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Do American women deserve more credit for the Manhattan Project? 
Below are a selection of documents that can be used to argue in favor of or against the idea that 
women deserve more credit for the Manhattan Project. 

1. As you read, record sentences or ideas that show reasoning for and against 
women being given more credit for the Manhattan Project? 

2. After you finish the two middle columns, look back at the evidence. Which 
information is most persuasive to you? Mark that #8. Which evidence is least 
persuasive to you? Mark that #1. 

 

Rank Evidence women deserve more 
credit 

Evidence women DO NOT deserve 
more credit 

Rank 
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Questions for Analysis 
1. Add up the rank on each side. Which side weighed more? Why do you think it 

worked out that way? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. In conclusion, do American women deserve more credit for the Manhattan 

Project?  
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Background: Women and the Manhattan Project 
[W]omen…shaped the work of the Manhattan Project, from providing their expertise in 
explosives chemistry to working on nuclear fission theories to supporting the workforce 
to testing reactors to designing and building the atomic bomb. In 1939, Albert Einstein 
wrote President Franklin D. Roosevelt, alerting the President to the importance of 
research on nuclear chain reactions and the possibility that research might lead to 
developing powerful bombs. On January 19, 1942, President Roosevelt approved 
production of the atomic bomb and the top-secret Manhattan Project quickly began.  

Women played important roles across the Manhattan Project complex. They 
worked as nurses, teachers, librarians, and secretaries. They sold and processed war 
bonds, worked the desks at dormitories and post exchanges, welded, and even 
monitored the control panels of the calutron.” 

Women in the Manhattan Project.” Department of Energy, Energy.gov, 
https://www.energy.gov/women-manhattan-project. 

Document A: Interview with Anne McKusik 
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“So, when I got to Oak Ridge, it was perhaps not surprising that there were no girls who 
were physicists. I remember somebody saying to me once, “You consider that you're a 
girl who happens to be a physicist, or a physicist who happens to be a girl?” [Laughter.] 
The only other woman who had studied physics at the time I was there, which was 
April 1st, 1944 to late in December	of	1945.	There	was	only	one	other	girl	who	came	
later.	I	think	her	name	was	Mildred	Cranaugh.	I	think	she	had	studied	some	physics.	
It	was	just	that	women	weren’t	thought	to	be	capable	of	learning	the	subject,	or	
thought	that	it	was	strictly	a	man’s	field	at	that	time.”	
 
Kelly, Cindy. Interview with Anne Mckusil. Voices of the Manhattan Project, Atomic Heritage 

Foundation, October 6, 2011.  
 
Document B: Interview with Lilli Hornig 
Watch or read this interview with Lilli Horning using the transcript below or the link provided 
in the citation (listen from 21 minutes until a few seconds after 23 minutes). 

 
 

I had a job in the chemistry department doing what was called “fundamental wet 
research,” which was involved—working with plutonium, determining the solubility of 
various plutonium salts. It was essentially nothing known about plutonium chemistry at 
the time. And there was one other woman in the division, she and I worked together 
and we had our little cubby hole and did our little procedures and put them under the 
Geiger counter. It wasn’t terribly inspiring and nobody actually really spoke to us.  

Our boss was Don Wall, who came from Berkeley, and they were pretty much a 
closed society anyway. So we clunked along there for a couple months. And then they 
got the first results from Hanford with the bad news about 240, plutonium-240, which 
was much more active than 239. And the first response was to fire both of us instantly. 
And I complained a bit about that, and they were worried obviously about reproductive 
damage. I tried delicately to point out that they might be more susceptible than I was; 
that didn’t go over well. But I guess I wasn’t very good at handling things like that.  

So I went back to the personnel office and they said, “Well they need people in X 
division,” which was Kisty’s  division. 
 
Kelly, Cindy. Interview with Lilli Hornig. Voices of the Manhattan Project, Atomic Heritage 

Foundation, November 4, 2011. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CGfMCZxJrk4&t=793s.  

 
Document C: Interview with Leona Woods Marshall Libby 
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S. L. Sanger: Well one of the questions I have for you is, I understand that you are one of 

the few women in the project, is that right, physicists at least, the Manhattan 
Project? 

 
Leona Marshall Libby:  Yes. 
 
Sanger: And were you the only one at Hanford? 
 
Libby:  Yes. 
 
Sanger: I mean physicists. 
 
Libby: Only woman. 
 
Sanger:  Only women. Well because I know that famous photograph at the University of 

Chicago, that you’re the only woman in it.  
 
Libby: No that was after— 
 
Sanger:  That was taken some time later, wasn’t it? 
 
Libby: Yes it was, but the point is it was the group that may—that was present when the 

reactor finally went. 
 
Sanger: This is kind of a digression I suppose, but I was curious if you had any 

particular—if anybody took note of the fact that you were a woman. Did you 
have any problems, I mean, or were you treated differently? 

 
Libby: That’s a dumb thing to say! 
 
Sanger:  I know you mentioned there was a—you had your separate restroom at Hanford 

I guess. I was just curious, I mainly wanted to check that you were– … the only 
woman at Hanford. 

 
Libby: Yes. 
 
Sanger:  Except I suppose— 
 
Libby: Secretaries— 
 
Sanger: Secretaries and so on.  
 
Sanger, S.L. Interview with Leona Marshall Libby. Working on the Bomb: An Oral History of 

WWII Hanford, Portland State University, 1995.  
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Document E: Leona Woods Marshall Biography 
After she finished her doctorate in 1942, Libby was recruited to work with 

chemist Enrico Fermi and his team at the University of Chicago… The activities carried 
out by Fermi’s team at Chicago were associated with a nationwide atomic research 
program known as the “Manhattan Project”. When World War II began in 1939, both the 
United States and the United Kingdom began working to create a nuclear bomb. In 1941, 
the United States entered the war and began to focus more attention and financial 
resources on atomic research, surpassing the British. There were many facilities and 
scientists throughout the US who worked on this project. Laboratories existed in many 
locations, including Tennessee, Illinois, and Washington. 

Fermi and other scientists, including Libby, carried out experiments to determine 
how to create a self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction. Creating the reaction was one of 
the keys to understanding how to construct an atomic bomb. 

Fermi’s team tested their hypothesis and were successful. The first step toward 
the creation of a nuclear bomb had been attained. There were approximately 42 
scientists observing the experiment. At age 23, Libby was the first and only woman to 
witness the event. With her counter, Libby took measurements of the level of neutron 
activity as the experiment proceeded… The material obtained at Hanford was used to 
make the second nuclear bomb, it was dropped on Nagasaki, Japan on August 9, 1945, 
and World War II ended days later. 

After the war concluded, Fermi’s team held regular anniversaries at the 
University of Chicago to mark their achievements in nuclear research. For her 
achievements in science, Libby was honored by Mademoiselle magazine in 1946 by 
being named one of the top women of the year. 

Libby continued her work in chemistry by holding fellowships at the University 
of Chicago’s Institute of Nuclear Studies, Princeton’s Institute of Advanced Studies and 
at Brookhaven National Laboratory. In 1962, she became a professor at New York 
University. She later joined the physics department at the University of Colorado. She 
held this post from 1964-1970. Her final academic position was at UCLA, where she 
served as visiting professor of environmental studies and engineering. In this role, she 
researched climate change and food irradiation. Libby died in 1986. 

Dr. Kelly, A. Spring.  2017. “Biography: Leona Woods Libby.” Women's History, 
https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/leona-libby.  

Document F: “Met Lab” Alumni  
Look at the photo below and its description. Take note of whether there are women present. 
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Alumni of the Met Lab pose on the steps of Eckhart Hall on the campus of 
the University of Chicago on December 2, 1946 (the fourth anniversary of 
CP-1 first going critical).  Front row, left to right: Enrico Fermi, Walter 
Zinn, Albert Wattenberg, and Herbert Anderson.  Middle row, left to 
right: Harold Agnew, William Sturm, Harold Lichtenberger, Leona W. 
Marshall, and Leo Szilard.  Back row, left to right: Norman Hilberry, 
Samuel Allison, Thomas Brill, Robert Nobles, Warren Nyer, and Marvin 
Wilkening. 

 
The photograph is courtesy the Argonne National Laboratory.  It is reprinted in Stephanie 

Groueff, Manhattan Project: The Untold Story of the Making of the Atomic Bomb 
(Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1967). 

 
Document G: Los Alamos Scientists 
Look at the photo below and its description. Take note of whether there are women present. 
 



9 
Nye Adamkowski 

Dr. Tonya Roth 
Remedial Herstory 

Inquiry-Based Lesson Plan 
 

 
*This lesson plan was sponsored in part by the Library of Congress Teaching with Primary Sources 
Eastern Region Program, coordinated by Waynesburg University, the History and Social Studies 
Education Faculty at Plymouth State University, and the Patrons of the Remedial Herstory Project. 

 
Scientists attending a colloquium at Los Alamos, August 1946.  Left to right, first row: 
Norris E. Bradbury, John H. Manley, Enrico Fermi, J. M. B. Kellogg.  Second row: 
Robert Oppenheimer, Richard P. Feynman, Phil B. Porter.  Third row: Gregory Breit 
(partially hidden), Arthur Hemmendinger, Arthur D. Schelberg.  
  

The photograph is courtesy Los Alamos National Laboratory.  The identifications are from 
Richard G. Hewlett and Francis Duncan, Atomic Shield, 1947-1952: Volume II, A 
History of the United States Atomic Energy Commission (Washington: U.S. Atomic 
Energy Commission, 1972), opposite page 46. 


