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Injuries in the
War:
Perception vs.
Reality

he Civil War resulted in cataclysmic changes in almost

every aspect of American life, from government, arms and
munitions, to photography, medicine, and more. The list is long
and varied, but no area was more impacted than the way that
the carnage of the war on the human element was perceived
and dealt with, both during the war and in the half-century or
so after it ended. No event in the history of the republic had
produced the level of simple human damage that resulted from
the four years of 1861-1865.

Guest presenter John Kinder, a Indiana University professor
who has done extensive research on this topic brought
his yndings to share with the group. The starting point to
understanding Civil war injuries is to differentiate between
the two visions that the public had over the years. The yrst
is the romantic vision of a war injury as a fisacred markero of
sacriyce and heroism. This vision masked the actual slaughter
and frames a devastating injury as a badge of a soldierés moral
character. The second vision to comprehend is the rationalist
one, where wounds were no longer a fired badge of courageo
but examples of the horrors of war.

There were 620,000 deaths caused directly by battle or later
by disease from the war. But these casualties were ynal and
could no longer speak to the aftermath of war. There were at
least a million non-lethal but severe injuries from the conpict
that included everything form amputations and bodily wounds
that would never heal in a manés lifetime to the more subtle but
just as real harm that alcoholism, paranoia, depression and what

we would call today post traumatic stress syndrome (PTSD)

could do to the veteran after the war.
The romantic vision of war before 1865 was
largely that battle was a noble and wonderful

service that a man could do, far from home, and provides the
basis of a lifetime of honor and nobility if survived, and a death
full of glory if that was the outcome. This was a product of the
fact that mass warfare had not been, for the most part, a part of
the American consciousness at that point, and what yghting and
dying that had occurred was in a far off place and was masked
by the time and distance from the carnage. This kept the reality
of war from the eyes and ears of those back home and relegated
it to the stuff of romantic chivalry.

Photography, and the telegraph, which put rapid
communication to the forefront, and even a higher literacy
rate, which greatly increased correspondence with those back
homed®none of these things had really come to fruition as they
did during the war years. Rationalists, on the other hand, began
to be heard during and after the war years, and re-evaluated
the place of a soldierés body in the waging of war. Now the
carnage of war, especially for those who did not die, but were
terribly disygured, brought home the actual horror of war. The
dead tell no tales, after all, while those who survived served
as continuing examples. And the advent of photography of the
dead on the battleyelds was, perhaps, one of the most singular
things to change the public perception of war. As it was quoted
by Lincoln of Bradybs early work, fiif he did not bring the dead
and dying and lay them at our doorstep, he did something very
like it.0

Immediately after the war, the reaction by the romantics
was to try to take war wounds, no matter how grotesque and
debilitating, and make them examples to others to be stirred to
bravery and to volunteer if and when needed. Teddy Roosevelt
was so enamored of wounded soldiers at one point that he ached
for a wound to be proud of! But as the century changed, and
World War | approached, the rationalists began to take hold and
the wounded soldier came to be looked on as a burden to be
avoided, not an icon to strive for. People began to understand
that injuries did not happen to individuals in idyllic settings,
but to masses of men in horriyc surroundings of death and
carnage. In the end, the attempt to try to minimize these horrors
led to the rise of the science of rehabilitation. The rehabilitation
movement is primarily 20" century thing that is,
at its zenith today in the 21% century, with the
wounded of Iraq and Afghanistan.







