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"The Dread Void of  Uncert aint y"

Naming the Dead in the American Civil War

The dread void of uncertainty: naming the

dead in the American Civil War.
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Fig ure  1
The Civil War left some 620,000 American soldiers dead—more than the total number

killed in all other American wars from the Revolution to Vietnam. But whose
responsibility would it be to track soldiers' deaths, inform their families, and record

their names? On the battlefield of Antietam, courtesy of the Collections of the Library
of Congress.
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Fig ure  2
Not until World War I did American soldiers wear official dog tags bearing their
personal information. Simple identification of many of the Civil War dead was

difficult. Photograph courtesy of the Collections of the Library of Congress.
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We  take  for g rante d the  oblig ation of our g ove rnme nt to  account for the  war de ad. We  e xpe ct the  military to
do e ve rything  pos s ible  to  g athe r information about our war cas ualtie s , to  notify the ir familie s  promptly and
re s pe ctfully, and to  provide  the  be re ave d with the  opportunity to  re claim and bury the ir kin. Eig hte e n
months  a e r the  inaug uration of combat in Iraq, the  Pe ntag on take s  s atis faction that e ve n thoug h more  than
twe lve  hundre d Ame rican s oldie rs  have  die d, none  is  mis s ing  or unide ntifie d. The  contras ting  failure  to  find
e ve ry Ame rican who foug ht in Vie tnam—an e s timate d 1,9 50  re main unaccounte d for—continue s  not jus t as  a
burde n for the ir g rie ving  familie s , but as  a political force  in a pow/mia move me nt now more  than thre e
de cade s  old.

The  Unite d S tate s  acce pts  its  pe rs is ting  oblig ation to  the s e  cas ualtie s  of war, and the  De partme nt of
De fe ns e  s pe nds  more  than $10 0  million a ye ar to  ide ntify and re cove r the  approximate ly e ig hty-e ig ht
thous and s oldie rs  s till mis s ing  from World War II, Kore a, Vie tnam, and the  G ulf War. Ye t the  as s umption that
g ove rnme nt be ars  s uch a re s pons ibility is  in fact quite  re ce nt. Only with the  Kore an War did the  Unite d
S tate s  e s tablis h a policy of ide ntifying  and bring ing  home  the  re mains  of e ve ry de ad s oldie r. Only with World
War I did s oldie rs  be g in to  we ar o icial badg e s  of ide ntity—what came  to  be  known as  dog  tag s . Only with
the  Civil War did the  Unite d S tate s  e s tablis h a s ys te m of national ce me te rie s  and o icially acknowle dg e  a
re s pons ibility to  name  and honor the  military de ad.

The re  have  be e n many re volutions  in warfare  in the  pas t two ce nturie s , and the  e me rg ing  re cog nition of an
oblig ation to  de ad and mis s ing  s oldie rs  and the ir familie s  is  one  of the  le as t vis ible . Ye t chang ing  attitude s
and policie s  conce rning  the  de ad and mis s ing  may have  had a more  s ig nificant impact than any othe r
trans formation, a e cting  home  as  we ll as  battle  front, c ivilians  as  we ll as  s oldie rs . And it was  with the  Civil
War that this  s hi  in both private  and public  be lie f and be havior firs t be came  e vide nt, as  Ame ricans  north and
s outh s trug g le d to  find, name , and comme morate  e ve ry one  of the  s lain. This  was  a war that fundame ntally
re de fine d the  re lations hip of the  citiz e n and the  s tate  in its  abolition of chatte l s lave ry, but this  hig hly vis ible
a irmation of the  individual's  rig ht to  ide ntity and pe rs onhood re fle cte d be lie fs  about human worth that
bore  othe r implications  as  we ll. In the  face  of the  Civil War's  ris ing  de ath toll, the s e  as s umptions  be g an to
yie ld ne w attitude s  towards  the  de ad and ne w oblig ations  towards  be re ave d familie s . Bloodie r than any
othe r conflict in Ame rican his tory, the  Civil War pre s ag e d the  butche ry of World War I's  we s te rn front and the
g lobal carnag e  of the  twe ntie th ce ntury. Approximate ly 6 20 ,0 0 0  Ame rican s oldie rs  die d be twe e n 186 1 and
186 5. A s imilar rate  of de ath—about 2 pe rce nt of the  population—would today me an almos t 5H million
cas ualtie s . More  Ame ricans  die d in the  Civil War than in all othe r Ame rican wars  combine d up to  Vie tnam.
De ath touche d ne arly e ve ry Ame rican, north and s outh, of the  Civil War e ra, ye t the  unanticipate d [End P a g e
8 ] s cale  of the  de s truction me ant that at le as t half the s e  de ad re maine d unide ntifie d.
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The  Civil War is  o e n...
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