Battlefield Archaeology and its’ effects on Post Traumatic Stress Disorder

BBC news published an article titled ‘Falklands battlefield survey helps former soldiers’ on the eighth of April 2022, this article talks about a survey of these battlefields being performed by both archaeologists and two war veterans named only in the article as John and Jim. The point of this survey as a whole was to learn more about the lands of Mount Tumbledown, however, the point of bringing along these two veterans was to explore the effect of revisiting the territory on the veterans’ recovery from PTSD and to help them move on from this part of their life.
The mental impacts of war is a subject that has been talked about for a long while, though not always highlighted as it should be, while war can have intense physical drawbacks such as receiving a disability through losing a limb or developing hearing loss from all of the loud surroundings, there are also many mental effects. In an article published by King’s College London on the 9th of September 2024, it is stated that from a survey taken by 4101 people, a mix of current military personnel and veterans, common mental disorders were reported by 28% of the respondents, with 9% reporting that they likely had post traumatic stress disorder and experienced symptoms of it. There was also shown to be a 2% increase in post traumatic stress disorder between veterans and those currently serving. What is PTSD? Post traumatic stress disorder is defined by the NHS as “a mental health condition caused by very stressful, frightening or distressing events”, some symptoms of the disorder can include flashbacks to the times that caused them to develop this, nightmares of the same or different thing, isolation from others, guilt and irritability. PTSD can also be linked with other disorders such as depression, anxiety and insomnia.
Battlefield archaeology revolves around understanding the context of battles as well as retrieving evidence and artifacts from the area, this is to help understand what happened during battles and what time they happened in so that they can be properly documented for others to learn from.
There was an article posted on the Cambridge University Press website titled ‘Dig in: an evaluation of the role of archaeological fieldwork for the improved wellbeing of military veterans’ which talks about Operation Nightingale, this operation started in 2011 with the purpose of looking into using archaeology in a way that could help in the recovery and ongoing wellbeing of both veterans and actively working military. After the publishing of this article there has been more support towards this prospect as well as giving more chances for these veterans to partake in battlefield archaeology. The article also talks about where battlefield archaeology is at currently in development and use, as well as providing evidence for this via data from what was noted as “the largest service evaluation to be based on standardised psychological measures undertaken to date.” The information recorded by this survey showed a rise in wellbeing alongside a drop in rates of depression, anxiety and isolation, as well as various other positive outcomes.
The Falklands battle took place on the early morning of April 2nd in 1982, an article from National Geographic states that the battled spanned over ten weeks, it was a fight between Argentina and Britain for ownership over a small set of islands called either the Falkland Islands or Islas Malvinas depending on where you are. In the end it was Britain who claimed victory, however Argentina still claims authority over them. This article also speaks on the importance of the islands to both sides, that being very little to Britain, while there was historical attachment to the Islas Malvinas in Argentina.
Aside from the ones mentioned above, there are various other articles that discuss using battlefield archaeology as a form of therapy. One of the common symptoms listed in prior articles is isolation, and I can see from articles such as ‘Force Multiplier: A Critical Reflection on Developing a Public Archaeology Veterans Program in Underwater Archaeology’ that the veterans are seeming to find both comfort and normality in unearthing these reminders of their past together, in a way it’s reminding them that they’re not alone.
To conclude in some way, it has been shown through these articles and other pieces of research that battlefield archaeology can be used in a positive way to help improve the mental health and wellbeing of veterans. Not only do the veterans get to develop a sense of community with those alike them, some articles, such as the one listed above this, comment that the veterans are actually very helpful with the research and recovery as they have very valuable skills gained from their time in the war. A debate could be made that they are messing with history that should remain untouched, but then again you could debate that unearthing these sites holds more value, as not only does it give researchers more chance to study and understand the context, it is also helping to improve the life value of these veterans and could help many more in the future. In that case it becomes a debate of which side holds more value, preserving these historical sites and their context, or being able to learn about them as well as improving life quality as a whole for veterans who may continue to feel isolated by their past.
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