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] Figure 1

Click The Civil War left some 620,000 American soldiers dead—more than the total number
for killed in all other American wars from the Revolution to Vietnam. But whose
larger  responsibility would it be to track soldiers' deaths, inform their families, and record
view  theirnames? On the battlefield of Antietam, courtesy of the Collections of the Library
of Congress.

[End Page 7]

We take forgranted the obligationofourgovernmentto accountforthe wardead. We expectthe militaryto
do everything possible to gatherinformationabout ourwar casualties, to notify their families promptly and
respectfully, and to provide the bereaved with the opportunityto reclaimand burytheirkin. Eighteen
months afterthe inaugurationofcombatinlraqg, the Pentagontakes satisfactionthat eventhough more than
twe lve hundred Americansoldiers have died, none is missing or unide ntified. The contrasting failure to find
every American who foughtinVietnam—anestimated 1,950 remain unaccounted for—continues notjustas a
burdenfortheirgrieving families, butas a political force ina pow/mia move ment now more than three

decades old.

The United States accepts its persisting obligationto these casualties ofwar, and the Department of
Defense spends more than $100 millionayearto identifyand recoverthe approximately eighty-eight
thousand soldiers still missing from World War Il, Kore a, Vietnam, and the GulfWar. Yet the assumption that
governmentbears sucharesponsibilityis infact quite recent. Only with the Korean War did the United
States establisha policy ofidentifying and bringing home the remains ofeverydead soldier. Only with World
Warldid soldiers beginto wearofficial badges ofidentity—what came to be knownas dog tags. Only with
the CivilWardid the United States establishasystemofnational cemeteries and officiallyacknowledge a

responsibility to name and honorthe militarydead.*

There have been manyrevolutions in warfare inthe pasttwo centuries, and the emerging recognitionofan
obligationto dead and missing soldiers and theirfamilies is one ofthe leastvisible.Yet changing attitudes
and policies concerning the dead and missing may have had a more significantimpactthananyother
transformation, affe cting home as well as battle front, civilians as wellas soldiers. And it was with the Civil
War that this shiftin both private and public beliefand behavior first became evident, as Americans north and
southstruggled to find, name, and commemorate everyone ofthe slain. This was a war that fundame ntally
redefined the relationship ofthe citizenand the state inits abolition of chattelslavery, but this highlyvisible
affirmation ofthe individual's right to identity and personhood reflected beliefs about human worth that
bore otherimplications as well. Inthe face ofthe CivilWar's rising death toll, these assumptions beganto
yield new attitudes towards the dead and newobligations towards bereaved families. Bloodierthan any
otherconflictin American history, the CivilWar presaged the butcheryofWorld WarI's western frontand the
globalcarnage ofthe twentieth century. Approximately 620,000 Americansoldiers died between 1861 and
1865. Asimilarrate ofdeath—about2 percent ofthe population—would today mean almost 5H million
casualties. More Americans died inthe CivilWarthaninall other American wars combined up to Vietnam.
Deathtouched nearly every American, north and south, ofthe CivilWar era, yet the unanticipated [End Page

8] scale ofthe destruction meantthatatleast halfthese dead remained unidentified.

] Figure 2

Click Not until World War | did American soldiers wear official dog tags bearing their
for personal information. Simple identification of many of the Civil War dead was
larger difficult. Photograph courtesy of the Collections of the Library of Congress.
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