Positive Contributions of Battlefield Archaeology to the Processes of Bereavement, Commemoration and Reconciliation.
According to Douglas D. Scott[footnoteRef:1494] “Battlefield or Conflict Archaeology is a specialised field within archaeology hat focuses on the study and archaeological investigation of conflict and conflict related sites.” Battlefield Archaeology is more a branch of Conflict, wherein many sites may be one of conflict such as the concentration camps of Nazi Germany, they are not necessarily battlefields, they can be interchangeable, however. It came to form around the 1970’s with the name wreckologists, with hobbyists searching battlefields and for ‘souvenirs’ but expanded into amateurs digging up the deceased for proper identification and burials. Since then, it has expanded into an academic discipline that helps decode history and bring closure to the general populace, bringing the bloody concept of war to a more real understanding allowing for proper commemoration and reconciliation with the past. [1494:  Scott, D.D. (2024). Battlefield and Conflict Archaeology. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Anthropology. doi:https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190854584.013.642.
] 

Though playing a huge role in the recovery of material remains especially when collectors would simply take what they wanted from the battlefield the practice transitioned from a focus on material remains and understanding the truth of a battle, to the recovery of human remains and the positive effects it can have on those surviving and missing the deceased, including the effect it can have on the public, community and heritage. It can reveal the truth of past battles reconcile modern notions and the pubic with the reality of war outside of news coverage and education, to see the impact of a battle can be a huge turning point for understanding. 
It is with the focus on the positive effects of battlefield archaeology on these areas that this essay with be written, laying out how the study of the past can bring understanding and closure to the present. 
The ritual of burying the dead goes back hundreds of thousands of years, the oldest examples found as of 2014 in South Africa in the Rising Star caves, the fossils of Homo Naledi, a species of primate named after the caves in which they were found[footnoteRef:7770] dating back 300,000 years ago they are the earliest evidence of a purposeful burial of skeletal remains[footnoteRef:24015]. More recent discoveries are in that of the burials are that homo sapiens 120,000 years ago[footnoteRef:31274] and Neanderthals even before that, but this proves that burying the dead, for whatever reason has always been important to hominins. This too is true today and is why being able to bury the dead is so important not just for beliefs in the funerary sphere but to the closure of the living. Funerary rituals provide a process to grieve by, to say goodbye and to be denied that can be more impactful than thought possible, in some cases can directly interfere with faith in religions such as Judaism where the body is crucial in returning to dust.  [7770:  Hendry, L. (2017). Homo naledi, your recently discovered human relative. [online] Natural History Museum. Available at: https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/homo-naledi-your-most-recently-discovered-human-relative.html?utm_source=google&utm_campaign=news&utm_medium=grants&gad_source=1 [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
]  [24015:  Hawks, J., Elliott, M., Schmid, P., Churchill, S.E., Ruiter, D.J. de, Roberts, E.M., Hilbert-Wolf, H., Garvin, H.M., Williams, S.A., Delezene, L.K., Feuerriegel, E.M., Randolph-Quinney, P., Kivell, T.L., Laird, M.F., Tawane, G., DeSilva, J.M., Bailey, S.E., Brophy, J.K., Meyer, M.R. and Skinner, M.M. (2017). New fossil remains of Homo naledi from the Lesedi Chamber, South Africa. eLife, 6, p.3 
 doi:https://doi.org/10.7554/elife.24232.
]  [31274:  Pester, P. (2023). When did humans start burying their dead? [online] livescience.com. Available at: https://www.livescience.com/archaeology/when-did-humans-start-burying-their-dead [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

[bookmark: _Int_nPZUGfii][bookmark: _Int_6MXlV3Qn]The archaeology that took place at the site of the Battle of Little Bighorn (1876), a battle between U.S federal troops and that of the Lakota and Northern Cheyenne. A battle that took place during the time where the federal U.S government were ‘relocating’ Native Americans and taking the lands, despite the ‘promise’ of the Dakota territory to the Lakota, there were miners looking for gold on sacred grounds. To which the federal government deemed to tell them to go back to appointed reservations of be deemed hostile, the ensuing battle resulted in the deaths of at least 210 U.S soldiers including their Lieutenant and an overwhelming victory for Sitting Bulls army. Of course, the Federal Government then flooded the territory forcing them to surrender[footnoteRef:2456], however the result of that battle lead to a heroic portrayal of Custer until archaeology of the site debunked this myth and too allowed for a memorial to all soldiers on both sides of the conflicts and to proper cultural burials of the deceased involved[footnoteRef:13094].  [2456:  Urwin, G. (2019). Battle of the Little Bighorn | Summary, Location, & Custer’s Stand. In: Encyclopædia Britannica. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/event/Battle-of-the-Little-Bighorn [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
]  [13094:  Reonas, N. (2003). The Corinthian The Corinthian Archaeology and the Changing View of Custer’s Last Stand Archaeology and the Changing View of Custer’s Last Stand. P.30-31 [online] Available at: https://kb.gcsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1189&context=thecorinthian [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

Even dozens or hundreds of years later that opportunity to bury the dead ‘properly’ and with diginity can be highly impactful which is one of the reasons that battlefield archaeology can have a positive effect on bereavement. However, it is not only in the terms of burial or regaining the body of the deceased that battlefield archaeology holds positive contribution but the revelation of the past. Many soldiers are listed as Missing in Action and the unknown can be damning, knowing your loved one has died can be agonising but the not knowing can be just as bad if not more so. The human imagination can come up with increasingly gruesome scenarios, particularly during a war when atrocities are already happening, to know that a loved one is no longer suffering can be a relief. 
During the U.S Invasion of the Gilbert Islands during World War II many marine soldiers were killed, many of these were labelled as missing in action as bodies went unrecovered. It wasn’t until recent discoveries as of 2019, where thirty-three sets of remains were uncovered and a further 160 remains identified that these soldiers were found with many re-buried, some still identified were buried as unknowns [footnoteRef:12648]. Though several remains are still missing it is a significant discovery, and the remains of these soldiers have been brought home and re-buried. Granted, with the deaths occurring around 1943, closure may be a little thing but it also brings a closure to a battle not just the survivors of the deceased, the symbolism of bringing fallen soldiers can be a big thing and they are at the least brought home unlike British soldiers buried in war cemeteries in the countries in which they fell such as Thiepval Memorial in the Somme Region of France[footnoteRef:9726]. Where relatives would have, likely, been unable to tend to the gravesites and say goodbye as it was during, in this instance, WWI, where the wider populace would not have been able to afford travelling to another country.  [12648:  Crmforce.mil. (2020). Tarawa Invasion Casualities. [online] Available at: https://dpaa-mil.sites.crmforce.mil/Tarawa/InvasionCasualties [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
Dupuy, K. (2025). Marine Killed in Battle of Tarawa Laid to Rest 80 Years Later. [online] The National WWII Museum | New Orleans. Available at: https://www.nationalww2museum.org/war/articles/marine-killed-battle-tarawa-laid-rest-80-years-later [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
]  [9726:  Commonwealth War Graves (n.d.). Cemetery Details | CWGC. [online] www.cwgc.org. Available at: https://www.cwgc.org/visit-us/find-cemeteries-memorials/cemetery-details/80800/thiepval-memorial/ [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

[bookmark: _Int_XErPadR1]As positive as the contributions Battlefield Archaeology has to grief and bereavement, as in everything, there is also negatives to this practice. Depending on the method of grief, whether someone torments themselves over the unknown or makes up their own conclusion to the events that happened in order to ease their grief, interfering with that can cause more pain than it solves. Furthermore, when items are found but the body is not it can create more questions than it answers causing, yet again, more pain for the relatives of the deceased. Ultimately, it is entirely dependent on those grieving, if they are still there, and is up to the discretion and professionalism of the archaeologists. 
[bookmark: _Int_BOBix23q][bookmark: _Int_fUdHXeeO]Of course, there are also those digging entirely to add to their collections with little regard for human remains in many instances removing tags that would be used as identification. Resulting in wrecks, battlefields and bodies that become impossible to identify for greed and the novelty of owning ‘authentic’ scraps of old wars. 
Following on from the Battle of Little Bighorn, in which myths were disproven by battlefield archaeology; Battlefield Archaeology can play a crucial role in commemoration. It is not atypical for the ‘victors to write history’ as they so wish and without the evidence to disprove such a narrative there is little that can be done or even little round out education let alone create honest commemoration. However, it’s battlefield archaeology that finds this evidence to disprove wild claims designed to polish the image of the victor. While Sitting Bull’s army won at little bit horn it was the U.S that bulldozed that victory and rewrote the narrative and why archaeology that disproves a myth of Custer standing as a hero and rather that he was shot at as he rode North, then his companies were picked off in groups bringing them down to nil opposed to being overwhelmed by opposing soldiers and ‘dying a hero’[footnoteRef:7725]. [7725:  Reonas, N. (2003). The Corinthian The Corinthian Archaeology and the Changing View of Custer’s Last Stand Archaeology and the Changing View of Custer’s Last Stand. P.33-39 [online] Available at: https://kb.gcsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1189&context=thecorinthian [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].] 

The editing of events throughout history to make one side seem more impressive is not uncommon whether in the face of defeat or victory. An example of this editing can be seen in the Battle of Culloden (1746), often portrayed as a romanticised battle of the English vs the Scottish, it was more specifically Jacobite's fighting to put a Stuart king back on the throne against the English who defeated them in forty minutes[footnoteRef:27321]. Defeated as the 5,000 starving highlanders, a thousand of which were killed in those forty minutes by 9000 redcoats, the rest then hunted through Scotland and killed. Often contexts are overlooked in order to create a more fanciful narrative, which distorts the commemoration to a battle disrespecting the soldiers who fought and the soldiers who lost their lives. This revelation allows for a more accurate education and commemoration with the help of battlefield archaeology. [27321:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica (2020). Battle of Culloden | English history | Britannica. In: Encyclopædia Britannica. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/event/Battle-of-Culloden [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

[bookmark: _Int_C9vaZpfk]Equally, there is something to be said for the proper aim of a commemoration in the first place. There is a significant political factor to commemoration and the creation of memorials, an example of this can be drawn back to the Thiepval memorial. A cemetery laid out in the manner of troops as they would be marching with a memorial that will rarely be visited by those actually mourning the dead, instead they often play as a backdrop for political meetings such as the Bitburg Cemetery during a peace agreement between Germany and the U.S - which stirred up an outcry not only about peace deals but also because it was a well-known Nazi, SS cemetery and had at least 48 SS members buried there[footnoteRef:2202]. [2202:  National Archives (2024). Remarks at a Joint German-American Military Ceremony at Bitburg Air Base in the Federal Republic of Germany. [online] Ronald Reagan. Available at: https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/remarks-joint-german-american-military-ceremony-bitburg-air-base-federal-republic [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

Furthermore, there is also the Tomb of the Unknown soldier – the actual body being interred in Westminster to honour the soldiers who died in the wars however, this grave is more used by royals and public figures to pay respects than by the public for whom the tomb was intended for to mourn. In turn, the initially temporary monument in Whitehall had to be replaced with something more permanent as it is this monument that the majority public chose as the commemoration to the dead, rather than the one dictated by the government. 
Battlefield doesn’t just undo intentional manipulations of the narratives but accidental ones as well such as the Battle of Bosworth Fields, a battlefield during the War of the Roses, one of the most important battles of the war was mistakenly thought to have taken place at Ambion Hill due to a lack of descriptors on the location of the battle. It wasn’t until 2005 that a grant drew more attention and then 2010 when the specific battlefield was found, the memorial stayed at Ambion hill however it was edited and looked over what was the battlefield in the fields[footnoteRef:9739].  [9739:  Bosworth Battlefield (2024). History | Bosworth Battlefield Heritage Centre. [online] Bosworth Battlefield Heritage Centre. Available at: https://www.bosworthbattlefield.org.uk/history/ [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

Another positive of Battlefield Archaeology regarding commemoration is the personalisation of honouring the dead, rather than a clinical memorialisation of the dead, families can remember the soldier as a person than a soldier. While the tomb of the unknown soldier and The Cenotaph is a good way to honour the unknown dead, providing commemoration to the soldiers who had given their lives and been lost in the process, but it is also entirely impersonal. Battlefield archaeology can recover and retell the events of the battle and the possessions and remains of the fallen, creating a more personal commemoration to the fallen, and can be remembered as their families knew rather than as another soldier fallen in battle.
There too can be healing in commemoration as shown through Waterloo Uncovered – a charity started by archaeologists and veterans Mark Evans and Charlie Foinette, a charity that aims to help veterans providing education, mental health support and community[footnoteRef:9683]. In some cases, people may find that understanding a battlefield ’logically’ and through archaeology can aide in their recovery for PTSD as it puts the field into a new perspective for them, drawing it away from the memories that they have of their time there, as well as the potential comfort of honouring fellow soldiers.  [9683:  Waterloo Uncovered (2025). About Waterloo Uncovered - Waterloo Uncovered. [online] Waterloo Uncovered. Available at: https://www.waterloouncovered.com/about-waterloo-uncovered/ [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

[bookmark: _Int_8gh5S2Lv]Keeping Little Bighorn and Culloden in mind, the narrative of a battle is rarely equal, in some instances narratives compete either side telling completely different events or manipulated when it is remembered by the more dominant participant. Finding the truth of these can not only aide in accurate commemoration but reconciliation too, helping those who stood on opposing sides ease tensions and even repatriate human and material remains discovered at battlefields. 
Reconciliation paves the way for international co-operation in joint efforts of excavation, with the frequency of mass graves in which soldiers from either side of the battle can end up in the same graves or just in the same battleground. Excavating these sights often become a joint effort of those whose soldiers fought in the space such as the 2019 excavations of Arrowhead Ridge in the Demilitarised Zone between North and South Korea[footnoteRef:994]. The interpersonal co-operation between the two to excavate over 3000 soldiers and 30,000 personal items is a significant event considering, despite an armistice deal after the Korean War of 1950-53, that they are ‘technically’ still at war, with bloody and devastating ‘skirmishes’ happening since the armistice. Though excavations have slowed due to a lack of participation from North Korea there are still excavations done by South Korea, nonetheless this instance shows that battlefield archaeology can positively contribute to the reconciliation between nations even if temporarily[footnoteRef:16640]. [994:  The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica (2017). demilitarized zone (DMZ). In: Encyclopædia Britannica. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/place/demilitarized-zone-Korean-peninsula [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
]  [16640:  The Korea Times (2019). DMZ war remains excavation highlights ongoing war and peace on Korean Peninsula. [online] Koreatimes.co.kr. Available at: https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/foreignaffairs/northkorea/20190625/dmz-war-remains-excavation-highlights-ongoing-war-and-peace-on-korean-peninsula [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

The Battle of Verdun (1916) is another significant example of reconciliation between nations after conflict, known as one of the longest and most devastating battles of WWI. The battle was the result of a consideration that France was one of Britains greatest weapons, the only one left anyways and as a result the intention was to thoroughly wipe out their forces. Verdun itself was a fortress along the Meuse River and considered a threat to German communications the resulting battle, ended with 400,000 casualties for France, 350,000 for Germany and around 300,000 deaths after nearly eleven months of battle between February and December[footnoteRef:2191].  [2191:  Bidou, H. (2019). Battle of Verdun | Map, Casualties, Significance, & Facts. In: Encyclopedia Britannica. [online] Available at: https://www.britannica.com/event/Battle-of-Verdun [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

The memorial of Verdun was petitioned for by the veterans of the battle Maurice Genevoix (a veteran of battle and chairman and founder of the battle) said ‘This memorial was built by the survivors of Verdun in memory of their comrades who fell during the battle so that those who come to reflect and contemplate at the very site of their sacrifice understand the ideal and the faith that inspired and supported them.’. It reportedly cost 250 million Old French Francs to build an was opened in 1967 after being spoken about for thirty years. In 2016, it had to be modernised and repaired being built with respect the men who built and the men who it was built for – who were as of 2016 all deceased. Though it was handled by the French the doors of the rebuild were opened by the German Chancellor (at the time) and President of France (at the time)[footnoteRef:6393] becoming a major symbol of reconciliation between previously opposing nations. [6393:  Memorial De Verdun (2016). Mémorial de Verdun. [online] Mémorial de Verdun. Available at: https://memorial-verdun.fr/en/ressources/ressources-historiques/historique-du-memorial [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 


It can also defeat views created by more dominant powers such as the propaganda of colonialist powers where countries being invaded were painted as uneducated and barbaric, completely disregarding the culture, education and people of the target. This can be reflected in reports of battles too, where the power and tactical ability of the invaded country is diminished, such as the accounts of Zulu tactics in the Anglo-Zulu Wars. In 1878, King Cetshwayo was called disband his army within a month according to the demands of the British, this would have destabilised his country and his position as king. The frankly unreasonable demand was not met as the Zulu king refused and as a result Britain invaded with near 5000 troops. King Cetshwayo’s regiments numbered 25,000 and easily defeated the half of the British army that hadn’t been to another location, a smaller Zulu guard went to meet the rest of the British and was defeated [footnoteRef:3659]. Colonialist views of this represent a view in which the British were overrun and therefore defeated by sheer numbers. Excavations, however, prove that British commanders separated during the battle than some daring last stand which likely had a hand in their defeat [footnoteRef:17288]. [3659:  Pollard, T., Banks, I., Arthur, J., Clark, J. and Oliver, N. (2005). Survey and Excavation of the Anglo-Zulu War Fort at Eshowe, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Journal of Conflict Archaeology, 1(1), pp.134. doi:https://doi.org/10.1163/157407705774929015.
]  [17288:  Ross, D. (2014). Historians uncover colourful truth about officer’s last stand. [online] The Herald. Available at: https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/13141720.historians-uncover-colourful-truth-officers-last-stand/ [Accessed 22 Feb. 2026].
] 

Another definition of Reconciliation aside from the one previously focused on – ‘the restoration of friendly relations’ - there is also ’the action of making one view of belief compatible with another’[footnoteRef:11347]. This too can apply to battlefield archaeology as it can help relatives of the deceased or simply the public form a more accurate and understanding view of war. In previous wars, such as WWI much information was simply learned through the newspapers, outside of legitimate experience few people would have understood the experiences of the front line. Though you cannot create a firsthand experience battlefield archaeology can help create an understanding, people can see how a battle commenced, can see the bullet holes and destruction wrought in battles. This can create a bridge between veterans of war and the general public because while there is the lack of firsthand experience you can at least expect empathy and if not then logical understanding that these soldiers went through something unimaginable and terrifying.  [11347:  Oxford English Dictionary (n.d.). reconciliation - Quick search results | Oxford English Dictionary. [online] www.oed.com. Available at: https://www.oed.com/search/dictionary/?scope=Entries&q=reconciliation.
] 

In conclusion, even with the smaller negative effects as there is with everything, Battlefield archaeology has an extraordinarily positive contribution towards bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation. It is a field of study that helps reveal misconstrued truths of history, one that bridges a path of communication between nations and heals populations in giving knowledge to help those grieving the dead or even their own trauma. Despite being a more modern field of study or at least a study that came into the world of academia more recently it can analyse battles from hundreds of thousands of years ago and recent battlegrounds, creating a method of analyses outside of the political aspirations of war.
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