How can battlefield archaeology contribute positively to the process of bereavement, commemoration, and reconciliation?


[bookmark: _Int_D99iWz8f][bookmark: _Int_tJA2NJpW]Battlefield archaeology has an especially key role in modern societies wanting to address past conflicts, loss, and trauma. Bereavement, commemoration, and reconciliation are all linked and by using archaeology people can recover and show an interpretation of material evidence from battlefields. This can help support different mourning practices and contribute to shaping collective memory through community memorials and can promote healing (Shackel, p.3, 2003) and Atabay et al, p.2 2022). Battlefield archaelogy does not just deal with military artefacts, but works closely with human remains, personal objects and contested landscapes. Through its processes archaeology can be a powerful tool in which past violence can be confronted and negotiated (Tarlow, p. 106, 1997 and Croucher et al, p,1, 2020). 
This essay will explore how battlefield archaeology can contribute positively to the process of bereavement, commemoration, and reconciliation. It will argue that archaeological practice can support grieving families through the recovery and the identification of the dead. This can help create meaningful forms of remembrance long after conflicts have ended and help communities after colonial occupation or civil wars. Case studies from Cyprus, First World War recovery projects, and Indigenous archaeology in North America will show how collaborative and ethically informed archaeology can help address generational trauma and marginalised histories (Hardy, p. 4, 2011, Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009, Montgomery and Supernant, 2022). The essay will also consider battlefield sites as forms of difficult heritage (Knapp and Antoniadou, 1999, and Shackel, p.3, 2003). 
[bookmark: _Int_z3K8ynrE]Battlefield archaeology has developed from focusing on military artefacts and having a technical focus into a discipline which has a concern with memory, and the social consequences of conflict. Rather than the study of weapons alone, contemporary battlefield archaelogy engages with human remains, landscapes of violence and the emotional legacies carried through generations (Shackel, p. 4- 6, 2003 and Croucher et al, p. 3, 4, 2020). This shift helps to reflect the broader recognition that battlefields are forms of difficult heritage, where trauma and loss, and contested historical narratives may make facing the past difficult (Atabay et al, p. 3, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_Fv94uPWY][bookmark: _Int_Ik4zfALr][bookmark: _Int_nSSE8mYu]Landscapes of conflict are expressions of memory, which are shaped by political and cultural processes long after the fighting has stopped. Archaelogical investigation shows how these landscapes are continually reinterpreted though monuments, commemorative practices, and heritage management. However, these sites often generate a tension because they embody different meanings for diverse groups of people, which may be contradictory with each other. In colonial and civil war contexts, these sites might be claimed by the opposing communities as a symbol of resistance (Knapp and Antoniadou, p. 15- 19, 1999). 
[bookmark: _Int_OQ4qSs8m]There is a growing interest in archaeology regarding engagement with contemporary death and modern conflict. By being able to confront recent violence, archaeologists can challenge the traditional distinctions between the past and the present, which transform archaeology int a discipline that actively takes part in debates about mourning, justice, and remembrance. 
[bookmark: _Int_Yiz7Xgkq]Ethical considerations are needed in conflict zones. Archaeological work in Cyprus following the civil war must have political sensitivity, as emotional trauma is high and there are competing national identities. The recovery of human remains is not only a scientific task, but also a humanitarian one. This requires a collaboration with families, communities as well as international organisations (Hardy, p. 26-30, 2011). By looking at projects involving the recovery of the missing persons, we can see how how battlefield archaeology interacts with forensic and humanitarian archaeology which blurs the line between reseach and social intervention. 
[bookmark: _Int_iOEDaBqr]If we look at the Indigenous community within North America, we can see that battlefield archaeology has become a means of addressing colonial violence and historical marginalisation. Reconciliation occurs when archaeologists and governments recognise Indiginous authority over ancestral remains and heritage narratives. By taking part within this collaborative practice, the new reseach challenges earlier colonial models of archaelogy by prioritising community knowledge and cultural values (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, p. 95, 97- 103, 2009 and Watkins, p. 431-434, 2005). It is key to note that the aim of battlefield archaelogy is not to extract pre-made conclusions with history but instead use it as a tool for reclamation and healing (Montgomery and Supernant, 2022). 
By using the archaeological record archaeologists can supply evidence both to support and disrupt official narratives of war, revealing uncomfortable truths about violence and responsibility (Atabay et al, p.4, 2022). 
Overall, battlefield archaeology holds a complex position between science, memory, and morality. Its value lies not only in reconstructing events of conflict but also in addressing their long-term social consequences. Through ethical practice, community collaboration and critical engagement with difficult heritage, battlefield archaeology has the potential to contribute meaningfully to bereavement, commemoration, and reconciliation in post-conflict societies (Shackel, p. 5-9, 2003, Atabay et al, p.6, 2022, and Croucher et al, p. 16, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Int_5pbfmpGI]Building on this understanding of battlefield archaeology as a form of difficult heritage, its impact can be seen through the process of bereavement. The recovery and interpretation of material evidence from sites of conflict does not only contribute to historical knowledge but also directly affects the living communities who may continue to experience the emotional consequences of war (Croucher et al, p. 16, 17,18,19, 2020, and Shackel, p. 9, 2003).
By locating, identifying and recovering the dead, archaeological practice transforms loss, into the present time, which helps families and the descendants of communities to mourn in culturally meaningful way (Tarlow, p. 106, 107, 108, 111, 1997, and Sutton-Butler et al, 2025).  
[bookmark: _Int_n8wkMwXx][bookmark: _Int_qGjFYwI7]Bereavement represents a way in which battlefield archaeology can have a positive social impact. Within modern conflict zones, archaeologists and forensic specialists often work alongside humanitarian organisations to locate, exhume, and identify the remains of those killed or missing. This process helps to allow families to recover their loved ones who may have been lost for decades, which allows mourning and provides emotional closure (Stutton- Butler et all, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Int_lWwpQ2Nd]A clear example of this can be found in Cyprus, where decades of political division and conflict left thousands of people missing. Archaelogical and forensic investigations have helped recover human remains from mass graves and burial sites. This allows families from both Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot communities to bury their dead with dignity and closure (Hardy, p. 28-30, 36, 2011, Knapp and Antoniadou, p. 19-25,1999). This helps to show how battlefield and forensic archaeology can act as a bridge between scientific practice and emotional healing. 
[bookmark: _Int_ZMPRquPo][bookmark: _Int_GzMfYgPZ][bookmark: _Int_09MhSKn2][bookmark: _Int_P2Fx6Ig4][bookmark: _Int_TQNk15QM]Bereavement is not limited to just recent conflicts. In older wars such as the First World War, the continuation of the recovery of soldiers’ remains shows that grief continues throughout generations. Projects which identify the missing soldiers through DNA analysis, and forensic archaeology highlight how families today remain emotionally connected to ancestors who died over a century ago (Marquez-Grant et al, p. 99-107, 2020, Meucci Duly et al, p. 1-7 2024). These recoveries show that archaeological practices can respond to long standing emotional needs rather than just being confined to academic research.
[bookmark: _Int_g778pzON]Archaeology is a great tool for encouraging conversation and engagement with modern grief. Archaeologists provoke a reflection on how societies treat human remains and how we remember violence (Croucher et al, p. 16-20, 2020). People feel personally affected by what has happened to their past family members and there is a continuing bond between the living and the dead, and because of this archaeological recovery can contribute positively to wellbeing by validating loss and acknowledging suffering (Sutton-Butler et al, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Int_jnXuTJzG]Within Indigenous contexts, bereavement is deeply tied to ancestral relationships with the dead. For manny Native American communities, ancestors are not distant historical figures but have a living presence, spiritually within their culture, identity, and spirituality (Watkins, p. 440, 441, 2005 and Silliman, p. 50-66, 2008). Archaeological recovery of ancestral remains from sites of colonial violence offers opportunities for re burials according to traditional customs and for addressing historical injustice (Montgomery and Supernant, 2022).By archaeology engaging in collaborative work, it allows indigenous communities to reclaim control over their past and engage in their mourning practices that were denied under colonial systems (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, p. 99-103, 2009).    
These examples show how battlefield archaeology can actively support bereavement by transforming sites of trauma into spaces of recognition and respect. However, not everyone has the same response to this process due to the factor that battlefields are forms of difficult heritage, shaped by violence and a strong political force (Shackel, 2003). Different narratives often appear, especially in colonial or civil war contexts where diverse groups of people interpret the same events in conflicting ways (Atabay et al, p.5, 2022). Archaeologists must work ethically and collaboratively to avoid reinforcing historical inequalities while supporting emotional healing (Hardy, p. 36, 2011 and Watkins, p. 440, 441, 2005). 
[bookmark: _Int_5qVac3Gs][bookmark: _Int_LAeTBDDF]While battlefield archaeology supports bereavement through the recovery and identification of the dead, its influence extends beyond private grief into public forms of remembrance. With the recovery of human remains and artefacts, proper burials cab be given allowing for loss and trauma to heal and become a part of a collective memory (Tarlow, p. 109, 110, 111, 1997, and Shackel, p. 5, 2003). Archaeological practice therefore connects mourning with commemoration, which shapes societies remember the past conflict (Atabay et al, p.15, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Int_a97nvlyd][bookmark: _Int_RCCaGdYR][bookmark: _Int_z9NmPGaB][bookmark: _Int_hecdhAFY]Commemoration is a key outcome of battlefield archaeology; this is because the recovery and the interpretation of human remains and material culture means opportunities can arise for remembrance long after the conflicts have ended. Archaelogical investigations help societies to move forward beyond conflicted historical narratives. This can be done by restoring individuality to those who died in war, by naming the anonymous into named and honoured persons (Tarlow, p.115, 117, 1997 and Jameson, Beauger and Veit, chapter 12, 2025). Through commemoration past conflicts can be acknowledged in a meaningful and respectful way, allowing the dead to be honoured. 
[bookmark: _Int_04t3kr8e][bookmark: _Int_rEtbca5V][bookmark: _Int_n5C9qc6B]An example can be seen in the continued recovery of the First World War soldiers across Europe. Even though this war was over 100 years ago, remains are still being discovered through Archaelogical and forensic methods, then accompanied by personal artefacts such as identity tags, uniform fragments, and religious objects (Marquez-Grant et al, p.99-107, 2020). These discoveries allow for a formal military burial, and commemorative ceremonies, which show the social recognition of sacrifice and loss. 
[bookmark: _Int_7wLUMDz1][bookmark: _Int_6aNjs2bm]Material culture is central to how grief and loss are processed and the process of excavation is a commemorative practice, as archaelogical methods recover the lost stories that were interrupted by violence (Tarlow, 1997). Landscapes of conflict function as sites of memory people where people can go and mourn the dead. Similarly burial grounds and sites offer a physical space for reflection and public engagement. Archaeology can bridge the gap between scientific evidence and personal narratives (Shackel, p. 6-9, 2003). 
[bookmark: _Int_TqzQVXmQ][bookmark: _Int_CDpJrjFA][bookmark: _Int_6bt6uKBg]Commemoration also intersects with difficult heritage, as battlefield sites often embody trauma and contested meanings for different groups of people. Memorisation is not just about honouring the dead, but also about shaping the narratives of recovery and reconciliation. Archaeology plays a prominent role in determining how these narratives are constructed, especially when physical remains contradict current interpretations (Atabay et al, p.15, 2022). In this way, archaeological evidence can challenge simplified or heroic accounts of war, offering more understandings of suffering and survivals (Croucher et al, 2020). 
Archaeological commemoration can provide long term emotional value for families and communities. By enabling different techniques, such as bioarchaeology, archaeologists can support the continuing bonds between the living and the dead by showing remembrance through ritual, burial, and interpretation. In this way, archaeology is a socially responsive practice that supports not only knowledge but also wellbeing. Therefore, archaeology becomes a bridge between the past and present and scientific recovery enables emotional and cultural healing (Sutton-Butler, 2015).
[bookmark: _Int_BrcwtIdr]Commemorative practice is again politically sensitive. Especially in colonial and civil war contexts. If we look at the case stud of Cyprus, we can see that Cyprus has long been entangled with political identity and heritage claims, showing that commemoration is never neutral (Knapp and Antoniadou, 1999). We can see efforts from the Committee of Missing Persons in Cyprus, who have been trying to locate, and identify missing persons since 1981in hopes to bring closure to families after the civil war ended in 1964. Battlefield archaeology has a challenge due to the navigation of tensions ethically and ensuring that remembrance does not privilege one narrative at the expense of another. When done properly, archaeology can foster inclusive commemoration that acknowledges diverse experiences of conflict rather than reinforcing division (Hardy, p. 26, 28-31, 34-36, 2011 and Atabay et al, p.5, 2022) 
[bookmark: _Int_2JCecRcH][bookmark: _Int_OuvkOmX3]Although commemoration looks to honour the dead and preserve memory, it also raises questions about whose histories are remembered and how the narratives of conflict are constructed. In post-conflict and colonial contexts, commemorative practices can reinforce division, if they favour one perspective over another (Shackel, p. 9, 2003, Knapp and Antoniadou, p. 15-19, 29-32, 1999). Battlefield archaeology therefore plays a significant role in moving commemoration beyond remembrance towards reconciliation. By using material evidence to challenge dominant narratives and create a space for multiple voices and shared understanding of the past (Atabay et al, p.7, 2022 and Colwell-Chanthaphomh, p. 97- 100, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Int_kx7sarSE][bookmark: _Int_kiZpaiYj][bookmark: _Int_vn5pcil3]Reconciliation represents an important aspect of battlefield archaeology. In post conflict societies shaped by colonialism or civil war, memories of war and conflict are passed down through generations, which produces fractured identities and unresolved trauma (Shackel, 2003, and Atabay et al, 2022). Archaeology is able to offer a technique for confronting contested pasta through material evidence. Which allows for communities to engage with history which goes past politic or selective remembrance.
In Cyprus, archaeological and forensic projects which address missing persons have shown how collaboration across the ethnicity divisions can foster reconciliation. By looking at the case study of Cyprus, we can see that a joint effort in recovery which involves both the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish Cypriots creating spaces for shared mourning and recognition of mutual suffering (Hardy, 2011). Archaeology can provide a common framework for understanding loss though evidence rather than reinforcing blame onto one side (Hardy, p. 31, 34, 35, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Int_8B4mO8YA][bookmark: _Int_3dx7BeZh]Reconciliation is also central to Indigenous archaeology in North America, where colonial violence has left generational trauma. Archaeology has been able to work towards collaboration with Indigenous communities. Such as recognising Indigenous systems, respecting spiritual relationships with ancestors, and addressing historical injustices which can be linked to the excavations and the display of their ancestor’s remains (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, p. 97-103, 2009). With this shift in archaeology, it can have a positive impact as it shows historical trauma and a tool for reclamation rather than a tool for control (Montgomery and Supernant, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_b8ipzOpA][bookmark: _Int_j4ywLDUp]By archaeology collaborating with Indigenous archaeology, this allows for marginalised voices to be heard and for their voices to shape interpretations of the past. In this context, reconciliation does not mean about forgetting about the conflict but rather acknowledging it through shared authority and ethical practice. (Silliman, p. 50-66, 2008, and Watkins, p. 439-441, 2005). Archaeological projects that focus on colonial battlefields or sites of violence can reveal experiences which may not be shown on official records, which helps to restore a voice to communities whose histories were silences (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, p.96-103, 2009). 
[bookmark: _Int_0MtGGIdK]Material evidence also plays a significant role in reconciliation by showing the memory of the dead through remains. When looking at post conflict memorialisation, we can see it is most effective when it integrates Archaelogical findings into the public eyes which allows for societies to confront uncomfortable truths about violence and responsibility, by taking part in this process, it can promote transparency and accountability (Atabay et al, p.7-8, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_rvBXyqQA][bookmark: _Int_FzItQxDO]Despite this, archaeology can not guarantee reconciliation. This is because battlefield sites are difficult heritage, which holds different emotional intensity for different groups of people and may also have political sensitivity (Shackel, 2003). There is a risk of opening new trauma or renewing conflict, especially when no cultural awareness has been considered. Archaeologists must make such that within conflict zones there is an importance of balancing the scientific goals with humanitarian concerns ands the needs of the communities (Hardy, p. 28, 34- 36, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Int_JGR8QQ5B][bookmark: _Int_Ivd1c30n]Despite these challenges, archaeology can represent marginalised experiences and offer a potential for reconciliation. This inclusion of different perspectives enables a more historical approach, which is inclusive to all involved, and does not favour one side more than the other. When archaeology is practiced collaboratively, it can deepen understanding (Montgomery and Supernant, 2022),  

[bookmark: _Int_OdIgRW4b]Battlefield archaeology has a potential to contribute positively to bereavement, commemoration, and reconciliation by engaging directly with the material and emotional legacies of conflict. Through the recovery and identification of human remains, archaeology supports grieving families and communities by restoring dignity to the dead as well as enabling culturally meaningful burial practices (Tarlow, 1997 and Sutton-Butler et al,2025). Case studies from, Cyprus, the First World War and Indigenous contexts in North America show how Archaelogical practices can address both immediate and generational trauma, changing absence of representation into recognition and remembrance (Hardy, p. 35, 2011, Marquez-Grant et al, p. 99-107, 2020, and Colwell-Chanthaphonh,p.98-103, 2009).
Beyond indivisible mourning, battlefield archaeology plays a vital role in shaping commemoration. The continued recovery of soldiers and the interpretation of landscapes of conflict add to collective memory and long-term memorialisation (Shackel, p. 7-9, 2003, Jameson, Baugher and Veit, chapter 12, 2025). Archaeology helps to enable societies to engage with the realities of war through material evidence rather than narrative. Which helps to create room for a reflection that helps to acknowledge suffering while also challenging interpretations of the past (Croucher et al, p.20, 2020 and Atabay et al, p. 9-10, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_mY8pM7L3][bookmark: _Int_JkQbBh2P][bookmark: _Int_B6Eom91P]Reconciliation is a major outcome from the works of battlefield archaeology, especially in civil war contexts, which is surrounded by contested interpretations. The use of archaeology allows for marginalised voices to be represented and encourages discussions between communities which have previously been divided by violence (Watkins, 430-441 2005, Montgomery and Supernant, 2022). The use of material evidence means that archaeology can promote or denial a new understanding and if a new understanding does occur then political and cultural tensions could arise meaning that new sensitivities could lead to a higher political and culture divide amongst communities (Knapp and Antoniadou, 1999, Hardy, p. 34- 36, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Int_cL99ZoOw]Overall, battlefield archaeology is a bridge between science and society, and it not only helps to reconstruct events of conflict but also helps to address the generational trauma. When battlefield archaeology is used ethically and collaboratively across disciplines and communities, it can transform the landscapes of violence int spaces of mourning, remembrance, and mutual recognition for post conflict societies (Shackel, 2003, Atabay et al, p.11-13, 2022). 
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