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HIDDEN HISTORIES OF WAR 

Known Unto Us 

The Hidden History of War’s Caretakers 

Study & Seminar Guide 

 

Who cares for the dead when everyone else has gone home? 

WITNESS  •  HUMANIZE  •  RECKON  •  REMEMBER 
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About This Volume 
Known Unto Us turns military history toward the people who receive war’s dead: battlefield burial parties, Graves 
Registration personnel, mortuary workers, forensic specialists, chaplains, families, volunteers, and communities that 
identify, prepare, return, bury, record, and remember. The volume asks what dignity requires when bodies are 
damaged, missing, unidentified, politically inconvenient, or separated from home - and what the work costs the living 
people asked to perform it. 

Questions to Carry Through the Book 
• What do societies owe the dead, including the enemy dead and the unidentified? 
• Why has death-care labor so often been classified as support rather than central military work? 
• How do race, rank, nationality, religion, and political memory shape burial and commemoration? 
• What obligations remain when identification is impossible or delayed for decades? 
• Who cares for the caretakers after their work is finished? 

Frameworks for Study 
• death studies and mortuary archaeology 
• military history from below 
• forensic identification and material evidence 
• international humanitarian law and dignity 
• race, citizenship, and burial inequality 
• trauma, moral injury, and care work 
• commemoration, missing persons, and public memory 
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Seminar Questions I: Dignity & the Dead 
1. Why does burial matter during war, when survival might appear to be the more urgent priority? 

2. How do religious and cultural traditions complicate military systems designed for efficiency and standardization? 

3. What does dignified treatment mean when a body cannot be restored, identified, or returned? 

4. Should the enemy dead be owed the same standards of care as one’s own dead? On what ethical or legal basis? 

5. How does the physical handling of a body resist the abstraction of casualty statistics? 

Seminar Questions II: Identification & the Unknown 
6. What forms of evidence turn an unknown body back into a named person? 

7. How have identification technologies changed the expectations families place on governments after war? 

8. When does uncertainty become ethically preferable to a premature identification? 

9. What does the persistence of POW/MIA recovery reveal about the relationship between time and obligation? 

10. How do personal effects function simultaneously as evidence, property, memory, and grief objects? 
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Seminar Questions III: Labor, Inequality & Moral Cost 
1. Why has mortuary and burial labor often remained institutionally invisible even when armies could not function 
without it? 

2. How do histories of segregated burial and unequal commemoration reveal citizenship hierarchies after death? 

3. What is distinctive about the trauma of people whose work requires repeated intimate contact with the dead? 

4. What does it mean to classify such trauma as behavioral, occupational, or secondary rather than combat-related? 

5. How should institutions recognize labor that workers themselves may struggle or refuse to narrate? 

6. Does public remembrance of the dead sometimes depend on forgetting the people who made remembrance 
possible? 

Close-Reading Motifs 
• The name and the tag: personhood against anonymity. 
• Hands: carrying, washing, identifying, closing eyes, returning belongings. 
• The ledger: record keeping as memorial practice. 
• The unknown grave: both failure of identification and collective claim to remembrance. 
• Silence: professional discipline, trauma, political avoidance, and witness. 
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Working With the Evidence 
The history of war’s dead is reconstructed through military records, cemetery registers, personal effects, photographs, 
forensic evidence, archaeological recovery, oral histories, family testimony, legal frameworks, and memorial 
landscapes. Each source answers different questions and carries different silences. 

1. Choose one burial or identification case. What evidence establishes identity, and where does uncertainty remain? 

2. Compare an official casualty record with a personal ledger, letter, photograph, or family account. What does each 
consider worth preserving? 

3. Examine one case involving unequal burial or remembrance. Which institutional rules created the inequality? 

4. How should historians use testimony from mortuary workers when trauma, silence, or time affects recollection? 

5. What ethical limits should govern the publication of images or descriptions of war dead? 

The Hidden Histories of War Method 
• WITNESS - Look directly at the human consequences that conventional battle narratives often move past. 
• HUMANIZE - Restore names, bodies, beliefs, relationships, labor, and individual lives to histories reduced to 

casualty totals. 
• RECKON - Examine the laws, institutions, inequalities, technologies, and choices that determine who receives 

care and recognition. 
• REMEMBER - Ask what obligations survive the violence and what remembrance requires from the living. 
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Case Studies for Closer Examination 
Battlefield burial and Graves Registration 
Study the movement from improvised battlefield burial toward professionalized systems of recovery, identification, 
temporary interment, and return. 

Black soldiers and unequal remembrance 
Examine how citizenship, race, military service, record keeping, and cemetery practice shaped who was publicly 
honored and how individual names were preserved. 

The World Wars and industrial death 
Consider how mass casualties forced new systems of identification, cemeteries, dog tags, personal effects, and 
bureaucratic care. 

Korea, Vietnam, and wars without closure 
Study missing persons, repatriation, political ambivalence, mortuary labor, and the long afterlife of unresolved 
identification. 

Modern forensic recovery 
Examine DNA, archaeology, anthropology, databases, and international teams alongside the ethical limits and family 
expectations created by technical possibility. 
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Companion Lens: Wendy’s Home for Lost Boys 
Known Unto Us provides the documentary history of those who care for war’s dead. Wendy’s Home for Lost Boys, its 
Rewoven Peter Pan companion, approaches remembrance through fiction: the lost, the young, those who return 
altered, those who do not return, and the people who keep names and stories when official narratives cannot contain 
grief. 

Comparative Seminar Questions 
1. What can fiction communicate about grief and the emotional cost of caretaking that an evidence-based history 
must approach differently? 

2. How does the idea of the “lost boy” change when placed beside the historical categories of missing, unknown, 
unidentified, and unrecovered? 

3. Across both works, what does naming accomplish? 

4. When does remembrance serve the dead, and when is it primarily an obligation to the living? 

Cross-Volume Question 
As you continue through Hidden Histories of War, ask: What forms of labor become historically invisible because they 
are categorized as care, support, maintenance, culture, or aftermath rather than combat? 
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Research Beyond the Volume 
• Graves Registration Service and mortuary affairs history 
• forensic anthropology and identification of conflict dead 
• POW/MIA recovery and long-term accounting 
• military cemeteries, repatriation, and family choice 
• race and burial inequality in military history 
• international humanitarian law and treatment of the dead 
• moral injury and occupational trauma among mortuary personnel 
• unknown soldiers, memorials, and national identity 

Possible Seminar Assignment 
Choose one named or unidentified war dead case and reconstruct the chain of care from death to final disposition or 
continuing absence. Identify every person, institution, document, technology, and ritual required along the way. Then 
identify which participants conventional military history is most likely to omit. 

Final Seminar Question 
If the measure of a society is partly how it treats those who can no 
longer repay its care, what does the treatment of war’s dead reveal 

about the living? 

The goal is not to glorify war. It is to make visible the human labor required to survive its 
consequences. 
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