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Abstract
This article examines the relative absence of historical litera-
ture pertaining to the battlefield disposal of military corpses 
during and shortly after the First World War. It posits that 
while First World War Studies constitute an enormously rich 
field of research, scholars are yet to consider corpses and 
their disposal as a central topic of investigation, as is the 
case with other disciplines and historians of other conflicts. 
To address this lacuna, this article proposes the notion of 
‘administration of the dead’ that may serve to both concep-
tualise and explore how First World War battlefield body 
disposal was performed. This article demonstrates the rich 
avenues that this topic opens to historians and sketches out 
areas of investigation such as the administrative, medical 
and technological dimensions of body disposal in the First 
World War.

A R T I C L E

Conceptualising the ‘Administration of the Dead’: 
Cadavers, war and public health in the early 20th 
century

Romain Fathi1,2 

DOI: 10.1111/hic3.12758

Received: 12 May 2022    Revised: 7 November 2022    Accepted: 30 November 2022

1 | INTRODUCTION

Studying body disposal practices has long been a staple of anthropological and archaeological work. Since the 2010s, 
however, body disposal research is emerging as a new field of study in its own right, independent of specific disci-
plines. 1 Defined plainly and succinctly, body disposal is a lively and interdisciplinary area of inquiry that explores how 
dead bodies or human remains are treated and disposed of, and what such treatments and disposal methods say 
about the living and their societies (Anstett & Dreyfus, 2014a, 2014b, pp. 1–12). While the field of body disposal 
orbits around that of death, grief and funerary practices, it is primarily concerned with the disposal or the destruction 
of human remains (rather than their commemoration), and it is a particularly relevant prism through which to analyse 
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and understand episodes of mass violence. Historians of the Second World War and of later conflicts have been 
proactive in integrating this research approach to their fields of investigation, resulting in new findings that continue 
to expand knowledge of the conflict they investigate. 2 Yet, First World War historians have not followed this trend. 
This is surprising because corpses and their disposal should appear as an instinctive object of study to historians of 
the First World War, the world's first global industrialised conflict. This conflict generated about 20 million cadavers 
between 1914 and 1918, 10 million military and 10 million civilians. Since the 1990s, First World War historians have 
created remarkable histories of killing and commemorations, of grief and remembrance, all of which revolve around 
the dead but do not quite centre on the disposal of their remains. 3 Despite the seemingly natural extension of these 
historiographical trends, historians of the First World War have seldom focussed on body disposal or explored what 
we can learn from this process and what it might tell us about the nature of the conflict and its consequences on soci-
eties. There are, of course, a few exceptions discussed in the third section of this article, but overwhelmingly, research 
in body disposal practices during the First World War era remains anecdotal comparatively to both the enormous 
death toll of this conflict and its significance to twentieth century history and historiography.

This article argues that taking up body disposal as a sub-field of investigation could reinvigorate and enrich First 
World War Studies while illuminating further connections between the First World War and later episodes of mass 
violence and mass killing in the 20th century. It contends that the analytical lens offered by body disposal enables 
the field to move beyond the framework of commemoration and remembrance—both major areas of inquiry in First 
World War studies—in order to tackle one of the most horrific aspects of the conflict: cadavers and how they were, 
by and large, treated as noxious waste. There is a paradox in the way the historiography continues to focus on official 
and state commemoration and remembrance of the dead, as those were initially encouraged and implemented by 
state authorities themselves to conceal the realities of war and to represent death as a noble and painless sacrifice, 
as if over a hundred years later, we were still prisoners of a narrative meant to facilitate grieving and resilience along 
the lines of Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori. The language of First World War commemoration is redolent with 
euphemisms (Fussell, 2009, pp. 218–225) that intentionally aim to hide corpses, their dislocation, their putrefaction, 
and the excruciating pain often experienced by those whose bodies were shredded by artillery. Using body disposal 
as a distinct sub-field of investigation through which to revisit the First World War is not only a research opportunity, 
it is also a conscious attempt at documenting what societies have carefully worked to hide.

2 | CORPSES, WARS AND DISEASES

For thousands of years, the post-mortem treatment of the human body has been one of humanity's primal and 
distinctive features. Corpses are like no other inanimate object—they command highly codified treatments that shape 
our world and afterworlds (Laqueur, 2018, pp. 17–51). Philosophers, archaeologists, anthropologists, historians and 
sociologists have argued that the way we deal with our dead defines our humanity and constitutes unique cultures. 4 
While the treatment of the war dead has also responded to a wide array of processes and rituals since ancient times 
(Capdevila & Voldman, 2006; Jalland, 2006), during and shortly after the First World War, this distinctive feature 
of our humanity was temporarily disavowed: due to the scale and intensity of this war, corpses were treated as 
toxic hazards to be disposed of in order to avoid epidemics. To be sure, this was not a totally new phenomenon 
(Pouget, 2017, p. 299) but the scale of the First World War contributed to the establishment of a fully fledged admin-
istration of the dead that attempted to control most aspects of military body disposal.

From the mid-19th century onwards, the advent of citizen-soldiering in conflicts such as the American Civil War 
(Faust, 2008, pp. 61–101) and the Franco-Prussian War (Biraben, 2005) led state organisations to begin administering 
the burial of ordinary soldiers. This continued into the 20th century with the Boer War (1899–1902) (Ross, 2011) and 
Russo-Japanese wars (1904–1905) (Cohen, 2010). In these comparatively less lethal wars, dealing with the dead in a 
ritualised and respectful fashion remained somewhat possible, even though it was not always the case. The scale and 
intensity of the First World War, however, demanded new answers to the challenge of body disposal. New laws  and 
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public health policies, new ways of disposing of corpses, new chemicals and new equipment were developed, chang-
ing the relationship to and treatment of the dead and the living. Cadaver management was stripped of its rituals and 
deprived of its cultural qualities on the basis of urgently needed public health measures.

Before the First World War, soldiers were more likely to die from disease than from combat (Seaman, 2018). 
Thus, in 1914, the objective of the medical corps was to prevent the outbreak in epidemic proportions of traditional 
soldier killers such as typhus, cholera and dysentery. One of the ways to achieve this was through effective body 
disposal. The measures aimed to control corpses' putrefaction to prevent or suppress the proliferation of pathogens. 
While corpses can propagate viruses as living hosts do, the risk largely derives from the bacteria that multiply during 
putrefaction. Irrespective of the exact nature of the pathogens, the medical corps employed methods drawn from 
contemporary hygienist and positivist discourses surrounding body disposal. The questions raised were less about 
whether corpses were dangerous—an empirical fact known for centuries (Lynteris & Evans, 2018, pp. 1–19)—than 
about how they could best be disposed of in order to avoid further contamination of the general population. During 
the First World War, advances in field medicine meant that for the first time in a modern war, soldiers were far more 
likely to die from combat than from diseases. The contribution of innovative new body disposal measures in ensuring 
this ‘success’ remains overlooked despite being so important to assessing how the First World War changed warfare 
and societies.

European societies involved in the First World War had previously experienced mass death through outbreaks 
of lethal infectious diseases. However, the volume of cadavers remained manageable because they were scattered 
across time and space, even during the notorious 14th century Black Death. It is the sheer number—over 10 million—
and concentration of military corpses spatially and temporally that sets the First World War apart as a unique junc-
ture that engendered new challenges and therefore new methods in body disposal. Thousands, and at times, tens of 
thousands of men died within several hours on narrow sections of the battlefront, such as seen at Verdun and the 
Battle of the Somme. But lesser-known events, such as the day on which the French Army alone registered 27,000 
corpses of dead soldiers (Steg, 2013), showcase the unparallelled lethality of the conflict and the fact that day after 
day, bodies kept piling up over the numerous battlefronts of the war. Armies that entered the First World War did not 
anticipate this level of intense lethality (Audoin-Rouzeau, 2009, pp. 15–55), nor were their policies on, or logistical 
capacities for, the treatment of corpses adequate for the new type of industrial warfare in which they were taking 
part (Fathi, 2020). By the end of the conflict, however, most belligerents were well equipped and organised in their 
corpse disposal practices. It is this successful yet macabre set of policies and practices in cadaver management—what 
we might term ‘the administration of the dead’—that requires more attention as an emerging programme of work 
for historians of the First World War. The contribution of the First World War to the establishment of a science of 
body disposal, understood as both a corpus of knowledge and a set of policies and practices, developed by (mostly 
European) states' and imperial authorities, medical specialists and practitioners is yet to be fully investigated, as are 
its implications on other conflicts in the first half of the 20th century.

3 | FIRST WORLD WAR STUDIES AND BODY DISPOSAL RESEARCH

Since the 1990s archaeologists have excavated First World War battlefields, a trend that accelerated with the cente-
nary of the conflict between 2014 and 2019. Their work has enabled a greater understanding of everyday life in 
the trenches and the war's material culture, 5 but more rarely has it considered body disposal, 6 usually in relation to 
matters of forensic identification of soldiers. 7 Some archaeologists and historians (Offenstadt & Desfossés, 2021) 
have suggested that the temporal proximity with this war, remote from some of us only by one or two generations, 
raises issues of ethics, of respect for the dead, and revulsion over the type of death soldiers experienced and of how 
their remains were disposed. As with archaeologists, historians have barely started to investigate the question of 
body disposal and cadavers in a First World War context. While recent generations of historians have considerably 
renewed the field of First World War studies through research approaches informed by cultural history (Prost & 
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Winter, 2005, pp. 203–204), one has to look at Second World War historians and historians of later conflicts for more 
developed analyses of wartime corpse management. This seems paradoxical at first, given that those deaths are even 
closer to us, chronologically speaking. It is the genocidal context, however, that has encouraged social scientists to 
look at body disposal in more recent conflicts such as, but not limited to, the Second World War, Bosnia, Rwanda, and 
in cases of mass violence in dictatorial regimes such as the USSR, the Khmer Rouge and Uruguay. 8 In some cases, such 
investigations are driven by the requirements of tribunals to gather evidence, or the advocacy of families who wish 
to know how their loved ones were killed. Few First World War historians have considered body disposal as a subject 
area because it was not one of the primary drivers or primary causes of this conflict. To put it simply, extermination of 
civilians and ethnic minorities—and therefore the challenge of body disposal—forms the core of genocidal violence or 
extreme political persecution, whereas mass death in the First World War was ‘just’ a side effect of different strategic 
and geopolitical goals that resulted in unprecedented battlefield death, but also in starvation and epidemics on some 
home fronts. Therefore, historians of the First World War have yet to examine the dilemmas posed by the need to 
drastically and rapidly revise the treatment of human remains as a result of the industrial nature of the First World 
War; instead, they concentrate on aspects of the dead's identification, transportation, repatriation and commem-
oration rather than their disposal (Barrett, 2017; Cahir et al., 2019; Rodin, 2020; Smart, 2015; Tradii, 2019). Other 
scholars such as Mark Harrison (2010) and Ana Carden-Coyne (2014), for example, have paid attention to limbs and 
moribund wards, although anthropologically limbs removed from living bodies after a medical procedure and provid-
ing care to a dying patient are quite different to the management of full cadavers. Historians Béatrix Pau (2004, 2016) 
and Lisa Budreau (2011) are among the only First World War historians who have analysed some of the practical 
and technical aspects of body disposal extensively, in the American, French and Italian contexts. Work on British 
retrieval parties and Australian gravediggers and the process of collecting and disposing of battlefield bodies has 
approached body disposal by mostly shedding light on the stretchers and the gravediggers and how they performed 
and felt about their work, and the coping mechanisms they put in place (Fathi, 2018; Walker, 2018). Further research 
indicates that anticipation, yield, cost-efficiency and productivity became key aspects in the disposal of millions of 
corpses and generated a new, large-scale assembly-line industry, powered by millions of men (Fathi, 2020). This new 
mode of body disposal required considerable resources, equipment and infrastructure that were created, tested and 
implemented. None of this has been thoroughly or systematically documented and analysed.

Today, war graves present First World War dead in flowered, symmetrical and peaceful cemeteries, obscuring the 
way the bodies of the dead were initially treated. Since the end of the conflict, nation-states have focussed on creat-
ing formal memorials and war cemeteries to honour the dead (Becker & Tison, 2018), a pattern that has generated 
a voluminous and sophisticated historiography of war commemoration. 9 The recent corporeal turn in War Studies—
using the human body to analyse warfare (Audoin-Rouzeau, 2008)—is an innovative way to extend understandings 
of war and its impacts on the individual and society. Yet, historians who have taken this methodological turn have 
focussed on the living body, not the cadaver. The idea that ordinary societies must, on occasion, dispose of a large 
number of corpses as organic waste is rendered almost invisible, even taboo. This article proposes to move past these 
strong, yet understandable, cultural blinkers to investigate one of the first, largest and most successful state-driven 
operations in body disposal ever undertaken. Additionally, as one of its most crucial characteristics, mass death in the 
First World War provides a case study to examine the relationship between cadaver management and the emergence 
of state approaches to modern hygiene practices motivated by public health concerns, which were the primary driver 
of the administration of the dead. The First World War witnessed the expansion of the state in almost every way 
(Winter, 2014), including its thanatopolitics prerogatives.

4 | DEFINING AND RESEARCHING THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE DEAD

At its simplest, the ‘administration of the dead’ encompasses any measure and action taken by First World War bellig-
erents to dispose of military corpses. It incorporates a network of organisations and individuals, a set of policies and 
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procedures, and a range of methods and practices in body disposal that, combined, aimed at disposing of military 
corpses efficiently during and shortly after the conflict. It includes health specialists who provided a rationale and 
guidelines in how to dispose of cadavers safely, state organisations such as the army, and states' representatives who 
established guidelines and laws about the disposal of military corpses; it also includes the millions of people involved 
in collecting, transporting, burying, cremating and otherwise disposing of human remains. Also involved were the 
engineers and scientists who provided logistical solutions to dispose of cadavers, refining chemicals or creating 
devices (mobile crematoria, coffins, masks, etc.) that facilitated the disposal of human remains in large quantities to 
prevent soil and water contamination. As such, when the war broke out in 1914, there was no proper administration 
of the dead in armies involved in the First World War in the way we could speak of Ministries of War or Foreign 
Offices, with a minister, staff, a central office and a clearly defined portfolio. Disposing of military cadavers during the 
First World War was a task that required the coordination of many ministries, offices, portfolios and groups of people, 
from doctors to generals, members of parliaments, to engineers, soldiers to gravediggers. 10 The phrase ‘administra-
tion of the dead’ is therefore an inclusive notion that encompasses all organisations, people, guidelines and practices 
which were involved in the disposal of military corpses.

Within the scope of this article, I investigate the administration of the dead within its military context because it 
was these remains that posed an unprecedented public health challenge due to their concentration in time and space, 
and because the responsibility to deal with them fell onto the armies in which they served, not with civilian adminis-
trations. Civilians' corpses are excluded from this analysis because, as a general rule, they overwhelmingly remained 
the prerogative of families and traditional administrations such as registries offices, not armies, and were generally 
handled by local undertakers in more traditional ways. They were also often—with exceptions such as on the East-
ern Front and in Anatolia in particular—not concentrated in time and space, and therefore did not pose the same 
public health challenge as did the military dead. Disposing of corpses of soldiers who died nearly every day in their 
thousands on the many fronts of the First World War created a different set of challenges and priorities—in terms of 
volume, transportation and contamination for example,—than civilian death, even those generated by an epidemic 
of typhus in Serbian villages, for example, where it remained possible to take those corpses to local cemeteries built 
away from waterways and immediate cultivation.

In the context of the First World War, preliminary research indicates that the administration of the dead primarily 
developed by European imperial states was a product of the synthesis of two pillars of modernity: an unshakeable 
confidence in scientific and medical progress coupled with new technology and inspired by Taylorism, a theory of 
scientific management geared towards efficiency and productivity. This osmosis between ‘industrialism and sani-
tary movement’ (Rosen, 2015, pp. 106–168) has been established as a defining feature of modern public health 
(Viet, 2015). These two pillars of modernity had a direct impact on the way disposing of corpses was imagined and 
implemented, meaning that any investigation into this subject draws on the history of technology and the history of 
public health. Given the industrial nature of the First World War, body disposal methods often relied on factory-type 
processes to clear the dead. Taylorism permeated the economies and cultural ideologies of some of the major empires 
that took part in the First World War. In the British and American armies for example, similar conceptions of organi-
sational efficiencies led to a transition from the use of regular soldiers to bury the dead to special grave-digging units 
that achieved a much higher yield, resulting in fewer disease outbreaks.

There are a number of ways in which the concept of administration of the dead might be useful to First World 
War studies. First, exploring this subject area shifts the spotlight from the commemoration and immortalisation of the 
nation's war dead to the treatment of their mortal remains, documenting a gruesome aspect of the conflict that occu-
pies a pivotal dimension in the history of early 20th century mass violence. Second, this overlooked subject area can 
yield significant new knowledge on the intimate relation between First World War body disposal and public health, 
highlighting the mechanisms that enabled urgent public health measures to prevail over centuries-old practices for 
farewelling the dead. Families lost control over the care of their dead who had fought in the military in favour of the 
imperial state on the grounds of public health. This produced social, cultural, mental health and emotional conse-
quences altering deeply rooted practices constitutive of our shared humanity. Third, and perhaps most importantly, 
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an analysis of the administration of the dead in the First World War could reconfigure the traditional genealogy of 
contemporary mass body disposal. Apart from the case of the Armenian genocide, historians have consistently looked 
at the 1930s, the 1940s and the second half of the 20th century to study corpses in situations of mass killing. Studies 
that would explore the administration of the dead in the First World War could very well antedate these examples 
and offer a new periodisation for the experimental praxis of industrial-type body disposal to examine an earlier 
period: the 1910s and 1920s.

Using the traditional methods of the historian, an investigation of the administration of the dead is grounded 
in fine-grained archival work. Given that it did not exist as an entity per se—like a ministry, or a dedicated organisa-
tion, for example,—its exploration will rely on a myriad of resources. This represents a real opportunity because the 
archives that document this subject area are virtually untapped with a rich diversity of written material that includes 
official sources such as army, state and medical records and histories, and non-official public sources such as news-
papers and medical journals. Private written sources such as diaries and letters from soldiers, gravediggers, padres, 
stretcher-bearers and health professionals can also yield considerable first-hand information on how military corpses 
were disposed of during the war. Material culture accessible in museum collections can also be mobilised to analyse 
the corporeal dimension of body disposal. So can photographs that might assist in analysing the physicality and mate-
riality of body disposal, answering Jay Winter's call for First World War historians to use photographs as a primary 
source more systematically (2017). Sources to write the history of the administration of the dead in the First World 
War are there. For many of us, in fact, we already have them on our bookshelves and hard drives and can revisit them 
through the lens of body disposal, keeping corpses as a focus of our investigation.

5 | THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE DEAD AS A PROGRAMME OF WORK

There are at least three major areas of investigation to explore the central dimensions and drivers of the admin-
istration of the dead: the administrative, the medical and the technological. 11 Exploring administrative aspects of 
the administration of the dead would enable historians to understand how state organisations responded to and 
arranged the processing of industrial-scale body disposal through the establishment of precise guidelines and policies 
regimenting the clearance and disposal of the soldiers' corpses. Disposing of corpses on the battlefield was not a 
new phenomenon to the First World War but the scale, intensity and length of the conflict created new challenges. 
States involved in this war institutionalised body disposal; they prepared for and regulated mass military death as 
a state or imperial prerogative. In fact, state organisations and armies went beyond dealing with cadavers: they 
anticipated them. In the French military archives, I found evidence that mass graves were sometimes pre-dug ahead 
of battles, that quicklime (that accelerated putrefaction) was also shipped to the fronts before battles, and that 
coffins were pre-ordered to streamline the disposal work and increase yield. Administrators attempted to system-
atise mass death and created policies and procedures for body disposal, analysis of which is a foundation stone to 
define the administration of the dead. It is important to note that in the case of the French and British Empire, and 
also the United States, the development of the administration of dead happened within what where at the time the 
most advanced form of democratic societies. Yet, their representatives planed and organised the mass death and 
disposal of their own citizens in similar ways than more autocratic regimes, such as the German, Austro-Hungarian 
and Russian empires did. But planning and regulating only partially explain how First World War armies disposed of 
close to 10 million soldiers' corpses in record time and in limited space. It is important to ascertain how on-site prac-
tices differed from official policies. We need to ask who were the gravediggers and how were they recruited? How 
did they work and for how long? Why were colonial troops used to bury the dead in some armies but not others? The 
recruiting, training and management of gravediggers and those in charge of body disposal were an essential aspect of 
the administrative aspect of the administration of the dead.

A second major area of investigation to understand the administration of the dead in the First World War is the 
analysis of its primary drivers: the medical concerns over the spread of epidemics, and public health policies. Those 
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form the primary rationale behind the impersonal, factory-like approach of the administration of the dead: namely, 
the need to prevent disease outbreaks of epidemic proportions. The creation of scientific knowledge and physical 
practices relating to how best to dispose of corpses to avoid the threat of epidemics such as typhus, dysentery and 
cholera, as well as water and soil contaminations among soldiers and civilians alike are essential elements of the 
administration of the dead. In his remarkable book on the French Army's health services, historian Vincent Viet dedi-
cated a few pages to analysing how French health specialists contributed to the standardisation, professionalisation 
and codification of body disposal for epidemic diseases prevention during the First World War and has paved the 
way for further research in the area (Viet, 2015, pp. 403–423). Public health specialists codified the transportation, 
inhumation and exhumation of corpses that became more and more controlled to avoid the contamination of the 
living by the dead. They legitimated the administration of the dead by providing explanations to the public as to why 
it was necessary to dispose of military corpses as quickly and efficiently as possible. A range of medical and health 
experts directly informed armies as to how they ought to ‘sanitise’ the battlefields and how to implement both body 
disposal and prophylactic measures to avoid human, soil and water contamination (Viet, 2012, pp. 27–31). These 
public health guidelines changed the everyday work of those who disposed of corpses, to ensure that cadavers 
would not be a conduit for diseases and epidemics. In the case of the Australian Graves Detachment, the use of 
rubber gloves, oil-skin overalls, bars of soap, and most particularly, creosol, a disinfectant and antibacterial agent, was 
integral to the equipment of grave digging units by 1919, which had not been the case at the beginning of the war 
(Fathi, 2018, pp. 37–38). Yet, the degree of success of the body disposal measures in preventing large outbreaks of 
bacterial diseases and the contamination of water and soil is still to be assessed and documented. Similarly, there is 
a need to document if guidelines of health specialists issued to all the large imperial armies were respected on the 
ground and to document what did the battlefields' ‘sanitizing’ or ‘clean up’ (wording of the time) actually entail for 
human remains. While state administrations and armies mobilised the respectful language of grief, commemoration 
and sometimes glorification when referring to the dead—even if sometimes their approach could be dispassionate 
and bureaucratic (Foster, 2022)—dealing with a large number of corpses on the ground responded to a different 
logic: that of disposal. Although the words body disposal or management were not in use at the time, they offer a 
valid heuristic framework for an investigation of what these societies did with the corpses. French official documents 
for instance regularly used the word assainissement when referring to or providing guidelines for post-battle body 
disposal. Although a euphemism, assainissement means both cleaning up and the process through which sewage is 
drained: the word belongs to the semantic field of waste. The dichotomy between performed linguistic deference 
towards the dead in the public sphere and how their remains were actually dealt with at the front is one of the many 
examples that testify to the lack of preparation for and anticipation of what a modern industrial conflict could lead to, 
all the while indicating a major shift in the desacralisation and dehumanisation of corpses.

Technological innovations for First World War body disposal, their experimentation and implementation are a 
third major area of investigation that will provide insights into how the administration of dead developed during 
the conflict operated on such a large scale. Scientists, engineers, trained gravediggers but also millions of men who 
performed expeditious corpse disposal were involved in the technologisation of body disposal. They developed 
innovations—logistical, mechanical, and chemical—for disposing of the corpses as quickly and efficiently as possible. 
Given the volume of corpses to dispose of, the First World War became a laboratory for experimentations on body 
disposal across armies involved in the conflict. Chemicals were refined to accelerate decay, masks were created 
to allow breathing in mass graves, and new processes for cremation were tried. In the French military archives at 
Vincennes, one can find chilling reports of doctors and inventors trying to sell their mobile crematorium to the French 
Army, explaining its advantages, its yield, how many minutes were required to burn a corpse and the fuel needed to 
do so. There is a need to document equipment and logistics created to dispose of cadavers during the conflict and 
how they approached corpses as organic waste, as vectors of contagions. The logistics and corporeal dimension of 
body disposal, its machinery, equipment, supplies, storage and devices are yet to be studied holistically. How did new 
technologies reinforce large-scale dehumanisation of human remains? How did those who collected, transported and 
disposed of the cadavers cope, or not, with the physical and technological aspects of the administration of the dead? 
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The First World War was an open-air laboratory in experimenting large-scale body disposal. Documenting these 
innovations will contribute to the history of technology as well as First World War history.

6 | CONCLUSION

With recent images of COVID 19-infected corpses and hasty burials and cremations in the US, Brazil, India and 
Italy, where families were not allowed to farewell their loved ones, gaining a better understanding of the short- and 
longer-term impacts and exigencies of urgent public health measures in historical contexts seems timely. Docu-
menting the administration of the dead in the First World War is likely to offer evidence that the challenges faced by 
societies of the time initiated new approaches to the disposal of human remains, motivated by hygienist concerns 
and facilitated by technological innovations that more or less permeated the history of the first-half 20th century. 
Creating new knowledge in First World War body disposal through an investigation of the administration of the dead 
via these three major themes—administrative, medical and technological—can also result in producing the necessary 
groundwork to ascertain if First World War body disposal practices had an impact on later practices of body disposal 
during the 20th century. Knowing how to eliminate very large numbers of corpses promptly and effectively through 
industrial methods—a First World War innovation—is a legacy of that war that rendered logistically possible and 
mentally conceivable future iterations of the process. The knowledge, capacity and training in body disposal provided 
by this conflict did not disappear in 1918, but permeated the 20th century; yet this remains invisible. In this way, 
there is an avenue for First World War studies to be used by experts in later 20th century conflicts to determine the 
degree of kinship between First World War practices of body disposal and their own 20th century episode of mass 
violence and mass killings. Of course, the type of history involved in documenting the administration of the dead is 
uncomfortable because it focusses on one of the most invisible aspects of the First World War: the way it contributed 
to desensitise early 20th century European societies to mass death. Such history requires a deliberate approach—for 
both the historian and the public—to the treatment of cadavers in war and what it says about the First World War and 
contemporary societies, about their humanity and how extreme violence can alter it.

This article raises more questions than it provides definitive answers. But this is the point. We are still grappling 
with the consequences of the First World War. Political and diplomatic consequences of these conflicts, some of 
which are still felt today, have generated immense literature, given the importance of this war in the history of the 
tumultuous and bloody 20th century. Of course, the Second World War and the Holocaust went even further in the 
horror, dehumanisation and mass killing. While there is ample documentation of how the First World War contrib-
uted to developments that were so crucial to the Second World War—weaponry, war in the air, the importance of 
resources, total war and industrial production, for example,—there is no investigation into how the administration of 
the dead established during the First World War might have influenced Second World War body disposal policies 
and practices, if at all, and if accrued efficiencies in body disposal that emerged during the former conflict facilitated 
greater mass killings during the latter. Many of the leading political leaders, key generals, scientists and engineers of 
the early 1940s had taken part in the First World War, not all of them of course, but a significant proportion. It is time 
for a greater investigation of how First World War body disposal practices and their cultural consequences may have 
influenced their decisions and practices only some 20 years later.

ORCID
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ENDNOTES
  1 These developments have been encouraged by a broader scholarly investigation of the dead and death broadly speaking 

that has developed since the 1970s. For the history discipline, the pioneering work of Philippe Ariès has been an impor-
tant foundation stone. In more recent years, publications across disciplines on death, including body disposal, have also 
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been supported by research groups, regular conferences and special issues of journals. The Centre for Death and Society 
(CDAS) at the University of Bath was established in 2005, and the Adès Centre in France and the Australian Death Studies 
Societies are other and newer examples of the institutionalisation of death and body disposal studies.

  2 In the case of the Second World War alone, many historians have worked on body disposal, concealment and the destruc-
tion of corpses. Such historians include but are not limited to: Jean-Marc Dreyfus, Elissa Mailänder, Alexander Korb, Jan 
Lambertz, Jens Hoffmann, Jean-Claude Pressac, Tim Blessing, Mary Louise Roberts, Christopher Mauriello, Christopher 
Browning.

  3 To reference but a few major works, please refer to the works (and the bibliographies they contain) of Joanna Bourke (1999), 
Dave Grossman (1995) and Jay Winter (1995).

  4 See for example, Thomas (1980) and Kohn et al. (2019).
  5 See for example, Saunders (2007) and Desfossés et al. (2008).
  6 For example, Loe et al. (2014) and Martin (2020).
  7 Questions pertaining to the identification of remains have generated rich scholarship. Among recent archaeological works 

pertaining to this issue, please refer to Fraser and Brown (2007), Ashbridge (2020) and Ashbridge and Verdegem (2020).
  8 The ‘Human remains and violence’ series published by Manchester University Press showcases a remarkable diversity 

of studies on body disposal in genocidal and mass violence contexts across time and place in the 20th century. See for 
example Anstett and Dreyfus (2014a, 2014b, 2015, 2016).

  9 Such literature is so vast that for the sake of brevity, one is invited to consult the bibliographies available in the following 
books: Winter (1995, 2014, 2017), Winter and Sivan (1999) and Scates (2006).

  10 It can be noted, however, that as a result of the First World War, several administrations in charge of commemorating the 
dead were created, such as the Imperial War Graves Commission and the Volksbund Deutsche Kriegsgräberfürsorge.

  11 Needless to say that other major areas of investigation, such as the political, the cultural and the economic aspects of the 
administration of the dead, would be all worthy of exploration, but for the sake of brevity, they were not elaborated upon 
in this article. Historians such as Stephen Badsey (2019) have explained how the myth of German corpse factory was 
exploited by British and allied war propaganda, while Béatrix Pau (2016) has documented the wrongdoings of profiteers 
who earned millions in exhuming and re-burying the war dead in postwar France.
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