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Inquiry: Did women help win WWII?  
Look at the given sources to form your hypothesis about the compelling question. Use these sources to find 
a deeper response to the overarching, compelling question. 
 
Document A: Yamamoto Shot Down As Result of Code Being Broken in ‘43 
Pay attention to whether women are credited or not in the code breaking that helped kill Japanese Admiral 
Isoroku Yamamoto 

 
Associated Press. “Yamamoto Shot Down As Result of Code Being Broken in ‘43.” Evening Star. 

September 10, 1945. https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov.  
 
Based on this document, think about these questions before writing your hypothesis… 
 

1. Who, based on this document, broke the Japanese code that would help kill Admiral 
Yamamoto? 

 
 

2. Why do you think the article does not name the code breaker(s)? 
 
 
 
Hypothesis 1: Based on this document, did women help win WWII? 
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Document B: Ann Caracristi Video Interview  
Watch or read the first seven minutes of this interview with a code breaker in WWII. The video link is 
available in the citation. 
 
Leslie Sewell: And how were you recruited? How did you get into this cryptological...? 
 
Ann Caracristi: Well it was mysteriously done, I think. I believe that the Signal Intelligence 
Service sent out an all points search of women's' colleges, saying that they were seeking people 
to work in cryptography, cryptology. And, I believe they asked for recommendations; at least the 
Dean of Russell Sage apparently nominated me and two other people, who were friends of mine, 
as possible people to come work in this exotic work. And there was much emphasis on the fact 
that it was very secret, and they really couldn't talk about it. But they would send a few courses, 
course material, that we were supposed to look at before we came down. All this happened, as I 
remember, in about January of the year I was to graduate, which was '42.  
 
Leslie Sewell: Can you tell me something about these exercises that you did? What were they like? 
Were they math? Were they...? 
 
Ann Caracristi: Well, they were just sort of like puzzles, if you will. But they were explaining the 
basics of the way you encrypt material and the way you go about attacking an unknown system. 
You make counts of letters or numbers and try and find patterns and things of this nature. And 
they were--started out being quite simple and progressed to being fairly tricky. And I'm sure we 
could even get you a sample of that, if you'd like to look at it. [laughs] We'll see how far you can 
go! 
 
Leslie Sewell: Did you feel, when you were doing this work, patriotic, like you were aiding the 
war effort? What was the sense, both for you and for your colleagues? 
 
Ann Caracristi: Yes, I felt it was very important and exciting thing to be doing. And I felt it was 
contributing to the war effort. And we were surrounded, of course, by military people as well as 
civilians; this was a very mixed environment.… So there was a constant sense of the war within 
the Arlington Hall environment. The product we were putting out we knew was helping. It was 
allowing, as it turned out, not what I personally was working on, but the decryption of the 
merchant marine traffic, was indeed allowing the Navy to know the location of merchant marine 
ships and to send out submarines and aircraft to dispose of them. And it made a big difference in 
the winning of the war in the Pacific. And we were aware of that.… 
 
Leslie Sewell: If you had to say what the high point was of your work during the war, what would 
it be? 
 
Ann Caracristi: Well, I guess it would be VJ Day [Victory over Japan Day, August 14, 1945]... the 
word went--swept like a fire through there. And we were told that we were not to tell any of our 
friends and relatives until, you know, four o'clock or something [laughs]. And then at four 
o'clock we all just left the building and congregated in Washington to celebrate the great day. 
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Leslie Sewell: And, before VJ Day, were there other accomplishments of the--of where you were 
working that really grabbed you? Anything--you mentioned something about the finding out 
about the code for the merchant marine ships, but were there any other things like that that 
struck you as really important? 
 
Ann Caracristi: Well, you know, our efforts were divided, and there was a lot of "need to know" 
approach to the way we did business. And so those of us who were doing little portions of the 
effort were not usually aware of the full impact of the product that we were producing, at least 
in the part we were wor--I was working in. This was a big assembly line effort, truly. You know, 
several wings full of people, wings being large, long rooms, which you've seen pictures of, with 
tables. I mean, there were very little desks, there were very little front office, private offices. 
There were a few, but most of the work was being done in an almost assembly line sort of way. 
And the feedback was minimal in terms of specific accomplishments. Now there were times, you 
know, when something was--when a totally new system was broken into the--that information 
would be shared and there'd be great pleasure... 
 
Sewell, Leslie. Interview with Ann Caracristi. American Folklife Center, Library of Congress. Veterans 

History Project.  
 
Document C: Photograph of WAVE Decoding Unit  
During World War II, the Navy recruited women to support the war effort. Known as WAVES, short for 
Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service, most of the women served in the United States in a 
variety of support roles. Below is a photograph of WAVES at the Naval Communications Command 
Annex's decoding Unit in Washington, DC.                                          

 
 Ruth, Koczela. Naval Communications Command Annex, Washington DC: Veterans History Project, 

American Folklife Center. https://blogs.loc.gov/folklife/2018/02/sharpened-pencils-and-sharper-
minds-world-war-ii-women-code-breakers/. 
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Hypothesis 2: Based on these documents, did women help win WWII?  

 
 
 

 
 
Document D: S. Res.133 - A resolution honoring the life and legacy of Elizebeth Smith 
Friedman, Cryptanalyst.  
 
IN THE SENATE OF THE UNITED STATES, April 1, 2019 
 
Whereas, in the 1920s, government agents recruited Friedman to break codes for the Coast 

Guard; 
Whereas, based on her work, the Coast Guard subsequently asked Friedman to form a group to 

decrypt intercepts; 
Whereas, in the early 1930s, Friedman created and managed the first codebreaking unit ever to 

be run by a woman; 
Whereas, during World War II, Friedman and her team in the Coast Guard, working 

simultaneously with, but independently of, the well-known British codebreaking group 
led by Alan Turing, broke the Enigma G machine used by Germany, enabling the 
decryption of intercepted messages between German operatives in South America and 
their overseers in Berlin, thus stopping an alliance between Nazi Germany and countries 
in South America; 

Whereas Friedman co-authored several of the Riverbank Publications, which became the 
“textbook” for training individuals in the United States on encryption and codebreaking 
from the 1930s to the 1950s; 

Whereas J. Edgar Hoover of the Federal Bureau of Investigation took credit for the achievements 
of Friedman and her team, leaving her work widely unrecognized until after her death; 

Whereas, in the 1990s, to honor the contributions of both Friedman and her husband, who was 
also a codebreaker, the National Security Agency renamed its auditorium as the William 
F. Friedman and Elizebeth S. Friedman Memorial Auditorium; 

Whereas Elizebeth Smith Friedman continues to be a beacon of inspiration for women in the 
national security community and for women pursuing STEM-related fields; 

 
Congress.gov. "Text - S.Res.133 - 116th Congress (2019-2020): A resolution honoring the life and legacy 

of Elizebeth Smith Friedman, Cryptanalyst." April 1, 2019. http://www.congress.gov/. 
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Document E: The Women Code Breakers of World War II 
As the United States prepared to send men into the war, the country needed people to 

help with codebreaking. And women rose to the task. According to the book Code Girls by Liza 
Mundy, more than 10,000 women would serve for the U.S. Army and Navy, making up more 
than half the U.S. codebreakers. Their hard won efforts were key to winning the war. 

But the sudden need for codebreakers offered a new opportunity for college-educated 
women who claimed they weren't engaged or married. (Employers back then figured that once a 
woman was married, she wouldn’t have a paying job.) Many women at U.S. colleges received 
letters similar to Ann White's. Others answered newspaper ads or signed up after meeting with 
military recruiters who traveled across the country looking for codebreakers. 

The women codebreakers served many roles. They listened for coded radio messages 
from other countries. They collected things like the names of enemy ships and commanders that 
could be in a coded message—and therefore could help break it. They looked for patterns—for 
instance, where and when messages were sent could be clues about troop movements. They even 
tested American codes to make sure enemies couldn’t break them. The work required a strong 
understanding of math since many ciphers replace letters with numbers and then hide the 
original message with equations. The women learned tricks, such as looking for short phrases 
that sometimes marked the start of the coded notes, like "begin message here." This would help 
them pry open the rest of the code—but the work was never easy. 

Even though the women codebreakers were doing the same work as men, they were paid 
less. Some of the military men treated the women poorly because they didn’t think the women 
were important. According to Mundy’s book, one group of sailors ordered Navy women 
codebreakers to wash windows until a female officer stopped the task… The codebreakers’ work 
was crucial to winning the war—and women were an important part of every team. 

Frances Steen was one of many women codebreakers who deciphered messages that 
helped the United States kill the Japanese Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, who planned the attack 
on Pearl Harbor. And Virginia D. Aderholt decoded the intercepted message from the Japanese 
that they were about to surrender, which ended the war. 

Men often took credit for the women’s accomplishments. For instance, J. Edgar Hoover, 
who was the first director of the Federal Bureau of Investigations, claimed that his group broke 
up a Nazi spy ring in South America. But actually, that win belonged to the codebreaker 
Elizabeth Smith Friedman, who helped decipher secret enemy messages during both world wars 
and is often called America's first female codebreaker… Without the women codebreakers, some 
experts believe that the war would’ve lasted two years longer than it did. But many were kicked 
out of the military after the war ended, and decades passed before they were recognized for their 
achievements. The women had promised to keep their work secret, and they stayed silent for 
years. 

 
Wei-Haas, Maya. “The Women Codebreakers of World War II.” History, National Geographic 
Kids. February 2022. https://kids.nationalgeographic.com/history/article/the-women-codebreakers-
of-world-war-ii. 
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Final Hypothesis: Based on all of these documents, did women help win WWII?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


