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There are myriad ways to compare the heritage contexts of nation states, but there may be none that is more obviously important than an examination of the heritage of war. While one would hope that more pleasant topics – sport culture, food culture, local histories – would be more relevant, it is an unfortunate fact that military is one of the primary ways in which a nation state (if not all, then certainly superpowers and ‘would be / ex’ superpowers like the US and Russia) projects and justifies its nationhood status. Gegner and Ziino (2012) say on this that “The political heritage of war has been the building of nations and empires. The cultural corollary has been the development of identities, as victors and as victims, soldiers and civilians, collaborators and resisters. If heritage can be understood as the selective use of the past as cultural and political resources in the present, then there are few fields more productive for understanding that process than the heritage of war.”[footnoteRef:1] Thus, a comparison of how a nation treats issues of war – conquest and defeat, the war dead, etc. – will often provide a wealth of clues for the more general heritage environment of that nation. [1:  Gegner and Ziino, 2012.] 

To understand the national contexts of war memorialisation, we should first understand something about the national contexts of war. The quickest and easiest understanding of US military can be gleaned from observing statistics of the vast size of US military spending. Statista[footnoteRef:2] describes US military spending as 801 billion US dollars in 2021. This is roughly 2.7 times the expenditure of the next highest spending country, China, and constitutes a full 38% of worldwide military expenditure[footnoteRef:3]. Truly, the US military is vast – almost comically, the second largest air force in the world after the US Air Force is the US Navy[footnoteRef:4]. As of July 2022, the US military is engaged in three war-conflicts – intervention in Yemen, the second intervention in the Somali civil war, and the American-led intervention in Syria. In comparison, Russian gross military spending is tame - Statista[footnoteRef:5] describes ‘just’ 65.91 billion US dollars, which while a drop from 2013’s 88.35 billion is a significant increase from the 6.47 billion military expenditure in 1999. As mentioned Russia’s 4.1% of GDP on military spending represents the second highest in the world, ahead of even the US. What we can clearly see thus is two countries who, looking from a purely statistical account, have placed a huge amount of importance and a huge amount of resources into funding their militaries. [2:  Statista, 2022. https://www.statista.com/statistics/262742/countries-with-the-highest-military-spending/]  [3:  Although as Statista (2022) notes, this highest gross spending equals ‘only’ third in spending as a percentage of GDP – here, the United States (3.5%) trails Saudi Arabia (6.6%) and more importantly Russia (4.1%). https://www.statista.com/statistics/266892/military-expenditure-as-percentage-of-gdp-in-highest-spending-countries/]  [4:  USO, 2022.]  [5:  Statista, 2022. https://www.statista.com/statistics/1203160/military-expenditure-russia/] 

Of course, war memorialisation is not the same as the actual business of war. War memorialisation – the preservation and mobilisation of the memories of armed conflicts – takes many different forms. It may be wise to first look at the treatment of the war dead. Armed conflict, lest we forget, is not just the movement of pins on a corkboard map marking ethereal borders, nor is it an intellectual battle of ideology versus ideology. Armed conflict has a real cost in lives, and the treatment of those whose lives are lost in pursuit of the goals of their nations are a potent signifier for the general state of the nations conflict heritage. To this end, we can look to the American Battle Monuments Commission[footnoteRef:6] - “Established by Congress in 1923, ABMC commemorates the service, achievements, and sacrifice of U.S. Armed Forces.”.[footnoteRef:7] The ABMC lists their values as the following:  [6:  Herein referred to as the ABMC.]  [7:  AMBC, 2022. https://www.abmc.gov/about-us] 

· Honor: We memorialize and commemorate the service of America’s armed forces.
· Respect: We extol the unique value and individual sacrifice of each service member.
· Excellence: We dedicate ourselves to being the preeminent standard of excellence for maintaining America’s military cemeteries and memorials.
· Stewardship: We are responsible guardians of the sacred mission entrusted to our care.
· Commitment: We are dedicated to professional service to our nation, our allies and partners, our communities, and our workforce.
· American Battle Monuments Commission, 2022
A few things stand out here, which should be noted. In addition to traditional American punchiness, there is an emphasis on honouring the sacrifice of the individual. This would certainly seem counter to the general concept of the military ‘unit’. Perhaps this is indicative in a change in policy, or that the idea of a ‘Pyle-esque’[footnoteRef:8] private conforming or dying has never been true. In any case, it appears that ABMC want desperately to link the war dead not to the grinding machinery of the American military-industrial complex but to the memory of the individual. What this achieves is a recontextualization of military deaths into the lives of the general population. The body of a grenadier becomes not the lifeless corpse of a soldier, but Jack – a father, a brother, a member of your local community and a long term friend, who has been glorified and immortalised by the sacrifices he has made. A focus must be made additionally on the ‘sacred mission entrusted to [ABMC’s] care’. Again, what we can see here is an elevation of purpose – the memorialisation of these war dead isn’t just good practice, it’s outright divine. Here, there is something of a circular justification – our mission is sacred because it returns our sacred children to our care, and they are sacred for they have been protected by our sacred mission. [8:  Referring to Private Gomer Pyle, of the 1987 classic Full Metal Jacket.] 

While not an ABMC property, arguably the most important cemetery in the US is the Arlington National Cemetery.[footnoteRef:9] While existing as an estate some time previously, Arlington officially became a cemetery just a few months after having the first military grave laid in its soil in 1864.[footnoteRef:10] ANC’s mission statement reads “Arlington National Cemetery represents the American people for past, present and future generations by laying to rest those few who have served our nation with dignity and honor, while immersing guests in the cemetery's living history.”[footnoteRef:11]. Again, much like the ABMC, ANC has directly linked the actions of the military with the common life of the country. Additionally, ANC goes one step further and explicitly connects itself to the history of the military, as well as the history of the cemetery as a physical space. The cemetery is essentially religious – not only in the sense of a burial site in a nation that seems to understand itself as Christian[footnoteRef:12], but as a focal point of respect of the American cult of the military. Perhaps nowhere amongst those rows and rows of clean white headstones, testimony to those who died in protection of the platonic ideal of America and her people (rather than to fancies of global geopolitics and, in the case of Afghanistan and Iraq, crude oil capitalism and the propagation of the military industrial complex), is more sacred than the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. [9:  Herein referred to as ANC]  [10:  Arlington National Cemetery, 2022. https://www.arlingtoncemetery.mil/Explore/History-of-Arlington-National-Cemetery]  [11:  Arlington National Cemetery, 2022. https://www.arlingtoncemetery.mil/About/Vision-Mission]  [12:  This is disputable, especially given the constitutional provision of separation of Church and State.] 

Celebrating its centenary just last year in 2021, the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier in Arlington is not  unique to the US, at least in concept. On Armistice day – November 11th, 1920 – Great Britain and France buried their unknown soldiers in Westminster Abbey and at the base of the Arc de Triomphe, respectively. These individual unidentified remains would exist as canvasses – blank slates in the shape of the war dead that anyone could project an image on to, which would provide a channel of healing and regeneration as Europe came to terms with the destruction of the first Great War. Initially, the US performed roughly the same – a single body meant to represent the totality of the war dead. As the proposal legislation put it, the goal was “to bring home the body of an unknown American warrior who in himself represents no section, creed, or race in the late war and who typifies, moreover, the soul of America and the supreme sacrifice of her heroic dead.”[footnoteRef:13] Before long however, four more bodies had been interred from various American military cemeteries in France to also receive the honour. As time progressed, so too were unknown soldiers from World War 2, the Korean War and the Vietnam War placed in new crypts, though the crypt for the Vietnam War now stands empty[footnoteRef:14]. This is strong indicator of just how much importance America places on their respect for the dead – expending the efforts to recover war dead for each of their major wars and reinterring them. [13:  ANC, 2022. https://www.arlingtoncemetery.mil/Explore/Tomb-of-the-Unknown-Soldier]  [14:  DNA testing in 1998 confirmed the remains of the unknown soldier of the Vietnam war as those of Air Force 1st Lt. Michael Joseph Blassie. At the wishes of his family, he was reinterred in St. Louis, Missouri. ] 

While America has Arlington National Cemetery, Russia has the Federal Military Memorial Cemetery[footnoteRef:15]. Opened in June 2013, the FMMC is Russia’s first national cemetery and has been referred to repeatedly as ‘Russia’s Arlington’.[footnoteRef:16] Gabowitsch even describes how, much like Arlington, much of the construction process was marked by the suggestion that the cemetery should be open to potentially all military dead, not just individuals of high cultural or political importance. In fact, Gabowitsch’s article reveals myriad aspects of the FMMC that highlight important differences in the attitudes of the US and Russia – and one point which both nations share. Firstly, we have the simple separation in time – a full 149 year separates the founding of Arlington[footnoteRef:17] and the founding of the FMMC. It is not the case that Russia didn’t have any important cemeteries[footnoteRef:18] - the Kremlin Wall Mausoleum was the de facto national cemetery before the FMMC[footnoteRef:19] and seems to have fallen into the same usage focus on dignitaries and high ranking politicians rather than the war-dead everyman. It would appear that this was not always the case – John Reed’s first hand account Ten Days that Shook the World recalls the words of a Russian student - "Here in this holy place," said the student, "holiest of all Russia, we shall bury our most holy. Here where are the tombs of the Tsars, our Tsar−the People−shall sleep...."[footnoteRef:20] referring to “five hundred proletarians who died for the Revolution.”[footnoteRef:21]. Here, we can see that while the US established ANC as nominally ‘for the people’ by filling its graves with ‘the people’ and continuing that legacy through to the modern day, Russia has moved from an unofficial national cemetery, originally ‘for the proletariat’ and hosting their final places of rest, through to an official national cemetery not even a decade year old, transformed into a place of respect only for the most elite of elite. This would certainly seem to imply a very different approach to war memorialisation – the US on the surface appearing to value comradery via focus on individual people[footnoteRef:22] as part of the common populace, and Russia o the surface valuing the legacy of the individual to the exclusion of the common populace, which heavily implies a difference in value placed on the war dead.[footnoteRef:23] However, one cannot avoid the fact that, as far as modern states go, both the US and Russia are militaristic states, and it behoofs  them both politically to pay some lip service at least to their militaries thusly.  [15:  Herein referred to as the FMMC.]  [16:  Gabowitsch (2016), pp.89]  [17:  Arlington National Cemetery was not even the first national cemetery in the US – Gettysburg National Cemetery was officially consecrated a year earlier in 1863 as a result of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address.]  [18:  Perhaps the distinction between ‘national cemetery’ and ‘important cemeteries’ isn’t particularly large, but there is certainly something to be said for the lack of official designation]  [19:  Gabowitsch (2016), pp.90]  [20:  Reed (2007), pp.135]  [21:  Revolution and civil war should be understood just a much as war as ‘traditional’, international warfare. Again, the Gettysburg National Cemetery was a result of the American civil war, though one could argue that the construction of the US ‘federation’ bends the rules of nationhood.]  [22:  One could argue that, especially in the case of the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, the buried are treated as soldiers or warriors, instead of people, via their interment in military cemeteries. This is a feature that appears regularly in war heritage, but it not be too charitable to suggest that the US makes considerable effort in repatriation and identification of war remains in a way that re-individualises and thus somewhat demilitarises the dead. In any case, whether soldier or person, these are treated as individuals.]  [23:  One possible explanation for this is the oligarchical political structure of Russia, with Vladimir Putin himself having an interest in elevating the cultural status of the powerful. Gabowitsch (2016), pp.91 provides a rebuttal, rejecting the “[postulation of] a monolithic state that commissions war memorials and cemeteries for ideological purposes and predetermines their appearance.”. It is interesting, though perhaps off-topic, to think about how the differences and similarities of Russai’s ‘unified’ state and the US’s ‘federation of semi-autonomous states’ political structures affects the memorialisation of war dead.] 

Of course, when discussing war remains, it is wise to discuss just how the war dead return home. As previously mentioned, the US has a geographical position that conflicts with its goal of bringing home the fallen: isolation. The American solution for this comes in the form of the Defense POW/MIA Accounting Agency.[footnoteRef:24] Established in 2015, the DPAA is a conglomeration of multiple previously extant organisations as an effort “to reorganize efforts into a single, accountable organization with comprehensive oversight of the past conflict personnel accounting resources, research, and operations.”.[footnoteRef:25] With their mission statement of “[providing] the fullest possible accounting for our missing personnel to their families and the nation.”[footnoteRef:26], DPAA represent the US’s intentions of returning every POW and MIA to home soil. Indeed, the banner at the top of their website declares directly below their name “Fulfilling Our Nation’s Promise” – and what wealth of information is contained in those four words!  The ‘our’ directly links the DPAA with the common people, and not only is it our nation but it’s our nations promise – the concept of the very essence of the US making good on its belief and values. This statement alone makes it clear that, as an organisation, the DPAA aren’t planning on simply fulfilling some mere bureaucratic role, but on an almost religious act of resurrecting the dead-by-memory. On their website, you can search for POW/MIAs by which conflict they were lost to, which country they were lost in, and which arm of the armed forces they served. There is a regularly updated news feed of DPAA activities, including the most recent report of a recovered person – an article published May 11th 2022, detailing the identification of 1st Lt. Newell F. Mills, a pilot of the 345th fighter squadron ‘Bulldogs’, who on April 7th 1945 bailed from his fighter plane after an intense dogfight while his squadron were on duty escorting bombers over Germany, and was pulled dead from a river near Bothmer by locals.[footnoteRef:27] The possibility that an unnamed soldier in the Ardennes American cemetery was reported to DPAA by a German research team, and in 2021 DPAA finally received the go ahead for retrieving the body for tests which would reveal and confirm his identity. The article concludes “Mills is to be buried at a yet to be announced date with full military honors at Arlington Cemetery. Welcome home 1st Lt. Newell F. Mills, a Bulldog.”.  This article perfectly encapsulates the vision of DPAA – 77 years after Mills went Missing in Action, the efforts of DPAA returned his body home, to be buried in sacred ground at Arlington. The returning to home soil is the promise that they have now fulfilled for Lt. Mills, and it stands to reason that for as long as they can, the DPAA will continue to fulfil this promise for others. [24: Herein referred to as the DPAA]  [25:  US Department of Defense, 2015. https://www.defense.gov/News/Releases/Release/Article/605362/]  [26:  DPAA, 2022. ]  [27:  Tinseth, G. (2022) https://www.dpaa.mil/News-Stories/Recent-News-Stories/Article/3035347/a-bulldog-returns-home/] 

Conveniently for our purposes, a whole section on the DPAA website[footnoteRef:28] is dedicated to a factsheet explaining the U.S.-Russia Joint Commission.[footnoteRef:29] It explains that “The USRJC was established in 1992 by Presidents George H.W. Bush and Boris Yeltsin as a forum through which both nations seek to determine the fates of their missing service personnel.”. Through their telling of multiple different instances of US and Russian researchers working together, mostly on Russian archival information, DPAA once again reinforces the fact that they will spare no efforts in finding their MIA soldiers, even in the case of Cold War incidents – showing that their dedication to the ‘sacred mission’ will take them even to cooperation with the enemies of the US. However, not much in this section is said about Russian attempts to repatriate their lost. For further example of the contrast between the US and Russia, we can look to the Russian group Exploration.[footnoteRef:30] The context given – “Of the estimated 70 million people killed in World War Two, 26 million died on the Eastern front - and up to four million of them are still officially considered missing in action. But volunteers are now searching the former battlefields for the soldiers' remains, determined to give them a proper burial - and a name.”. These volunteers, known as White Diggers, set out into the forests of Russia to reclaim the dead and their identities.[footnoteRef:31] Exploration is just one volunteer group of around 600 who, of 2014, had reclaimed and reburied over 500,000 lost soldiers. One cannot forget the horrors that Russia faced during World War II, where the overwhelming majority of the bodies originated, but it is a striking inditement of Russia’s attitudes in the passing time. These are volunteer groups – they are not paid by the government, who’s interests seem much more closely aligned to covering the bodies with trees and trying to forget them. Here is the most important difference between the US and Russian states. While both states are similarly prone to monumentalism, there is a vast gulf in how they approach the difficult parts of memorialisation – recovery and repatriation of remains. The US establishes official departments solely to find MIAs halfway across the world, while Russia seems happy to ignore the dead on their own doorstep, leaving those repatriation efforts to the people who have had their families, friends, and community members stolen from them. [28:  DPAA, 2020. https://www.dpaa.mil/Resources/Fact-Sheets/Article-View/Article/569603/us-russia-joint-commission-on-powmias/]  [29:  Herein referred to as the USRJC.]  [30:  Ash, 2014. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-25589709]  [31:  White Diggers is contrasted to the Black Diggers, who also find bodies but for the purpose of selling artefacts on the black market.] 

It is easy to simplify war memorialisation as statues, plaques and historical sites. However, warfare is a game played with human lives and thus human costs. In examining only a small fraction of this one vector of war memorialisation, much can be extrapolated about American and Russian attitudes towards war and towards the common folk whose lives are lost to it. It is clear that national contexts can have major impact on very similar institutions and ideas. While official institutions may be vulnerable to being simply lip service for political purposes, it would appear that the US tradition of respect for the war dead certainly runs deeper, and for longer periods of time, than the Russian tradition does – if it doesn’t eclipse it entirely.
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