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Monumental Change

The Shifting Politics of Obligation at the Tomb of 
the Unknowns

Sarah Wagner and Thomas Matyók

The Tomb of the Unknowns at Arlington National Cemetery has long served 
as a site of instruction about national sacrifice, but its lessons in mourning war’s 
costs and honoring its combatants have changed with time and shifting political 
currents, as reflected in the reordered space, the sentinels’ altered rituals and the 
public’s increasingly disciplined engagement with the site. Tracing these changes, 
this article argues that the gradual distancing of the monument and its sentinels 
from the visiting public mirrors the sharpening sense of civilian-military division 
within American society itself, revealing the exclusionary politics of obligation that 
help shape contemporary political discourse about war and its costs.
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There, just a few feet from the marble steps of the Memorial Amphitheater 
at Arlington National Cemetery and yards from the somber monument 
to the unknown soldiers of the past century’s wars, Lindsey Stone struck 
a pose of purposeful disrespect, what she would later defend as a “visual 
pun.” Crouched next to the sign with its insistent declaration—“SILENCE 
AND RESPECT”—she mimed defiance, cupping her right hand by her 
mouth as if to yell and giving the finger with her left. In an age where the 
ridiculous and lurid go viral in an instant, the photograph posted on a 
personal Facebook page caused immediate uproar. Accused of hating the 
military and “soldiers who have died in foreign wars,” Ms. Stone received 
death and rape threats; others hoped she would rot in hell.1 Within days, 
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she and the friend who took the photograph were placed on unpaid leave 
by their employer (they had traveled to the capital on an excursion with 
their firm). The two women eventually lost their jobs, despite issuing 
public apologies in which they tried to explain the photograph not as an 
act of disrespect to the memorial or to the military, past and present, but 
as a private joke gone awry.2

The scandal and its steep price provide more than just another cau-
tionary tale about how social network sites blur the boundaries between 
personal choices and professional consequences. The incident’s “mun-
danity” and the response it elicited flag something larger—they point to 
a perceived tension between military and civilian sectors in the United 
States, a tension fueled by intertwined notions of service and obligation.3 
As much as Ms. Stone and her friend sought to explain themselves, the 
unfortunate image was too closely tied to a particular object in the Ameri-
can public’s imagination about military service and the debt it accrues: 
the Tomb of the Unknowns, the epicenter of the nation’s “most sacred 
shrine,” Arlington National Cemetery.4 

For the past half-century scholars and pundits have cast this tension 
as a “widening gap,” and analyzed the concomitant politics of separate-
ness within civil-military relations and their consequences for domestic 
and foreign policy.5 Though they may weigh the effects differently, most 
analyses conclude that a sense of distance, even exclusion, has emerged in 
recent decades, accelerated in part by changes in the military introduced 
at the end of the Vietnam War, including the transition to an all-volunteer 
armed force, and heightened in the wake of the 9/11 attacks.6 The so-called 
widened gap has developed alongside a conspicuous, if counterintuitive, 
turn in political discourse: just as the percentage of the US population 
serving in the armed forces has decreased (currently less than 1 percent),7 
American policy and public rhetoric have increasingly embraced an ideal-
ized estimation of military service. It is a dynamic that fits squarely within 
what Andrew Bacevich defines as a “new American militarism,” with its 
“romanticized view of soldiers, a tendency to see military power as the 
truest measure of national greatness, and outsized expectations regarding 
the efficacy of force.”8 

In this article, we use this dynamic as a point of departure, focusing 
on the connection between the monument’s space and its occupants—
military and civilian alike—to examine the evolving relation between the 



Sarah Wagner and Thomas Matyók

42    History & Memory, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2018)

state and its military and, by extension, the US military and the American 
public. To begin with, we note that with mundane transgressions and overt 
anti-war protest part of its history from the start, the monument has long 
served as a vehicle of purposive instruction about national sacrifice. But 
the Tomb’s lessons in grieving war’s costs and honoring its combatants 
have changed with time and differing ideological concerns, evidenced in 
the reordered space, the sentinels’ altered role and the public’s increasingly 
disciplined engagement with the site. Thus, we argue that the gradual 
distancing of the monument and its sentinels from the visiting public 
mirrors the sharpening sense of civilian-military division within American 
society itself. Drawing on scholarship that explores the interplay between 
national monuments and publics, as well as what James Young terms the 
“essential constructedness” of memorials and monuments,9 this claim 
understands the Tomb as a material artifact of social change. This is not 
to suggest the Tomb produced or produces change per se, but a history of 
its transforming space, practice and audiences, alongside an ethnographic 
account of its current milieu, helps render tangible the abstraction of 
seemingly widening civil-military relations.

More pointedly, this analysis makes clear how the Tomb’s contempo-
rary monumental space and ritual activity not only uphold the separateness 
of military and civilian spheres but also concretize Bacevich’s “advancing 
militarism,” specifically what he identifies as war’s “new aesthetics” and 
the heightened and set-apart “status of military institutions and soldiers 
themselves.”10 Unlike memorials that invite “more subjective and personal-
ized narratives,”11 “journeys of emotional discovery”12 and individuated 
expressions of sorrow, such as the Vietnam Veterans Memorial or Section 60 
in the very same cemetery, the twenty-first-century Tomb of the Unknowns 
explicitly instructs civilian sensibilities about contemporary military virtue, 
as much as about past national sacrifice. Its public rituals require silence and 
obligate reverence. With war’s tolls eclipsed by a pageantry of perfection 
performed before an observant public, the romanticized view of martial 
strength cultivated at the Tomb reinforces the exclusionary politics of 
obligations to the nation advanced by the state. 
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CHANGE OVER TIME

Change seems antithetical to a memorial so saturated with seemingly 
transcendent symbols of war and death. Like its counterparts in France 
and England, the monument was erected in the nation’s capital to provide 
a constant reminder of the price of war and the valor of the state.13 In 
the aftermath of World War I, the 66th US Congress approved Public 
Resolution 67 to establish the Tomb, and on Armistice Day, November 
11, 1921, an unknown soldier from a battlefield in France was buried at 
the plaza of the Memorial Amphitheater in Arlington National Cemetery. 
With crypts later dedicated to unknowns from World War II, the Korean 
War and the Vietnam War, the inscription on the massive 72-metric-ton 
memorial now announces, “Here Rests in Honored Glory an American 
Soldier Known But to God.” Freighted with such sacred anonymity, the 
Tomb serves as a monument to abiding notions of national honor, glory 
and sacrifice. Its form, like that of other monuments and memorials to 
unknown war dead, reinforces an impression of fixed and enduring ideals: 
sarcophagi and cenotaphs hewn from thick slabs of marble; words of homage 
etched onto their surface; some even accompanied by an “eternal” flame.14

But monuments to a nation’s fallen, known or unknown, are never 
static. Instead, they exist for a changing national public, amid shifting 
political winds and social and economic conditions. In writing about 
memorial landscapes, namely the National Mall in Washington, DC, Kirk 
Savage explains that monuments “acquire a life and a direction of their 
own,” as they “become enmeshed in the complex realities of a living 
America.”15 The Tomb of the Unknowns in Arlington National Cem-
etery is no exception, and while scholars have analyzed the monument 
for its symbolic power and commemorative politics, its “ghostly national 
imaginings”16 and instances of rupture, less attention has been paid to its 
transformed space and, more importantly, to the interplay between the 
memorial’s keepers and visitors.17 In what follows, we present a historical 
overview of change in order to contextualize our ethnographic analysis 
of contemporary commemorative practice that takes place at this unique 
national memorial. Three realms of change in form and function at the 
Tomb help chart the evolving relations among the state, its military and 
the public: (1) the monument’s spatial organization and the gradual 
distance inserted between the physical monument, the watchful sentinels 
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and the visiting public; (2) the ritualistic guard of the sacred space with its 
emphasis on precision, synchronicity and uniformity; and (3) the public’s 
engagement with the space as invited participants and regulated observers.

Taken together, these three areas of change illustrate how sites of 
national commemoration, however oriented toward the past, are neverthe-
less grounded in the present and infused with meaning by their present-day 
interlocutors, civilian and military citizen-subjects alike. Along with the 
expanding “monumental core” of the nation’s capital, the Tomb has 
evolved not only “as audiences and social practices change,” but also as 
the role of the US military within American society has developed.18 Seen 
in this light, the changes at the Tomb underscore an increasing sense of 
exclusion between these two sets of citizen-subjects, in which the state 
is elided with the soldier in projecting power to audiences at home and 
abroad. As Andrew Bickford has explained, in such an elision, soldiers 
are not “merely signs or floating signifiers out of the ether”; rather, more 
than just prosecuting war, they “represent the state, and as such, they 
represent, signify, stand in for the state and an idea, the ethos or ideology 
or worldview of the state or the system to which they are sworn and must 
serve.”19 Through that elision and the “tendency to elevate the soldier to 
the status of a national icon,”20 the public’s attention turns from sacrifices 
of past wars toward contemporary military might. While undoubtedly for 
some visitors, the memorial still offers a space for mourning—whether 
immediate or distant loss—its public focus is increasingly trained on enacted 
symbols and bodies in motion, rather than unseen and nameless remains. 

1. Changing space and clashing views

The Tomb of the Unknowns of the twenty-first century is a bounded site, 
its access limited by a series of railings, stanchions and chains, and the plaza 
and crypts guarded around the clock by rifle-bearing sentinels. Such a divi-
sion of space and bodies, however, was never the original intent behind 
the monument. The interment of the World War I Unknown took place 
within a cemetery that encouraged a sense of social connection between 
the living and dead. People moved with more ease—or at least with fewer 
restrictions—among the headstones, and the memorial grave itself, with 
its sole set of remains, became a site to visit, an object to touch and, for 
some, even a spot for picnicking: 
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In the years immediately following the 1921 ceremonies, there was 
no common public script or clear expectation for behavior at the 
tomb. While visitors with wreaths came regularly in small groups or 
as representative bodies, and commercial photographers captured 
the ceremony, others wandered the deserted amphitheater or sat 
on the low-slung first version of the tomb to rest their feet and take 
in the view.21 

Such a portrait of informality and repose suited the environs, if not the 
memorial’s purported aims. Situated before the Memorial Amphitheater 
with its neoclassical design, the Tomb was a monument erected to level 
loss across class and rank—all soldiers were equal in death—and to unite 
both civilian and military segments of society in what Jay Winter has called 
the Great War’s “work of remembrance.”22 A modest crypt beneath a slab 
of stone, the memorial marked the ultimate injury of battle—to not be 
known, named and remembered individually.23 In response to that injury, 
the nation had stepped in. As President Harding underscored in his remarks 
at the public burial, “We do not know his station in life, because from every 
station came the patriotic response of the five million.... We do not know 
the eminence of his birth, but we do know the glory of his death.”24 As 
in France and England, the select Unknown were to recall the thousands 
of other unnamed fallen, those buried in this or other cemeteries (public 
and private), as well as those whose remains were never repatriated.

While “peace remained the central theme” of the 1921 ceremonies 
honoring the Unknown Soldier—despite the clashing views held by Presi-
dent Harding and his predecessor Woodrow Wilson about “how best to 
create a stable and peaceful world”—tensions would arise in the ensuing 
interwar period “as to whether the Tomb was a symbol of war or a symbol 
of peace.”25 Indeed, the memorial itself became a “potent site for challeng-
ing the very patriotic narratives and military sacrifices it was designed to 
valorize.”26 John Don Passos’s concluding segment in his novel Nineteen 
Nineteen (published in 1932), “The Body of an American,” pushed back 
against these dominant discourses. In it, he imagined the myriad home-
towns and vocations, lives and deaths, of the Unknown Soldier, which the 
Tomb’s design of sanitized, democratized sacrifice had effectively erased. 
In his narrative prose, the war’s wanton destruction meets its match in 
the flippant air of the Unknown’s selection: “enie menie minie moe plenty 
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of other pine boxes stacked up there containing what they’d scraped of 
Richard Roe / and other person or persons unknown.”27 

As such disputation persisted, sometimes spilling over into protest, 
changes were gradually introduced to the memorial.28 First and foremost, 
the physical gravesite had to be protected from potential desecration. 
“Not only is [the tomb] strewed with cigarette stubs, burnt matches and 
chewing gum,” complained the wife of Ambassador Miles Poindexter, 
“but the remains of luncheons eaten on it are scattered around with the 
accompaniment of pestilential flies.”29 Veteran groups bristled at the 
perceived lack of respect:

[A]t the last convention of the American Legion in Omaha officials 
were angered because of reports that picnic parties have been in the 
habit of eating their lunches on the very tomb.... 

There has been much complaint, not alone in legion circles 
but elsewhere over the attitude of the crowds of tourists who visit 
the tomb. There has been a singular lack of reverence and this has 
added to the movement to have the whole spot chained off so that 
an approach to the very side of the tomb could be prevented.30

Beyond picnickers, the Washington Herald reported that “[s]ouvenir hunters 
have chipped the marble base” and “[b]oys have been shooting crap on top 
of the tomb.”31 Thus, in 1925, the government decided to post a civilian 
watchman at the site, and one year later, on March 2, 1926, Representa-
tive Allen Furlow from Rochester, Minnesota, introduced House Joint 
Resolution Number 185, which called for “a military guard at the Tomb 
of the Unknown Soldier at Arlington” during daylight hours (figure 1).32 
While explicit prohibitions of certain behavior had not yet been issued, 
these watchmen and guards signaled the heightened concerns about the 
public’s display of proper decorum around the memorial. 

During that same period, debates arose regarding whether to erect 
a monument above the Tomb, with critics arguing that “the simplicity of 
the present tomb is beauty itself and fitting for the simple greatness of a 
soldier.”33 By 1932, however, the War Department elected to expand the 
memorial’s design, adding the superstructure, also referred to as the “cap,” 
hewn out of Yule Marble (like the exterior of the Lincoln Memorial), and 
thus physically ensuring that the remains below were safe from violation. 
The winning design also called for the removal of nearby roadways and 
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the addition of sweeping stairs leading up to the Tomb.34 There would be 
no more dice games or picnics on the plaza atop the gravesite.

Even with these modifications, the monument remained accessible 
to the public and would continue to be so well after the next sets of 
Unknowns were placed there—the unnamed fallen from World War II and 
the Korean War, interred at the memorial on May 30, 1958. Although 
a guard was ever-present—by 1937, the US Army had posted a twenty-
four-hour watch—people still actively engaged with the memorial, for 
example, posing for photographs on the plaza before it.35

The potential for violation or disrespect, however, eventually curbed 
the public’s access, with changes to the memorial’s physical layout and 
entry points introduced in the 1950s when a series of stanchions and 
ropes (later chains) were placed around the Tomb to keep individuals from 
approaching too closely or touching it. The idea of a chain barrier was not 
new. Vice Chairman of the American Legion, John Thomas Taylor, wrote 
to President Coolidge in 1926, speculating that “unsympathetic conduct” 
“may be due in part to the fact that the Tomb is easy to approach—simple 
in aspect and there is no barrier surrounding it.” In his view, “the erection 

Fig. 1. First Permanent Guard at Tomb of Unknown Soldier, [Arlington, Va.], 3/25/26 
(Library of Congress, http://cdn.loc.gov/service/pnp/npcc/27500/27552v.jpg)
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of a chain at a suitable distance surrounding the tomb would adequately 
prevent persons from desecrating it.”36 But it was not until May 1955 
that officials of the Military District of Washington established the heavy 
manila-rope-and-stanchion barrier to keep visitors twenty-five feet back 
from the Tomb itself and fifteen feet from the sentinels. In an interesting 
role reversal, they intended to “protect” the sentinels from “hecklers,” a 
point to which members of the Honor Guard took umbrage: “It looks 
like a bullpen and distracts from the original purpose of the team.... There 
never has been any real trouble. These hecklers don’t really bother us—we 
just ignore them.”37 

Despite such efforts to limit access, visitors were still able to walk 
completely around the Tomb, as long as they stayed to the outside of the 
chain barrier. The Tomb itself, the additional crypts and the plaza remained 
unaltered; what was changing, indeed increasing, was the distance between 
the monument proper and the visiting public. Eventually, the chain barriers 
were replaced with more permanent railings and bars. Railings now form 
the majority of the perimeter around the Memorial Amphitheater steps 
where the visiting public is situated, with stanchions and chains protect-
ing the outer limits of the plaza below (figure 2). The steps descending 
from the amphitheater’s interior chamber, formerly known as the Trophy 
Room, are cordoned off with alternating railings and chains.

In addition to increasingly limited access, alterations to the monument’s 
spatial organization also entailed restricting avenues of approach and exit. 
Today, there are only two points of entry onto the plaza itself. The first, 
at the southwest corner, the side closest to the sentinels’ quarters beneath 
the plaza, is the ingress controlled by Arlington National Cemetery staff, 
who await the entry and exit of the sentinels prior to and following the 
ceremonial Changing of the Guard. The second is at the top of the amphi-
theater stairs, the starting point for the frequent wreath-laying ceremonies, 
which is controlled by the sentinels, as they lead authorized members of 
the public or visiting military and state officials down the marble steps to 
pay their moment of respect, lay their flowers and once again return to 
the domain of the observing public. In this way, entry into and out of the 
area surrounding the Tomb is highly controlled, underscoring the separa-
tion between the military and civilian spheres that encounter one another 
within this memorial space. Both this restricted access and possibilities for 
interacting with the monument stand in stark contrast with the other major 



Monumental Change

History & Memory, Vol. 30, No. 1 (Spring/Summer 2018)     49

Fig. 2. The cordoned-off space at the Tomb of the Unknowns, Arlington National Cemetery. 
Photo by Sarah Wagner.

war memorials on the National Mall, including and especially the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial (VVM).38 As Kristin Hass argues, “The Wall” invites 
individuated public memorials. People come to it with their memories 
and objects (gifts) to grapple with the war’s “restive memory,” and thus 
partake in the “public negotiation about patriotism and nationalism.”39

Arguably one of the most revealing instances of restricted access 
at the Tomb occurred in 1998 when the remains of the Vietnam War 
Unknown Soldier were removed. Interred fourteen years earlier by the 
Reagan administration eager to bind up the wounds of the war in Southeast 
Asia, the remains had come under intense scrutiny, with the identity of the 
Unknown a source of media speculation.40 When Department of Defense 
officials reopened the Vietnam crypt to remove its contents for forensic 
analysis, they did so behind a screen of temporary walls and meshing to 
block the media.41 Private contractors cut through the marble, concrete 
and granite structures and, under the cover of night, a crane hoisted the 
casket out of the crypt and above the plaza—an unthinkable disruption 
of the national icon, and one that the Defense Department took pains to 
shield from the public’s view. Six weeks after the disinterment, Secretary of 
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Defense William Cohen announced the identity of the former Unknown 
as First Lieutenant Michael J. Blassie. Relaying the news that the remains 
would be returned to Blassie’s family in St. Louis, Missouri, Secretary 
Cohen remarked, “It may be that forensic science has reached the point 
where there will be no other unknowns in any war.”42 Thus emptied, 
the crypt now bears the inscription, “Honoring and Keeping Faith with 
America’s Missing Servicemen, 1958–1975.”

Amid these various spatial transformations, there are of course con-
stants. But even permanent fixtures become enfolded into the shifting 
signification that has gradually set off and elevated the military from 
the civilian citizen-subject at the memorial. To begin with, consider the 
Tomb’s situation within this specific national monumental landscape. 
The memorial is located in the heart of the country’s primary national 
cemetery, connected yet set apart from the overtly political expanse of 
the National Mall, itself crowned by the Capitol building and populated 
by other major monuments to the nation—from the Washington Monu-
ment and Lincoln Memorial to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial and the 
recently added World War II Memorial. If, as Charles Griswold notes, 
“The Mall is the place where the nation conserves its past ... simultaneously 
recollecting it (albeit rather selectively), honoring it, and practicing it (in 
the White House and Capitol),” then the Unknowns rest, both literally 
and figuratively, outside and above the capital.43 The Tomb’s location 
at the highest point of elevation among these sites reinforces a sense of 
its remoteness and sanctity, removed from the quotidian activity of the 
nation’s governance.

The grounds of the cemetery also provide an evocative backdrop 
to the monument that is regularly called on by representatives of the 
state—both military and political. First, there is the constant material 
reminder of national sacrifice: the Tomb is surrounded in all directions 
by white headstones: 400,000 active-duty service members, veterans and 
their family members are buried there. This number includes some 4,000 
other unknowns, many of them from the Civil War, scattered throughout 
the grounds. Then there is the Memorial Amphitheater, just behind the 
monument, with its white columns echoing the Capitol building in the 
distance. The Tomb’s proximity to the Amphitheater, used for public 
holidays and state events, hints at the monument’s didactic as well as 
commemorative purpose. From Harding onward, it is there on the plaza 
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that US presidents have come to lay wreaths before the crypts on Memo-
rial Day and Veterans Day and given speeches in times of war and peace. 
In the early morning hours on such occasions, people queue in the hun-
dreds outside the cemetery’s main gates to secure the chance to witness 
presidential visits to the Tomb and hear the addresses in the Amphithe-
ater, an austere venue for messages from the state. New traditions have 
arisen as well for presidents-elect, with the trip to the Tomb a means to 
validate publicly the gravitas of their new station: just as President-elect 
Barack Obama did the day before his own swearing-in in 2009, Donald 
J. Trump’s first official inaugural event on January 19, 2017, was to lay a 
wreath before the monument. 

Even without the pomp and circumstance of national holidays and 
presidential ceremonies, the Tomb of the Unknowns has become a prime 
destination for foreign and domestic visitors to the nation’s capital, and 
the approach to the monument is an integral part of the contemporary 
visitor’s experience. Either having been dropped off by buses behind the 
Amphitheater or having walked up the sloping paths of the grounds from 
an easterly direction, visitors file into the memorial space from the sides. 
Their entrance into the sacrosanct is swiftly disciplined: signage commands 
silence and respect—no gum chewing, no smoking, no leaning on rail-
ings (figures 3, 4 and 5). While some may linger, strolling through the 
Amphitheater or entering its interior chamber, most people take up places 
on the marble steps before the plaza. There, they behold the pristine space 
of the memorial: the Tomb and the three crypts; the patrolling sentinel; 
the thin black mat spread across the plaza, with its worn-in footprints. In 
the distance, the Capitol building and Jefferson Memorial are revealed, 
orienting national sensibilities along a temporal continuum from foun-
dational past to present governance and future sacrifice. Rows of white 
tombstones appear between the trees that shelter the memorial and line 
the narrow stretch of lawn directly below and beyond the Tomb. The 
view toward the nation’s capital is further framed by the canopy of neatly 
shorn trees flanking a stretch of lawn below, itself one of the few spaces in 
the cemetery devoid of headstones and markers. It is a purposefully open, 
ordered vista.44 From their place on the amphitheater steps, the visiting 
public faces the Tomb and its guard, their gazes fixed from a slight eleva-
tion, as if in a theater. Indeed, the visitor’s eye cannot help but train itself 
on the movement unfolding on the plaza below, and soon the sentinel, 
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Fig. 3. “Silence and Respect” signage at the Tomb of the 
Unknowns, Arlington National Cemetery. Photo by Sarah 
Wagner.

Fig. 4. Additional prohibitions at the Tomb of the Unknowns, 
Arlington National Cemetery. Photo by Sarah Wagner.
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not the Tomb, commands center stage. Herein lies a subtle but arguably 
more profound alteration: the memorial’s focal point shifting from past 
loss to present military strength—at least from the public’s vantage.

2. Ritual guard and the “political anatomy of detail”

Just as the physical distancing of the public from its commemorative 
object—the protective measures limiting access—drew new boundaries 
between military and civilian spheres of interaction at the monument, 
changes in the sentinels’ role and responsibilities helped reorient sensi-
bilities of reverence. Here, perhaps more so than with the plaza’s spatial 
reorganization, we see commemorative practice reflecting evolving ideo-
logical concerns, in particular with Cold War militarism championing 
ideals of preparedness and vigilance—part of what Kurt Piehler notes as 
the malleability of the “American tradition of remembering war.”45 But 
once again, such changes came gradually. Following the first two decades 
of the Tomb’s less formal, ritualized safeguarding, in 1948, the Third 
Infantry’s Old Guard—the US Army’s official and elite ceremonial unit—

Fig. 5. Additional prohibitions at the Tomb of the Unknowns, 
Arlington National Cemetery. Photo by Sarah Wagner.
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assumed the dual responsibility of both guarding the Tomb and providing 
security to the nation’s capital. The assignment at the Tomb was part of 
the regiment’s official reactivation, unfurled on Army Day, April 6, 1948, 
and underscored the Department of Defense’s efforts to promote “the 
new obligations of Cold War citizenship,” in which, as Army Lieutenant 
General W. S. Paul explained at a public address, national security was the 
“business of every person living in this nation.”46 With the Old Guard 
as the “well drilled, historical face to this defense .... [t]he most iconic 
ceremony of the cemetery today was conceived as an early spectacle of 
Cold War militarism and patriotic vigilance.”47 Indeed, at a time when 
memorial building was in decline in the nation’s capital, the Changing 
of the Guard ceremony at the Tomb embodied a putative preparedness 
demanded by Cold War politics. 

Despite such shifting commemorative politics, for the military, the 
monument represented a space set apart and made sacred by enduring 
obligations to the dead, and, for many of its sentinels, the charge of 
watching over the Tomb meant more than just protecting the physical 
structure. They saw themselves as comrades-in-arms, keeping the unnamed 
soldiers company, especially in the dead of night, when the crowds had 
long departed. It is a sentiment heard repeatedly at reunions of the Society 
of the Honor Guard, whose members’ service at the Tomb span from the 
late 1950s to the present day, a point of solidarity regardless of whether 
they “walked the mat” (paced before the Tomb and its crypts) in time of 
war or peace; indeed, they see themselves as “part of an unbroken chain 
of soldiers dating back to 1926.”48 Penned in 1971, the creed memorized 
by each sentinel before he or she steps onto the plaza captures this bind-
ing sense of duty:

My dedication to this sacred duty
is total and whole-hearted.
In the responsibility bestowed on me
never will I falter.
And with dignity and perseverance
my standard will remain perfection.
Through the years of diligence and praise
and the discomfort of the elements,
I will walk my tour in humble reverence
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to the best of my ability.
It is he who commands the respect I protect,
his bravery that made us so proud.
Surrounded by well meaning crowds by day,
alone in the thoughtful peace of night,
this soldier will in honored glory rest
under my eternal vigilance.49

Over the years, however inwardly cultivated by individual sentinels, this 
“eternal vigilance” has become more outwardly explicit, broadcast through 
exacting ritual. Like “military ceremony,” such ritual—particularly in its 
twenty-first-century iteration—“most powerfully renders the abstract idea 
of America personal through remembrance practices and the discourse 
of sacrifice.”50 When walking the mat, contemporary sentinels perform a 
highly orchestrated series of motions—cycling through twenty-one steps, 
heel clicks and rifle shoulder changes according to an internal metronome 
acquired through months of rigorous, at times grueling, preparation. 

The scripted motion, especially during the much-anticipated Changing 
of the Guard ceremonies, where all three sentinels—the two guards and 
their relief commander—move in concert, has acquired an almost slavish 
attention to perfection. Sentinels are quick to explain that line six of their 
creed—“my standard will remain perfection”—is the guiding principle 
of their vigilant discipline. And so perfection and its pursuit dominate 
the memorial’s plaza. Precision and timing are everything; movements 
are coordinated to reinforce the impression of seamless unity. Gleaming 
buttons, straight lines, preternaturally shiny black shoes, all are on display.

So too is state power performed and projected through the bodies and 
movement of the elite corps of the Honor Guard. In his explication of the 
“mechanics of power,” Michel Foucault takes up the example of military 
discipline to illustrate what he calls the “political anatomy” of the docile 
body. For Foucault, the docile body instantiates the biopolitics of modern 
power, in which sovereigns gain and exert power through disciplining bod-
ies and regulating populations. Indeed, for him, “discipline is the political 
anatomy of detail”: from timetables (precision and application of time) 
and “temporal elaboration” of an act (in which “time penetrates the body 
and with it all the meticulous controls of the body”) to the correlation of 
body with the gesture, the “body-object articulation” (his example being 
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the military “manoeuver” of the rifle) and, finally, “exhaustive use” (as 
discipline propels an “ever-growing use of time”).51 The sentinels guard-
ing the Tomb, with their scripted, synchronized movements, straight 
backs and gliding gaits, embody both military and state power. Indeed, 
as “metaphors of the state,” they inhabit the disciplining and regulatory 
force of the sovereign.52

Their weaponry is also central in the projection of this power, par-
ticularly in the ritualized performance of vigilance against external threat. 
For example, the Changing of the Guard ceremony includes an elaborate 
display of arms inspection. The relief commander bobs his head up and 
down to take in his subordinate’s uniform. With white gloves he tests 
the rifle for spotless surfaces. Although the rifle is empty, unarmed and 
thus ceremonial, its position signals an important division between the 
sentinels and the observing public: moved to the outside shoulder each 
time the sentinel turns to walk in the opposite direction on the mat, the 
weapon must always be placed between the Tomb and any possible threat.53 

This focus on the sentinels as the living, breathing emblems of 
military and, hence, state power extends into the curated space of the 
Memorial Amphitheater. This too is a recent development. In 2014, the 
Amphitheater’s Memorial Display Room, formerly known as the Trophy 
Room, underwent renovation, ushering the memorial into the twenty-
first century with its various installations and video screens that play on a 
continuous loop, telling the story of the Tomb of the Unknowns and the 
elite Honor Guard who protect it. Here as well, the sentinels rather than 
the Unknowns often take center stage, this time through simulacrum, text 
and image, with approximately a third of the instructional space dedicated 
to the Honor Guard. A life-size image depicts a sentinel in full, unblem-
ished dress uniform, echoing the wax figure of the bugler playing taps 
found in the cemetery’s Welcome Center, itself recently redesigned. Before 
the renovations, the Trophy Room housed mementos to the Unknowns 
given primarily by military and veterans’ organizations, as well as by the 
occasional civic group. The glass cases containing the myriad plaques and 
medals offered the civilian public the chance to ponder the symbolic weight 
of the Unknowns honored in such a manner by visiting dignitaries from 
across the country and around the world. The sentinels’ story remained 
peripheral, even untold, as their role was seen as protecting the crypts, 
not performing to the crowds.54 
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The remodeled and renamed “Memorial Display Room,” however, 
encourages visitors to learn about the history, selection, training and ritual 
practice of the Honor Guard as much as about the Unknowns buried 
in the plaza below. The changes fit within a broader effort by Arlington 
National Cemetery simultaneously to deflect damaging reports about 
mismanagement and neglect that emerged in 2010 and to open itself up 
further as a tourist destination within the nation’s capital.55 Coupled with 
the pristine expanse of the plaza and the groomed cemetery grounds, the 
spotlight on the sentinels both within the Amphitheater and on the plaza 
conveys a compelling, if coercive, message: it takes a powerful state to set 
war’s tolls into such peaceful order and to produce such scenes of ritual 
and discipline.

Displayed in this manner, as what Paul Connerton has termed an 
“incorporating practice,” the sentinels’ military discipline presents an espe-
cially effective means to convey and sustain memory—as effective as any 
inscription (such as the words etched on the Tomb’s side panels).56 Con-
nerton notes that “[t]he importance of posture for communal memory is 
evident. Power and rank are commonly expressed through certain postures 
relative to others; from the way in which people group themselves and 
from the dispositions of their bodies relative to the bodies of others, we 
can deduce the degree of authority which each is thought to enjoy or to 
which they lay claim.”57 Thus, through gesture, posture and motion, the 
sentinels invoke the past, but at the same time they assert their position 
of authority in safeguarding its memory before contemporary (civilian) 
audiences. Their physical position, cordoned off as it is, reinforces the 
mnemonic hierarchy at work. As the designated protectors and purvey-
ors of collective memory at the Tomb, the sentinels also instruct future 
generations about contemporary military ethos through the incorporat-
ing practices of their round-the-clock commemorative ceremony. One of 
the sentinels we interviewed recounted the day that stood out the most 
for him during his service at the monument. It was when a little boy on 
the steps of the plaza took to following him, mimicking each step and 
each motion. “When I would stop and heel click, he would stop and heel 
click.... And I could see him out of the corner of my eye, every time I 
walked, he followed.”
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3. An observant public

The erected barriers and watchful guard with rifle perched on his out-
ward shoulder concretize the boundaries set between the state/soldier 
and the public at the memorial. They do not fully account, however, for 
the qualitative changes in the encounters between military and civilian 
citizen-subjects at this most “sacred” of national monuments and the 
import of those changes. Distance—in this context, social distance—once 
again helps map the changes underway.

In part, social distance emerges from a perceived difference in experi-
ence. As one sentinel explained to us, reflecting on the crowds’ tendency 
to get a bit “unruly,” or be a bit “disrespectful,” “They’re civilians, they 
don’t really understand, so you can’t truly hold it against them.”58 For 
those who do not know better, signs instruct and command proper deco-
rum (“SILENCE AND RESPECT”). They signal to the visiting, civilian 
public—the “well meaning crowds” of the sentinels’ creed—that they are 
entering a space whose rules they do not know but which they must learn 
and abide by. To break those rules means to risk public sanction. Often 
the sanctioning comes from within the crowd, as other onlookers confront 
individuals speaking too loudly or acting inappropriately. But if the trans-
gression is especially disruptive, the sentinels respond directly. YouTube 
videos capture sentinels stepping off the mat to bark the injunction: “It 
is requested that everyone maintain an atmosphere of silence and respect 
at all times.”59 Each time, the crowd falls silent. When commanded to 
stand and remain silent at the beginning of the Changing of the Guard 
ceremony, to a person—barring injury or frailty—they obey.

How should we understand these commands, prohibitions and pro-
scriptions, and, in turn, the visiting public’s seemingly reflexive adherence 
to them? Are they simply necessary steps taken to discipline the uninitiated 
civilian citizen-subject, or do they intimate a broader dynamic at play—
namely, a level of separateness, exclusion, perhaps even distrust, felt by 
members of the US military or the national cemetery’s keepers toward the 
civilian public? Certainly one could argue in a society where cell phones 
routinely interrupt public events—from church services to symphonies and 
cinemas—that the American public does not always remember to silence its 
technology or lower its voice. Moreover, disrespect, or a lack of expected 
decorum, at the Tomb is nothing new. Today’s water bottles rolling onto 
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the plaza recall the 1920s picnics and the 1950s hecklers. But, as we have 
detailed above, the gradual transformation of the monument’s physical layout 
and the increasingly explicit directives flag not only the malleability of war 
remembrance but also the shifting civil-military interactions undergirding 
that evolving tradition. Specifically, these changes have slowly altered the 
memorial’s meaning by changing how people engage with it: the growing 
distance between military and civilian spheres in the monumental space 
of the Tomb, its plaza and the Memorial Amphitheater has redefined the 
object of homage. And with that changing object of reverence comes a 
heightened intolerance for its perceived disrespect.

People now come to the Tomb to watch more than to remember. 
On the one hand, this transformation in purpose is a natural outcome 
of the passage of time. As the conflicts of the last century recede further 
into the past, fewer visitors feel a personal connection to those wars or 
their respective war dead. Such is the transition from collective memory 
to formal history, according to Halbwachs: “General history starts only 
when tradition ends and the social memory is fading or breaking up.”60 
The conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq now crowd out the lived memories 
of the Vietnam War and the Korean War, not to mention those of World 
War II. The Great War, the monument’s original focus of mourning, has 
become the stuff of history books, of great-grandfathers’ service, whose 
stories are now told second- or third-hand. The “ritual significance” of 
monuments like the Tomb is gradually “obscured by their political sym-
bolism which, now that the moment of mourning has long passed, is all 
that we can see.”61 

Born from more than just fading memories, the Tomb’s altered 
valence thus represents a reordering of commemorative politics, with the 
wars of the past century ceding discursive ground to the demands of rec-
ognizing present-day military strength. Perhaps the most telling evidence 
of this reconfigured reverence is the literal ebb and flow of bodies into 
the memorial space, which follows the schedule of the Changing of the 
Guard ceremony. The buses depositing the thousands of visitors each day 
are timed to arrive just minutes before the ceremony commences.62 The 
cemetery’s webpage for the Changing of the Guard (notably separate from 
its page for the monument itself) makes explicit this touristic character of 
the ceremony, underscoring the increased “opportunity” to take in the 
event during spring, summer and early fall hours: “The guard is changed 
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every hour on the hour October 1 to March 31 in an elaborate ritual. 
From April 1 through September 30, there are more than double the 
opportunities to view the change because another change is added on the 
half hour and the cemetery closing time moves from 5:00 to 7:00 p.m.”63

Anticipation builds as the crowd gathers on the steps of the Memo-
rial Amphitheater, until at last the relief commander and sentinel about 
to take up the patrol step onto the plaza. The performance begins, and 
the visitors rise on command. Here, technology has added an interesting 
twist in how the public encounters the display of military ritual: invariably, 
several individuals in the crowd hold aloft their smartphones and tablets 
to record (rather than actually watch) the synchronized, flawless move-
ments of the sentinels walking the mat. The performance thus circulates 
as images and recordings are posted, shared, “liked” and retweeted, 
creating additional audiences, even participant observers, in the spectacle 
of military ritual.64 When the ceremony comes to a close and the guard 
change is complete, the crowd disperses quickly, heading back to the bus 
or to explore the Memorial Display Room or the surrounding cemetery 
grounds. Few, if any, visitors remain on the steps to contemplate the sole 
sentinel or the crypts he guards.

Day in and day out, this flow of visitors reveals just how much the 
exacting performance of military ritual overshadows the monument itself. 
The visiting public, as an audience taking in a performance, is focused 
instead on the pageantry of the present. It is a sanitized, anticipatory view 
onto war. With its display of precision and synchronicity, of masculinity 
(overwhelmingly white masculinity)65 and power, the ceremonial rites that 
unfold on the plaza celebrate an ideal of the military far removed from the 
dirt and sweat and, above all, blood that underwrite its existence. In this 
regard, the theatricality of the Changing of the Guard ceremony encap-
sulates the “new aesthetics of war” within twenty-first-century American 
militarism; now a “spectacle” to behold, war urges a new lexicon: “surgi-
cal, frictionless, postmodern, even abstract or visual.”66 Tucked away from 
sight is the destructive nature of war and its costs—the “elemental fact” 
that wars “leave armies of the dead and the bereaved in their wake”67—in 
favor of clean lines and polished surfaces. The untainted living emblems 
of the state have gradually eclipsed the memory of the dead. 

Thus the Tomb of the Unknowns has increasingly become a space 
for instructing people—civilians, foreign tourists, school groups, etc.—in 
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contemporary military ethos, as in disciplining sensibilities of patriotic 
reverence and imparting notions of obligation.68 For American youth, 
hands-on lessons in civic responsibility come in the form of class trips that 
culminate in beholding the Changing of the Guard and participating in a 
wreath-laying ceremony. For each school group (typically elementary or 
middle school groups), four students, selected from among their peers, 
listen attentively as the relief commander instructs them on their role—
where to stand and what to do. With their classmates looking on, they 
descend the marble stairs and step onto the plaza, initiates in the ritual of 
honoring the nation-state through the medium of war. 

OBLIGATIONS, PAST AND PRESENT

There’s something about you that’s different from average Ameri-
cans, something that cuts you apart, sets you on a different path.... 
Isn’t that why remarkable young men and women like you are will-
ing to put on the uniform of this country and to fight for it and, if 
necessary, die for it? I think America owes you an astounding debt 
of thanks. But America owes you something more than just thanks.69

These words, spoken by Deputy Secretary of Defense John Hamre in 
a speech to the Society of the Honor Guard on November 13, 1999, 
expressed a deep sense of obligation to the military. In her analysis of 
sacrifice and indebtedness at Walter Reed Army Medical Center, Zoë Wool 
argues that it is the “volunteers, visitors, and war and troop boosters” 
who press upon US soldiers, maimed in body and spirit from the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, the conditions of obligation. “It is they who claim 
that soldiers have sacrificed on their behalf, and they do their best to pay 
the unpayable debt of sacrifice.... Yet, in making that claim, the grateful 
elide that same violence, the same pain and death and loss, on which it is 
based. Gratitude sanitizes the gory implications of sacrifice, leaving in its 
stead a clean picture of patriotism.”70 

Wool’s ethnographic portrait interrogates the effects of “sanitizing” 
gratitude, but leaves open the question of how it came to be. Within the 
broader phenomenon of an increasingly militarized society—from an 
ever-expanding military-industrial complex to the militarization of police 
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forces, clothing, food, advertising, etc.71—there are, however, moments 
and spaces in which we can see how the coercive bonds of civil-military 
reciprocity come into being. The Tomb of the Unknowns is one such 
example. The translocation in homage from past national sacrifice to 
Cold War preparedness and present-day, “frictionless” martial potency at 
the monument is not just a gradually conditioned social response. It also 
emanates from explicit political directives. Exhortations from the symbolic 
pater of the nation capitalize on the social distance between civilian and 
military sections of American society to insist on an indebtedness to the 
military, as to the state, that starts from past sacrifice but extends well 
into the future.72 In this sense, memory forges imagined ties of duty: 
memory “is also normative; that is, it informs us of the obligations and 
responsibilities we have acquired in the past, and that ought to inform 
our behavior in the present.”73 

The freighted notion of sacrifice plays an especially critical role in 
creating the hierarchical dynamics at memorial spaces like the Tomb and 
underwriting its exclusionary politics of obligation. From the vantage 
point of the military, on a discursive level, the turn to an all-volunteer 
armed force posits an exclusivity whereby membership in the military 
becomes more than just a choice; it intimates an elevated status derived 
from an idealized notion of national sacrifice—men and women who elect 
to shoulder a burden that others have chosen not to take up, or, as John 
Hamre remarked to his audience of former and current sentinels, “You 
decided you were going to live a much bigger life … [and] that sets you 
apart and makes you very different kind of people.”74 In theory, if the 
draft meant that all able-bodied men (and women) had a duty to serve 
their nation, then the professional forces assume that obligation voluntarily 
and therefore lay claim to the social capital that comes with such obliga-
tion. Debts of this nature cannot be eschewed without consequence or 
at least acknowledgment. Here is the other side of the military/civilian 
coin: the civilian citizen-subject is thus left to acknowledge an unfulfilled 
obligation—in Wool’s terms, “an unpayable debt of sacrifice”; in Hamre’s, 
“something more than just thanks.” For if the choice to serve has elevated 
members of the military in this schema of duty and sacrifice, then not 
serving subjugates the civilian public to that sacrificing military.75 

In one of his final public addresses to the military, specifically veterans, 
on August 1, 2016, President Barack Obama took pains to acknowledge the 
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sanctity of war dead, a property defined by sacrifice. At the 95th National 
Convention for Disabled American Veterans, he spoke of the country’s 
“sacred covenant” with the members of its armed forces: 

America’s commitment to our veterans is not just lines in a budget. 
And it can’t be about politics. It’s not even really about policy. Our 
commitment to our veterans is a sacred covenant. And I don’t use 
those words lightly. It is sacred because there’s no more solemn request 
than to ask someone to risk their life, to be ready to give their life on 
our behalf. It’s a covenant because both sides have responsibilities. 
Those who put on the uniform, you took an oath to protect and 
defend us. While the rest of us, the citizens you kept safe, we pledged 
to take care of you and your families when you come home. That’s 
a sacred covenant. That’s a solemn promise that we make to each 
other. And it is binding. And upholding it is a moral imperative.76  

Like the Tomb set above and apart from the National Mall, he placed 
the covenant apart from the mundane—from budgets, policy, politics—
defining it through the risk of life and potential of death, on behalf of the 
nation. In this formulation, to sacrifice is to be willing to give up one’s life 
for the United States, or, in the case of parents, one’s child. And when it 
occurs, a military death accrues debt. As the narrator of the instructional 
video on constant feed in the Memorial Display Room at the Tomb of the 
Unknowns instructs, “We owe them [the Unknowns from World War I, 
World War II and the Korean War] and every service member who fought 
to defend this great nation our unending gratitude.”

But, in an era when less than one percent of the US population serves 
in the military, what exactly is owed by the civilian citizen-subject to his 
or her military counterpart?77 If debt cannot be met in equal measure of 
bodily sacrifice, some other form must be found, because, as Marcel Mauss 
argues, the “unreciprocated gift still makes the person who has accepted it 
inferior,” and “we must give back more than we have received.”78 Moving 
beyond mere “silence and respect” or “unending gratitude,” the ineffable 
character of that obligation invites different scales of reciprocity. It also 
allows the state, negotiating on behalf of both the sacrificed (past) and 
the volunteer (present and future) service member, to set the terms of 
repayment, defined by the binding, sacred covenant that the public has a 
“moral obligation” to fulfill.
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As genuflection only goes so far to acknowledge unmet obligation, 
deference becomes an alternate currency in the civilian-military relations 
that extend well beyond the confines of the plaza’s memorial space. If we 
understand the so-called widening gap at the Tomb as part of the gradual 
trend toward militarization within American society, we must also recog-
nize that the internal logic of that militarization depends (paradoxically) 
on an insistence of separateness. Such separateness has profound effects. 
Whether seen as guilt for not serving, as misunderstanding or romanti-
cizing of the military—or a mix of all three—civilian “indebtedness” to 
military service and sacrifice has the potential to silence dissent and stymie 
debate because in this particular configuration of the “sacred covenant,” 
indebtedness becomes deference.

More than just standing ovations at sporting events or the ubiquitous 
“support our troops” bumper stickers during the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq, deference has played a critical role in shaping contemporary politi-
cal discourse in the United States about the US military.79 It has helped 
underwrite highly politicized but often superficial congressional debates 
about defense spending, at the same time that it enables the sanitizing 
gratitude that nevertheless neglects the messiness of war—veterans’ dam-
aged bodies and brains—in the chronically mismanaged services of the 
Department of Veterans Affairs.80 To defer is to submit to opinion or 
judgment; in this sense, deference also cedes authority. With President 
Donald Trump’s newly minted cabinet appointments, even civilian over-
sight of the military—traditionally considered a requisite feature of liberal 
democracy—has been called into question.81

CONCLUSION

Seen in this light—over time and across its transformed spaces—the Tomb 
of the Unknowns maps the changing relations between military and 
civilian spheres in the United States. In doing so, it complicates a more 
cohesive understanding of a twenty-first-century American tradition of 
remembering wars. So different from the more interactive, even subjec-
tive, memorial spaces in the nation’s capital, such as the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial or the Lincoln Memorial, the contemporary spectacle/spectator 
dynamics at the Tomb work to silence war’s tolls, more than to address 
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or efface sorrow. Rather, the performance of military perfection taking 
place on the plaza each day reifies notions of duty and sacrifice, setting 
its sentinel representatives apart both literally and figuratively from the 
mundane (profane) world of the deferent civilian observer. That requisite 
respect demanded of the visiting public echoes a silencing at the broader, 
discursive level, and while transgressions of the sacred space are not new, 
the heightened intolerance for disrespect and desecration points toward 
a recalibrated sense of civic order. At the same time, the memorial space 
enforces a specific disciplining of the American imaginary in which civilian 
and military worlds are increasingly separate, yet mutually constituting. 
Such isolation and elevation—one from another yet each dependent on 
the other—do more than just insert social or political distance or reinforce 
hierarchies of power: separateness couched in terms of sacredness has the 
potential to quash dialogue about the costs of war—from questioning the 
use of force and funds to prosecute wars to abrogated responsibilities to 
disabled veterans and returning service members seeking to build lives 
and careers as civilians. Equally problematically, it adds to the growing 
romanticized and misconceptualized notion of the military and warfare, 
in which martial strength is celebrated for its ordered potential to unleash 
violence, rather than recalled for the damaged bodies and lives left in its 
wake and on behalf of the nation.
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