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THE HIGHEST HONOR:
UNDERSTANDING THE HEROES
OF THE SOVIET UNION

The title Hero of the Soviet Union was
the  most  prestigious  and  exalted
honorary  award  in  the  Soviet  Union,
established  by  the  Central  Executive
Committee  of  the  USSR  on  April  16,
1934.  It  was  designed  to  recognize
exceptional  personal  or  collective
service to the state and society, typically

involving  acts  of  bravery,  heroism,  or
great  achievements  in  mil i tary,
scientific,  or  civil  fields.  During  its
existence, more than 12,000 individuals
received  this  honor,  representing  a
remarkable  cross-section  of  society:
soldiers,  pilots,  cosmonauts,  partisans,
scientists,  and  even  ordinary  citizens
who performed extraordinary deeds. To
this day, the legacy of the Heroes of
the Soviet Union  remains a powerful
symbol  of  courage,  sacrifice,  and
dedication  in  the  post-Soviet  states.
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ORIGINS AND ESTABLISHMENT
OF THE TITLE

The title was introduced during a period
of intense national transformation under
Joseph Stalin.  Initially,  no specific medal
was  associated  with  the  award;
recipients  simply  received  a  certificate
from  the  Presidium  of  the  Supreme
Soviet and a small gold star badge later,
in  1939.  The  first  seven  recipients  were
polar aviators who rescued the crew of
the  icebreaker  Chelyuskin  in  1934,
demonstrating  the  Soviet  Union’s
ambition  to  showcase its  technological
prowess  and  valor.  Over  time,  the
criteria  expanded  to  include  military
feats, especially during the Spanish Civil
War, the Battles of Khalkhin Gol, and the
Winter  War,  but  the  overwhelming

majority of awards occurred during the
Great Patriotic War (World War II).

THE GREAT PATRIOTIC WAR: THE
ERA OF MASS HEROISM

Out  of  the  roughly  12,700  known
recipients of the title, more than 11,000
received it for heroism during the Great
Patriotic War. The title could be awarded
multiple times, and 154 people became
twice  a  Hero  of  the  Soviet  Union,
while three individuals—Marshal Georgy
Zhukov,  pilots  Ivan  Kozhedub,  and
Alexander  Pokryshkin—were  awarded
the  title  three  times.  Zhukov  also
received a fourth award later, but as a
separate category. The war created an
environment  where  extraordinary
bravery was common: from defenders of
the Brest Fortress to snipers like Vasily
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Zaitsev,  and  from pilots  who  rammed
enemy planes to partisans who derailed
supply trains. The government used the
award to inspire morale and to celebrate
those who embodied the Soviet spirit.

Notable Heroes
of the Great
Patriotic War
Among  the  most  iconic  figures  is
Alexander  Matrosov,  a  19-year-old
soldier who threw himself over a German
machine-gun emplacement to  save his
comrades,  a  selfless  act  that  became  a
legend  in  Soviet  propaganda.  Zoya
Kosmodemyanskaya,  an  18-year-old

partisan  executed  by  the  Germans,
became a martyr and a symbol of female
resistance.  Viktor Talalikhin  was one
of  the  first  Soviet  pilots  to  perform  a
night  aerial  ramming  attack  against  a
German  bomber.  These  and  countless
other  names  are  etched  into  the
collective memory of the former Soviet
republics.

CRITERIA AND AWARD PROCESS

To  become  a  Hero  of  the  Soviet
Union,  an individual had to perform a
f e a t  t h a t  t h e  s t a t e  d e e m e d
“outstanding” and that went above and
beyond  the  call  of  duty.  The  process
began with a nomination from military
units,  government  agencies,  or  public
organizations.  The  nomination  was
reviewed  by  the  Presidium  of  the
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Supreme  Soviet,  which  had  the  final
authority  to  approve  or  reject.  Once
awarded, the recipient received the Gold
Star  medal  (a  pentagonal  gold  star
suspended from a  rectangular  ribbon),
the  Order  of  Lenin,  and  a  special
certificate.  The  title  was  usually
conferred  in  the  Kremlin  with  great
ceremony. Notably, the award could be
revoked if the recipient later committed
a serious crime or disgraced the state,
which happened in a few cases during
Stalin’s purges.

MULTIPLE AWARDS AND SPECIAL
CASES

The ability to receive the title more than
once  was  a  clear  reflection  of
exceptional valor. Ivan Kozhedub, the
highest-scoring  Allied  fighter  pilot  of

World War II, was awarded three times
for  his  64  aerial  victories.  Alexander
Pokryshkin  also  earned  three  awards
for  his  innovative  tactics  and  59  kills.
Marshal Georgy Zhukov  received four
Gold Star medals, but one was awarded
on  h is  60th  b i r thday  (a  spec ia l
provision).  Other  notable  multiple
recipients  include  pilots  like  Nikolai
Gulayev  and  tank  commanders  like
Mikhail Katukov. Interestingly, only 21
people in history have been awarded the
title four or more times, all of them were
high-ranking military leaders or political
figures.

BEYOND THE BATTLEFIELD:
COSMONAUTS AND CIVILIAN
HEROES

The Heroes of the Soviet Union were
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not limited to soldiers and partisans. The
Soviet space program produced some of
the  most  famous  recipients.  Yuri
Gagarin,  the  first  human  in  space,  was
awarded the title in 1961, along with the
Order of Lenin. Every subsequent Soviet
cosmonaut also received the award upon
completion of  their  mission. Pilots who
set  altitude  and  speed  records,  test
pilots  l ike  Mikhail  Gromov ,  and
explorers like Ivan Papanin (who led a
drifting  polar  expedition)  were  also
honored.  Some  civilians  received  the
title for saving lives in disasters or for
remarkable  industrial  achievements,
such  as  Soviet  miners  who  exceeded
production  quotas  under  dangerous
conditions. This broadened the scope of
heroism  to  include  non-mil i tary
contributions.

Women Among
the Heroes
Nearly  100  women  were  awarded  the
title  of  Hero  of  the  Soviet  Union,
mostly  for  wartime  service.  The  most
famous include Lydia Litvyak, a female
fighter  pilot  with  12  kills,  and  Marina
Raskova,  who  founded  the  all-female
588th  Night  Bomber  Regiment  (known
as the “Night  Witches”).  Partisans  like
Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya and snipers
like  Roza Shanina  also  represent  the
vital  role  of  women in  the  Soviet  war
effort.  Post-war,  women continued to be
recognized,  including  the  cosmonaut
Valentina  Tereshkova,  the  first
woman  in  space.  Their  inclusion
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emphasized  the  Soviet  rhetoric  of
gender equality, though in practice, the
numbers were still disproportionate.

THE GOLD STAR MEDAL AND ITS
SYMBOLISM

The physical badge of the Hero of the
Soviet Union is the Gold Star medal, a
4.4-gram pentagonal  star  made of  18-
karat gold. It is worn on the left side of
the  chest  above all  other  decorations.
The star itself is a symbol of the Soviet
Red  Army,  while  the  gold  signifies  the
highest value. The reverse is inscribed
with  “Hero  of  the  USSR”  and bears  a
serial  number.  For  multiple  recipients,
each successive Gold Star was awarded
along with a miniature bronze bust that
could be erected in the hero’s hometown
(in rare cases, an actual bronze bust was

placed at the foot of a monument). This
practice  created  a  tangible  connection
between the hero and their community.

LEGACY AFTER THE DISSOLUTION
OF THE SOVIET UNION

When  the  Soviet  Union  dissolved  in
1991, the title of Hero of the Soviet
Union  was  effectively  replaced  by  the
Hero  of  the  Russian  Federation  in
Russia and similar titles in other former
Soviet republics (like Hero of Ukraine
and Hero of Belarus). However, the old
awards  remain  highly  respected,  and
many veterans continue to wear them
with pride. The title has also taken on
cultural and historical significance: films,
books, and memorials frequently invoke
the phrase “Hero of the Soviet Union” to
evoke  an  era  of  sacrifice  and  victory.
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Museums  across  the  former  USSR
proudly display the Gold Stars of famous
recipients,  and  schools  teach  students
about the deeds of these individuals.

CONTROVERSIES AND
CRITICISMS

Although the title is revered, it was also
a political tool. During Stalin’s era, some
awards  were  given  for  propaganda
purposes,  especially  to  party  officials
who  had  not  performed  any  notable
combat service. The purges of the 1930s
led to the arrest and even execution of
some  heroes,  with  their  awards
posthumously  revoked.  Later,  in  the
1980s, the title was awarded to a few
Soviet  officers  involved  in  the  war  in
Afghanistan, which remains controversial
among  some  historians.  Nonetheless,

the vast majority of recipients performed
genuine acts  of  valor,  and the  title  is
general ly  regarded  as  a  mark  of
extraordinary  achievement.

HOW MANY HEROES WERE
THERE?

Exact  numbers  vary  because  records
were not always precise, but the list of
Heroes of the Soviet Union includes
approximately  12,700 individuals.  Here
is a rough breakdown by category:

Great Patriotic War: Over
11,600 recipients, including
2,400+ posthumous awards.
Post-war military and
peacetime: ~600 recipients (test
pilots, submarine crews, etc.).
Cosmonauts: 72 recipients
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(including international
cosmonauts from allied nations).
Women: 95 recipients.
Foreign citizens: About 60
individuals from allied and friendly
countries (e.g., pilots from the
Free French Normandie-Niemen
regiment, Cuban leader Fidel
Castro, etc.).

These numbers underscore the massive
scale of sacrifice, especially during World
War II.

CONCLUSION

The  Heroes  of  the  Soviet  Union
represent one of the most extensive and

varied  honor  rolls  in  modern  history.
From the frozen battlefields of Stalingrad
to  the  silent  void  of  space,  these
individuals  demonstrated  exceptional
courage,  skill,  and  dedication  to  their
country  and  comrades.  While  the
political system that created the award
no  longer  exists,  the  stories  of  the
heroes  cont inue  to  inspi re  new
generations.  Their  legacy is  not  just  a
relic of Soviet nostalgia but a universal
testament  to  the  human  capacity  for
bravery  and  selflessness.  The  title  may
have  become  part  of  history,  but  the
deeds of those who earned it live on in
monuments, museums, and memory.


