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Question: How can battlefield archaeology contribute positively to the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation?
Battlefield archaeology is a branch of archaeology which is dedicated to the research of historical battlefields (Carman, 2014: 812-19). The discipline’s origins and early developments are largely attributed to work on the American battlefield site, the Little Bighorn, during the 1980s, where the practice of locating bullets with a metal detector was introduced for the first time (Carman, 2014: 812). The methodology and discipline of battlefield archaeology that was introduced at the Little Bighorn site soon spread to the United Kingdom and mainland Europe (Carman, 2014: 812).  The particular nature of battlefield archaeology in dealing with sites of conflict means that it has an important role to play, in not only understanding past conflicts but also in dealing with difficult heritages and narratives of the past. Battlefield archaeological digs include the sites of ancient battles such as Thermopylae (480BC) but also include the archaeology of recent battles still in living memory such as the Second World War (1939-1945) (Archives, n.d.; Kraft et al., 1987). There is a huge public interest in battlefield archaeology and a growing number of hobby detectorists and amateur archaeologists, whose projects can be viewed online. Sensitively done, archaeologists can have a part to play in the process of bereavement, reconciliation and commemoration. Commemoration and healing can come about from a deeper understanding of the conflict, after time has passed, gained through the careful excavation and study of the battlefield itself. It is possible to get a much more personal picture and story through the archaeological process. The nature of the process takes the focus away from the conflicting nations and it concentrates attention on to the individual combatants and their lives and deaths on the battlefield. It also gives us a greater understanding of the individual cost of war through the personal evidence which is revealed. This can help humanity generally in the understanding of conflicts and also in avoiding future conflicts.
Battlefield archaeology becomes more contentious with more recent conflicts. People feel different about excavating Viking soldiers compared to World War Two soldiers. When the memories of a conflict are still fresh, archaeologists need sensitivity because they are not just dealing with artefacts, they are dealing with human remains. Appropriate treatment and handling of remains are extremely important and there must be an awareness of cultural beliefs and expectations about the treatment of the dead, this may vary culturally and is important even for quite ancient excavations. Often it is through battlefield excavations and the laying to rest of the fallen that memorialisation and commemoration occur, this can even involve reconciliation when both sides of the conflict come together in honouring the dead. This can be seen it the World War Two cemeteries in northern France and Belgium (Whittam and Heard, 2020). Unfortunately, ghoulishness finds its way into battlefield archaeology and this has to be guarded against. This perhaps is a particular problem for amateur archaeology which has an audience in the media and must resist the temptation to sensationalise in order to secure viewings. 
Battlefield archaeology, sensitively done, can personalise past conflicts in a way that supports the healing process of communities affected by conflicts. War leaves deep, long-lasting wounds that can take generations to heal and battlefield archaeology can offer a positive way to build a deeper understanding, commemorate the dead and reveal a truer picture of the impact of the conflict.
 	This essay will discuss how battlefield archaeology can have a significant and positive impact surrounding sensitive and delicate matters within archaeological discoveries. It will reflect on some examples of how the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation happens through battlefield archaeology from the Great War, World War Two, the American Civil War and conflicts involving Native Americans.
When battlefields of recent conflicts are excavated, for example, conflicts within living memory, battlefield archaeology can provide a form of closure for the families of the deceased through the laying to rest of human remains discovered. It can therefore have a role in supporting bereavement in the communities involved in the conflicts. The commemoration of fallen soldiers with the involvement of veterans themselves, can do much to help heal long standing divisions caused by conflict. Civil War in particular can be devastating for communities and in many ways can be seen as the worst form of conflict. Battlefield archaeology in America of Civil War sites has shown how memorials, commemorations and reconciliation rituals can help heal wounds and promote a coming together through a new sense of shared national identity. Grant shows how ‘the cult of the fallen soldier’ has mobilised a movement for commemorating and memorialising those caught up in the American civil war and has been a way for Americans to forge a new national identity (Grant, 2005). Grant’s discussion of the idea of a mobilised movement for commemorating and memorialising can be seen in Britain with the commemoration of the ‘Unknown Warrior’ along with the Cenotaph war memorial in 1920 (Westminster Abbey, 1920). Memorials such as these have been made possible through battlefield archaeology. 
Peace following a conflict is a time for reflection on the past and laying to rest of the dead. Lucy Ash, senior broadcast journalist for the BBC, reported in 2014 that Russian volunteers had created an exploration team known as “white diggers” who were investigating former battlefield sites (Ash, 2014). The idea and goal behind this is to discover fallen soldiers and to be able to identify the bodies, or at the very least give them a burial they deserve (Ash, 2014). Throughout Lucy Ash’s podcast Russia: Digging up the Dead there is a sense that the “white diggers” truly believe they are making a positive contribution to the people of Russia (Ash, 2014:BBC Sounds) Olga Ivshina a member of the “white diggers” opens up to the realisation of the work that the group does, ‘this work connects us to our past. It’s Like an anchor which helps us stay in place even during a storm’ (Ash, 2014: BBC Sounds). One of the more experienced team members, Ilya Prokoviev, touches on the personal side of the discovery of the fallen soldiers they find and the realisation that the remains are more than just bones in the ground, ‘the soldiers had a family, he has children, he fell in love’ (Ash, 2014:BBC Sounds). The connection to the past and present along with honouring the families of the victims is evident. The ideologies behind the “white diggers” are not isolated; many other countries are just as enthusiastic to honour the victims of war. In 2016 the remains of three British soldiers were discovered on a World War One battlefield site in Anneux France, when the land owner was digging into his land for drainage (Wire, 2019). The Ministry of Defence’s Joint Casualty and Compassionate Centre (JCCC) worked on identifying the soldiers’ remains through DNA testing and family tree research (Wire, 2019).  With success the JCCC were able to identify two out of the three bodies and were able to inform the families of the soldiers (Wire, 2019). Sky News, ITV and BBC all reported on the burial of these three soldiers, the reports all echo the sense of gratitude of the families to have the opportunity to bury long lost family members(ITV NEWS, 2019; SKY NEWS, 2019; Wire, 2019). 
In contrast, a group known as “black diggers” have drawn criticism for a more ghoulish and sensational approach to battlefield archaeology (Ash, 2014). More akin to trophy hunters, amateur groups such as the ‘Nazi War Diggers’ ignore the established processes of professional archaeology, loot battlefields of artefacts for private sale and post ghoulish videos online of human remains (Thornhill et al., 2014). Such groups do much to undermine important work of professional archaeologists although they do raise important questions about rights of access and authority. What gives professional archaeologists exclusive rights over what could be argued as public material.  
[bookmark: _Hlk33805953]Battlefield archaeology gives a more thorough and in-depth analysis of a conflict, compared to an historian’s approach examining the written text and reference. With new excavation findings, new stories emerge, whether they fit in with the known narrative or not. Battlefield archaeology might present a truer picture without the bias of the victors, who after all, get to write the history. Battlefield archaeology can also give the opportunity to commemorate the fallen of both sides. Scholar González-Ruibal argues from an ‘archaeology of supermodernity’ view point and he discusses different areas of history such as ‘mediation, materiality, place and memory and politics’ (González-Ruibal, 2008: p.248). González-Ruibal argues that historical archaeology is needed and justified by the understanding and also the need of an alternative “story” than the ones portrayed in the history records(González-Ruibal, 2008: p.248). Through battlefield archaeology González-Ruibal and other archaeologists are able to give a voice to victims of history who had theirs taken away, for example the blacks during the transatlantic slave trade (González-Ruibal, 2008: p.248). The idea of being able to discover and piece together the victim’s side of the story, the side that did not have control of the known narrative, is instrumental in achieving a balanced and more factual story, compared to the record which is usually recounted by the victors. 
Battlefield archaeology gives the ability and opportunity for both sides of a conflict to reconcile and come together to honour their dead, together, the American Civil War is a perfect example of this. Before the introduction of American Memorial Day, the North and South commemorated the Civil War on different days for different reasons (Griet, 2015). A large military reunion was held at Gettysburg in 1913 to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Battle of Gettysburg (Friedersdorf, 2010). The historical reunion at Gettysburg brought together Union and Confederate veterans, with the reunion being held over several days (Friedersdorf, 2010). This event was a monumental achievement for America being able to bring together opposing sides of a historical conflict. The reunion can be seen as one of the greatest displays of national unity and reconciliation from any other previous Civil War’s in history (Friedersdorf, 2010). With reunions such as Gettysburg 1913, it gave a fractured nation an opportunity to reconcile with each other, but more importantly it was a way of honouring both sides and showed the conflict was well and truly over. As depicted in the following image you have Confederate and Union veterans reconciling, which has a symbolic significance in showing that the war has truly ended, and they are able to commemorate together as a united nation (Union and Confederate veterans shaking hands at reunion to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the battle of Gettysburg, 1913).
[image: ]Image 1: Union and Confederate veterans shaking hands at reunion to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the battle of Gettysburg, 1913, Liljenquist Family collection (Library of Congress).

The re-enactment of the famous Pickett’s Charge at the Gettysburg reunion in 1913 showed American solidarity, where the climate of the re-enactment saw Confederate and Union reenactors embrace each other, rather than fight as journalist Stefany Golberg described (Golberg, 2010).
Instead of shooting each other, they all shook hands across the stone wall and exchanged ceremonial flags. Some fell into each other’s arms, weeping. Other just sat down in silence and looked sadly across the field (Golberg, 2010)
This unification is a perfect example of how battlefield archaeology has been able to bring together a once divided nation, it has given the realisation that the Civil War is part of the present as well as the past. American Memorial Day is a public holiday today in America honouring all men and women who served their military, including those from the Civil War (Editors, 2019). This shows America being able to commemorate their fallen heroes collectively and arguably through this collective bereavement and reconciliation it has led America to being one of the leading world powers of today. There is a special relationship between battlefield archaeology, re-enactment, reconciliation and commemoration. Battlefield Archaeology informs historians about the details of battles. Enthusiast and re-enactment societies build their knowledge of battles from a variety of sources not least, battlefield archaeology. Battlefield archaeology therefore contributes to the reconciliation of communities affected by war.  
The archaeology of American conflicts involving indigenous native Americans and colonial oppressors demonstrates some of the problems and issues that archaeology presents. Early archaeological digs in 1900s have proven to be extremely problematic for native American communities. Colwell-Chanthaphonh demonstrates how insensitive and degrading practises involving the removal of remains for scientific discovery and display have angered the native victims of the conflict afresh (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 94-104). Chanthaphonh brings to light how Indian remains could serve science and how the nation empowered archaeologists with ‘codified’ laws so they were able to gather and study Indian remains (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 97). Permits were obtained by academic authorisations and by giving proof that their research was to benefit science and museums (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 97).
examinations, excavations, and gatherings are undertaken for the benefit of reputable museums… with a view to increasing the knowledge of such objects, and that the gatherings shall be made for permanent preservation in public museums (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 97).
This was highly problematic as it showed a total lack of respect and disregard for the native American population. In 1965 ‘a U.S Court ruled in favour of a man that had removed the skull from a grave of a Seminole Indian who died just two years earlier’ through American laws the man was able to keep the skull as the Seminole burial did not meet the ‘legal definition of “cemeteries”’ (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 97). This is just one example of the lack of respect the Indigenous population were shown, and it can also be seen as a form of oppression. Events like this help fuel the ‘repatriation crusade’, a human rights movement that began during the 1970s which fights for equal rights for Native Americans ‘in life and death’ (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 97).
The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) is fundamental for the reconciliation between American archaeologists and the Indigenous population (McManamon, n.d.). This has greatly shifted the relationship between Native America and archaeologists and has seen a ‘flow of objects and remains away from museums and back to source communities’ (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 99-100). Chanthaphonh has described this process as ‘mending the circle’, mending the relationship with native Americans that had been broken by the power of colonialism (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 99-100). This has had a constructive impact on battlefield archaeology and consequently through the positives that can be achieved through its discipline. There have been great strides of reconciliation between indigenous people and archaeologists, with a rise in numbers of Native Americans pursuing archaeology degrees (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 94-95). Chanthaphonh also sheds light on the fact that many different tribes ‘have started their own archaeology and heritage management programs’, where Native Americans work closely with archaeologists so that indigenous traditions are respected whilst digging into their past to help further science (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, 2009: 94-95). The role battlefield archaeology has on scenarios such as the skull of a Seminole Indian as discussed has been monumental. Battlefield archaeology has been part of the progress giving native Americans the opportunity to be able to reclaim and honour their cultural heritage. Just one example is the archaeology of the battlefields of the Oregan Indian War which saw collaboration between the team from the Southern Oregan University and the Siletz Tribe (Banse, 2016). In more recent times, as discussed, it has brought about a type of reconciliation between the indigenous people and the archaeologists who had once shown a lack of respect when handling their ancestors remains. The damages and errors they made have been acknowledged with both sides willing to work together to give the Natives the honour and respect their rituals and practices.  
Commemoration plays an important role in bereavement and closure, although through the aid of battlefield archaeology the ability to gain a more in-depth story of a given conflict and the personnel it involved giving a more personal story. The nature of battlefield archaeology means that individual items and people are revealed in the dig. The story of the conflict is immediately reduced to a personal level, giving a different perspective to the national understanding of a conflict, otherwise seen as a conflict between nations, but with battlefield archaeology you can see it is a battle between individuals. Archaeological digs on the Western Front battlefield, the main theatre of war during World War One, is a perfect example of where items found buried with human remains gives a more realistic and personal account of a battle (Gannon, 2019). Journalist Megan Gannon discusses these issues in an interview with archaeologist Simon Verdegem, who discovered the famous World War One dig site “Hill 80” (Gannon, 2019). Verdegem importantly points out the ‘personal stories’ that come from battlefield archaeology (Gannon, 2019).
You find a lot of artifacts that tell the personal stories of soldiers that would otherwise never be brought to light, that bring humanity to the soldiers (Verdegem, 2020).
Verdegem takes the conflicts from nations to individuals and is able to do so with findings from his excavation of dig site Hill 80 (Verdegem, 2017). The dig site itself has been the centre of massive discovery of World War One artefacts such as belt buckles, ammunition pouches, combs and most importantly, human remains, but these are just a few to name out of the numerous items found at the site (Verdegem, 2017). The Hill 80 site which is located close to the village of Wijtschate, Belgium, was controlled at different stages by Allied and German troops (Winston, 2019). This proved slightly problematic as there were remains and artefacts belonging to both sides of the conflict (Winston, 2019). This leads into the moral and ethical view that cannot be understated when discussing the importance of identifying the human remains so that proper burials are received and, in the location, where they belong. Archaeologist and anthropologist Ariane Maggio makes clear the importance of being able to identify human remains, ‘the act of identifying the deceased soldiers is an act of memory in itself, in addition to a social marker of respect and honour’ (Maggio, 2017: 40). Being able to identify human remains through technology such as DNA opens the opportunity of closure for the families but also commemoration for the victims which are then honoured nationally through remembrances (Maggio, 2017: 40-41). Being able to publicise the individual stories of these discoveries and the memorials on how we commemorate the fallen brings a deeper understanding of the sacrifice not just on a national level, but also honours the individual by bringing the personal account to the event. Battlefield archaeology plays a significant role in achieving this and can provide a form of closure for the families and friends of the victim. 
Battlefield Archaeology has the potential to contribute positively to the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation. However, when done badly it can have the opposite effect. Battlefield archaeology is able to bring the battlefield alive and give a personalised account in contrast to the political narrative of nations at war. Battlefield archaeology provides an opportunity to portray a truer picture of an event, which in turn gives the ability to commemorate and memorialise on evidence rather than hearsay. Excavations of battlefields in living memory promote the possibility of closure for the victims of war, and also the positive contribution it can have on supporting the communities that have been involved in the conflicts. Particularly contexts reconciliation and memorialisation can come about to bring both sides of the conflict together and remember the fallen, together as one nation. Battlefield archaeology plays an instrumental role in locating and laying to rest fallen soldiers, even from quite ancient battles. It also has the ability to give a more in-depth analysis to a conflict which goes beyond what has been recorded in history records. New excavation findings can bring in a new narrative which may conflict with the evidence that had been previously recorded of a battle or event. It gives voice to the stories and narratives of the victims on the “losing side” of a conflict. Done badly battlefield archaeology can be ghoulish and disrespectful causing distress and offence but lessons have been learnt and the discipline which has responded to the need for sensitivity. The significant and positive impact, when done correctly, that battlefield archaeology gives in the process of bereavement, commemoration and reconciliation is that it gives the opportunity of both sides of a conflict to be honoured, remembered and respected. There is a tremendous value for communities and humanity as a whole that goes beyond simply establishing historical accuracy. 
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