting the recognition from their governments that they deserve, and it is time 

that popular culture follows suit.  
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