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Process Paper:

We chose the topic, Navajo Code Talkers, because one of us is part Native American and
felt quite strongly about this subject. The rest of us thought it would be an important topic to cover
as it wasn’t something we had heard of. The Navajo Code Talkers relate to the theme,
communication in history, as the code talkers proved to be a crucial part of communication for the
U.S. Marines in the Pacific Theater during World War II. Their story and experiences themselves
also serve as instances of communication, and a lack of, in a historical context. We conducted our
research by first looking through government websites, such as the CIA, and by then looking
through databases to find more sources. For more context and background, we also found a few
sources involving the history of the Navajo Nation, particularly in regards to the effects of
colonialism, and subsequent discrimination, upon it. We chose to present our information through
an exhibit as pictures are often times more powerful than words, and the story of the Navajo Code
Talkers is one in which words were temporarily lost to time. The Navajo Code Talkers are a part of
history that perfectly demonstrates the importance and impact of communication. Although their
story was hidden until 1968, the code they provided served as the basis of communication for U.S.
Marines in the Pacific Theater. The Navajo Code Talkers don’t just serve as an important example
of communication however, as they directly contributed to the U.S. victory in World War II.
Without their help, the war could have easily ended differently which would have changed the

course of history.
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Left Top Panel Text

The Navajo Nation covers 27,000 square miles of land, and is located in portions of Utah,
Arizona, and New Mexico. Its borders have been largely defined and shaped by colonialism,

and the land fell into the hands of the U.S. government in 1848 through the treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo.
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Left Center Panel Text

The Navajo faced many injustices from the U.S. government.

“Navajo resistance to white American encroachments encouraged U.S officials to adopt a
genocidal military solution. As a result, in 1863 Colonel Kit Carson led U.S. troops in a
rampage that resulted in the deaths of thousands of Dine people, the slaughtering of their
animals, and the destruction of their crops. Starving and unable to resist any longer, many
Navajo capitulated in hopes of ending the carnage.”

Ironically enough, the U.S. tried to destroy the very language that helped it win WWII.
Boarding schools were established, and they held punishments such as beating or having
their mouths washed with, as Chester Nez, a future Navajo code talker, stated, “a bitter brown
soap”.

THE IDEA

“Philip Johnston was the initiator of the Marine Corps’ program to enlist and train Navajos as
messengers. Although Johnston was not a Navajo, he grew up on a Navajo reservation as the
son of a missionary and became familiar with the people and their language.”
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“In May 1942, the first 29 Navajo recruits attended boot camp. Then, at Camp Pendleton,
Oceanside, California, this first group created the Navajo Code.”

“When joining the Marine Corps, | thought about how my people were mistreated. But then |
thought this would be my chance to do something for my country.”
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THESIS

The Navajo Code Talkers show the importance of communication, in the literal metaphorical,
and social sense, in both history and today. Their story demonstrates the power of
communication in war, through their code’s great triumphs, and the power a lack of
communication can hold in a society that disregards certain peoples.

THE CODE

“They developed a dictionary and numerous words for military terms. The dictionary and all
code words had to be memorized during training. Navajos could encode, transmit, and decode
a three-line English message in 20 seconds. Machines of the time required 30 minutes to
perform the same job.”

The remaining words were spelled out through an alphabet system, in which the definition of a
Navajo word corresponded with the first letter of its English meaning. Later on, additional
words were added to the most commonly used letters: “e, t, a, 0,i,n, s, h, r, d, I".
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The codes were communicated via radio and telephone.

“What the code talkers did was provide absolute security for the information we transmitted on
the radios, denying to the enemy vital information that we were picking up from their
communications.”

IN ACTION
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“Guadalcanal, Taraw, Peleliu, Iwo Jima: the Navajo code talkers took part in every assault the
U.S. Marines conducted in the Pacific from 1942 to 1945. They served in all six Marine
divisions, Marine Raider battalions and Marine parachute units, transmitting messages by
telephone and radio in their native language - a code that the Japanese never broke.”

The Navajo Code Talkers were on the frontlines of combat, and often had to fight and be
careful to protect themselves.

“Connor had six Navajo code talkers working around the clock during the first two days of the
battle. Those six sent and received over 800 messages, all without error.”

“Were it not for the Navajos, the Marines would never have taken Iwo Jima.”
Navajo Code Talkers faced treacherous conditions. They often had to go into foxholes even

whilst sending and translating messages. They also had to stay up for long times to ensure
constant communication.
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Right Top Panel Text

Because the information regarding the Navajo Code Talkers wasn’t declassified until 1968, the
returning code talkers were not celebrated by the American public. Instead, they faced
discrimination adn a lack of help for their trauma.
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The Navajo Code Talkers need to be remembered. They are the unsung heroes and
communicators of WWII, and demonstrate the sheer power of communication. Moreover, they
risked their lives even for a country that wronged them, and by doing so they changed history.
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