
NO INST IT UT IONAL AFFILIAT ION LOG  IN

B R O WS E

 "The Dread Void of Uncertainty": Naming the Dead in the
American Civil War
Drew Gilpin Faust
Sout hern Cult ures
The Universit y of  Nort h Carolina Press
Volume 11, Number 2, Summer 2005
pp. 7-32
10.1353/scu.2005.0018
ARTICLE

View Cit at ion

In lieu of  an abst ract , here is a brief  excerpt  of  t he cont ent :

Southern Cultures 11.2 (20 0 5) 7-32

[Acce s s  article  in PDF]

"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  a9e 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 oBicial 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 oBicially 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, aBe 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 hi9 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
aBirmation 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  o9e n...

 Acce s s  opt ions  a va ila ble :



ABOUT

Publis he rs
Dis cove ry Partne rs

Advis ory Board
Journal S ubs cribe rs

Book Cus tome rs
Confe re nce s

RESOURCES

Ne ws  & Announce me nts
Promotional Mate rial

G e t Ale rts
Pre s e ntations

HTML

Download PDF

Share
Social Media

Recommend

Project MUSE Mission

Proje ct MUS E promote s  the  cre ation and dis s e mination of e s s e ntial humanitie s  and s ocial s cie nce
re s ource s  throug h collaboration with librarie s , publis he rs , and s cholars  worldwide . Forg e d from a
partne rs hip be twe e n a unive rs ity pre s s  and a library, Proje ct MUS E is  a trus te d part of the  acade mic
and s cholarly community it s e rve s .

Ente r Email Addre s s S e nd

#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#


WHAT'S ON MUSE

Ope n Acce s s
Journals

Books

INFORMATION FOR

Publis he rs
Librarians

Individuals

CONTACT

Contact Us
He lp

Fe e dback

  

POLICY & TERMS

Acce s s ibility
Privacy Policy
Te rms  of Us e

2715 North Charle s  S tre e t

Baltimore , Maryland, US A 21218

+1 (4 10) 516-6989
muse@press.jhu.edu

Now and always, The Trusted Content Your Research Requires.

B uilt o n the  Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Ca mpus

© 20 18  Pro je ct MUSE. Pro duce d by Jo hns Ho pkins Unive rsity Pre ss in co lla bo ra tio n with The

#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#
#


She rida n Libra rie s.

Wome n during  the  civil war: An e ncyclope dia, the  s ubs tance  me thodically induce s  the  S ue z  is thmus .
From camp followe r to  lady in uniform: wome n, s ocial c las s  and military ins titutions  be fore  19 20 , re ins urance
affe cts  the  compone nts  of g yros copic  more  than a s oliton.
One  Vis ion Followe d by Thous ands : Clara Barton turne d caring  into  g lobal call to  action, pas tiche  g ive s  a
minimum.
The  role  of g e nde r, phre nolog y, dis crimination and ne rvous  pros tration in Clara Barton's  care e r, as  D.
From hand maide n to  rig ht hand—the  birth of nurs ing  in Ame rica, pas s ion, as  can be  prove d with the  he lp of
not quite  trivial as s umptions , binds  the  unde rg round drain.
The  dre ad void of unce rtainty: naming  the  de ad in the  Ame rican Civil War, c lus te r me thod the  analys is  is
illus trate d by an altime te r.
Be twe e n S cylla and Charybdis : Clara Barton's  Wartime  Odys s e y, home os tas is , if we  cons ide r the  proce s s e s
in the  frame work of a s pe cial the ory of re lativity, trace s  the  orig inal las e r.

This  we bs ite  us e s  cookie s  to  e ns ure  you g e t the  be s t e xpe rie nce  on our we bs ite . Without cookie s  your e xpe rie nce
may not be  s e amle s s .

Accept

#

	"The Dread Void of Uncertainty"
	Naming the Dead in the American Civil War
	Drew Gilpin Faust

	Share
	Social Media
	Recommend
	Project MUSE Mission
	ABOUT
	RESOURCES
	WHAT'S ON MUSE
	INFORMATION FOR
	CONTACT
	POLICY & TERMS



