FRO: DZAD BODY TO PERSON: THE HANDLING OF
FATAL MASS CASUALTIES IN DISASTERS

In the earthquake which devastated Tangshan, China in 1976 official
documents were leaked indicating that at least 655,000 people were killed.
How the Chinese dealt with this large number of bodies is unknown. But the
problems must have been multiple and massive.

Certaln wartime gituations suggest some of the difficulties and concerns.
For example, American forces recapturing Manila in the clesing months of World
War II, found themsslves faced with an estimated 40,000 dead bodies, some of
them in the open streets, most under rubble and debris or in destroyed build-
ings, a few in temporary shallow graves, and still others stacked like cord-
wood in morgues, basements or in unused hogpital storercoms. The ordinary
civilian agencies for handling the dead simply had disappeared during the
two months of fighting within the city. There were problems of finding, col-
lecting, removing, tramsporting, identifying, using existing cemetery or park
space, and burying mostly putrefying and deteriorating bodies. Many of the
Japanese military had died in high rise buildings with destroyed stairwells,
or jammed in sewers, wells and dungeons, and sometimes had the additiomnal
obstacle of being booby trapped. The bodies or parts of them often had to
be laboriously removed by stevedore hooks. Once a body was recovered, sex
and age often could not be determined, much less nationality. The question
of mass burial and the need to allow some Catholic Church religious involve-
ﬁent in the burial process of Filipino civilians had to be considered. Army
trucks were almost the only vehicles available and the dunp trucks used ac-
quired a distinctive odor despite cleaning twice a day. After a few days,
men on the burial details experienced nausea, vomiting, loss of appetite, and
sleeplessness and usually needed to be relived within a week, although the
work went on for eight continucus weeks. As a report on the event observed,
the methods of disposal "evolved were improvisations made necessary by the
totally unexpected and unplanned for occurrence in that unfortunate period

of history.”



Deaths on an Lveryday Basis

Of course, deoath is something a community of any size has to face every
day. The handling of dead bodies is, therefore, a regular necessity. To
be sure, the daily deaths with which any community is faced may vary somewhat
according to season and certain social times, such as the rise in the death
rate after holidays. Nonetheless, thexe are certain stable and predictable
aspects which distinguish the daily toll from those deaths resulting from
dizasters or wartime catastrophes,

The daily deaths will be both absolutely and relatively few in number.
In the whole United States in 1977, deaths averaged 5,203 a day. In the larg-
est metropolitan area, New York City, the daily deaths typically number a-
round 212.

The deaths which occur in most communities are generally expected in a
statistical if not in a directly personal sense. That is, given the distri~
butions of age and illness in a population, it is all but certain that a
given number will die in a given day. The problem of handiing these dead
is hardly unanticipated.

Also, the deaths tend to be dispersed with no concentration of them in
any given place. Hospitals and nursing homes may have a disproportionate
number of deaths. Nevertheless, at the time of death, those that die tend
to be dispersed in different localities except perhaps in the smallest of
communities,

There are also clearly recognized steps Ln sctages in both the handling
of dead bodies, and expressions of bereavement, grief and mourning by the
survivors, Different cultures and societies have institutionalized a variety
of ways for dealing with this daily problem and the strong affective reactions
involved. In American society, at least, the leave-taking ceremonies associ-

ated with the funeral process stand out.



Finally, in aluost ary community there is a fairly complex funeral
industry and profession with pervsornel, focilities and equipment to deal
with dead bodizs. 1In fact, in American communities there probably is an
oversupply of such resources for the typical daily demands for the required
and expzcted services. A city such as Columbus, Ohio with a population of
three quarters of a million in its county area has 61 funeral directors.

But bow are the dead handled when theve is a sudden deviation from the
everyday situation just described? How are dead bedies treated when they are
absolutely or relatively many in number, unanticipated and unexpected in their
appearence  concentrated rather than dispersed in their location, and where
the response to desth and the existing professional social organization for
dealing with dead bodies cannot follow the usual path for that community.
That is, hoy are mass deaths handled in a disaster?

Deathe in Dicasters

Sudden deaths in the tens and hundreds of thouscids as a result of ca-
tastrophes and disasters have occurred in many places around the world at
different periods of time. In recent wars, 78,000 suddenly di=d from the
atomic bombing of Hiroshima and another 37,000 in Nagasaki. Mass bombings
over only several days killed 145,000 in Dresden, Germany. Actually, sudden
single non-wartime disasters have often killed more than single wartime events.
In probably the worst sudden civilian catastrophe of all time, historical
accounts indicate that around 830,000 died in an earthquake in 1556 in Shensti
Province, China. In the last decade, perhaps 500,000 were killed by a ty-
phoon flood disaster in Bangladesh, and another 40,000 and 70,000 died in
earthquakes in Nicaragua and in Peru respectively,

American society, up to the present, has been spered catastrophes with
such massive numbers of deaths, The single worst killer disacter has been

the hurricane flocd which hit Galveston, Texas in 1900 and resulted in around



6,000 fatal casualties. Rcnking second is the Johnstown £lood of 1889 which
kkilled shout 2,000. 0ddly encuph some very well known disasters such as the
$San  Francisco earthquake and the Great Chicago g fire ‘produced the fewer deat :hs
than the third and fourth worst but little known disasters in the United
Stetes, namely a hurricane taat caused the overflow of Lake Okeechobee,
Florida in 1928 which resulted in 1836 deaths and a forest fire around Pesh-
tigo, Wisconsin which killed 1,250 in Octcher, 1871. 1In fect, since the 1776
birth of this country, there have been ovly half a dozen sudden disasters
which have led to over 1,000 deaths.

However, disaster death tolls in American scciety mounting in the hundrrds
are not as rare. A few such incidents are sharply etched in the collective
historical consciousness of the society such as the Cocoanut Grove night club
fire in Boston cn November 26, 1942 which killed 492 or the Texas City explo-
sion of 1947 which produced 561 casualties. In earlier times, the Iroquois
Thegter fire in Chicage in 1903 killed 602, and 812 perished in the overturn-
ing of the anchored Great Lakes excursion steamer, Jastland, in 1915. Re-
placing to some extent the building fires and tramsportation sccidents of the
past, are plane crashes which now routinely kill 80-100 persons and are edging
upwards as the aircrafts get larger., Recently, a pleae crash in San Diego
killed 144.

While absolute numbers may not always be high in American disasters,
the totals can be relatively or proportionately high for the given community
involved, There can be as many deaths in a few minutes as a community might
nermally sustain over a period of months. In the Rapid Clty flash flood of
1972, the 238 killed were about half the total number of deaths which normal-

ly occvzred in the community during a typical year.



The study of Mass Deaths

Although death has come very much alive as a topic of interest and con-
cern in recent years in American society, mass death has been largely ignored.
Current writings on the subject deal almost exclusively with the death of ome
person. Thus, until the last few years, the recently burgeoning social and
behavioral studies of disasters have not paid much attention to the matter
even though the first systematic disastor research was on the ship explosion
in Halifax, Canada which killed over 1,400 in 1917. When massive fatal casu-
alties have been involved in disasters, concern has been with the problems
of the living and keeping the living from dying. Thus, such incidents as
the Cocoanut Grove night club fire generated interast and study in preventing
"panic" in such situations in the future and in how severe burn cases could
be more effectively treated. At most, and only in pascing. some attention '
has been paid to the affective reactions of survivors who lost family members
in mass emergencies.

However, about five years ago, the Disaster Research Center (DRC) at
the Ohio State University initiated some systematic research on the handling
of mass casualties in disasters. Three kinds of studies have been undertaken.
1) We have made indepth and extensive studies of some of the larger mass
casualty producing events in American society in the last few years. Thus,
we studied the whole process of handling the dead from the initial search and
recovery cfort to the final burying of several hundred dead persoms in the
Rapid City, South Dakota flash flood, the Big Thompson flash flood near
Loveland, Colorado where 139 died and another estimated 30 bodies never
found, and the Beverly Hills Supper Club fire in Kentucky, which produced
166 deaths. In each of these cases, DRC sent fiecld teams to the disaster

site to observe specifically the search and rescue and other activities in



connection with those <illed and to conduct indepth intetrviews with officials,
rescuc perscanel and r:lief workers directly involved with fatal victims of
the disaster.

2) In a scries of otler disasters, while prime focus was on other disaster
problems, DRC also lcoked at varying aspects of the handling of the dead.
These include such events as the Indianapolis, Indiana Coliseum explosion
with 81 fatal casualties, a nursing home fire in Fitchville, Ohio which left
63 dead, the San Fernando, California earthquake which killed 65, a plane
crash in Georgia which resulted in 31 deaths, and the Buffalo Creek Dam
disaster where 118 died.

3) Finally, DRC reexarined as part of its overall study, earlier gathered
data on the treatment of the dead in several events outside the United States.
In particular, we looked at the handling of the fatal casualties in the 1963
Vaiont Dam overflou disaster in Italy which left over 1,800 persons dead and
an earthquake in Iran which killed about 12 000. The observations made in
these studies were used to examine similarities and differences in the handling
of the dead in disasters in different societies although our primary interest
is in the problem in contemporary American society.

Our studies have started to uncover certain distinctive patterns in the
handling of mase deaths. This is true with respect to the overall response,
i.e., what the community and its organizations do when faced with such a
situation. The tasks undertaken with respect to dead bodies also typically
exhibit certain characteristics.

Such cowmon elements would not be surprising if it were the result of
prior disaster planning. However, no American community is really prepared
for fatal mass casualties. Fven when preparations have been made, they are

oaly very partial at best. Plans tend to be limited to such matters as



which group should search for bodies, technical matters involved in physical
idennification, and wherc temporary morgues should be set up. Almost all
bodies from the Beverly Hills Supper Club fire were brought to a nearby

town. Predisaster plans by an energetic hospital administrator about pos-
sible locales for temporary morgues considerably facilitated the whole pro-
cess. However, we have found almost no planning at all regarding psychologi-
cal and social aspects of handling wany and often disfigured bodies. The
general consequence is that unlike some other arsas of disaster response,
what occurs with the dead is seldom the result of any prior planning,
usually of none at all.

The Overall Response

The overall response is characterized by three features. VWhen a mass
disaster occurs. there is an initial quick response to doing something about
the dead. Rapid efforts are made to find bodies, to collect them, and to
prepare them for later handling. Within an hour after the Indianapolis
Coliseum Holiday on Ice Review explosion, bodies were being carefully and
neatly laid out in rous on the ice rink vhich was quickly deemed suitable
as a temporary morgue. Although valuables were removed from the bodies for
safekeeping, items of identification were left untouched. 1In less spatially
concentrated disasters, the same rapid and spontaneous response frequently
starts within a few hours. Vhile some-of the search for dead bodies is co-
mingled with a hunt for injured, the former is carried on even when the
latter is not a problem. There is an unspoken but felt pressure for safety,
rescue and relief persomnel to at least locate, if pot retrieve, dead bodies
as quickly as possible.

The second major characteristic of the overall response is its primarily

symbolic or noninstrumental nature, That is, in many disasters, objectively,



it would be often easier to leave bodies where the person was killed.
Instead, labored and extended efforts ere almost alvays made to dig bodies
ouf from underneszth debris, rubble, earth or mud. As an Italian general
observed of the Vaiout Dam disaster where digging by thousands of soldiers
for over 1,800 bodies went on for over a week, "It's absurd to dig down 10
feet of rocks and stones to find a body so we can rebury it in only 5 feet

of dirt." But the remavk, of course, highlights the point that far more is
involved then the simple matter of physically finding bodies to bury them
again. As great as the vcluctance is to leave bodies in their natural burial
situation, there is cven greater resistance to disposing of bodies in other
sometimes clearly instrume%tal ways. For example, piling and burning the
recovered bodies in the same way 3s animal carcasses, or simply having masé
burials. Both of these ways of disposing many bodies sre sometimes used,

but always with extreme reluctance and usually over the violent objections

of kin and friends of the dead. In both the Iranian earthquake and the
Italian dam disaster, the public authorities had to abandon plans for mass
burials due to the strong public outery when such 2 disposition of hodies was
proposed. A purely instrumental approach disposes of the dead as bodies
whereas the living want to treat the dead as persons.

Finally, although the initial, rapid, overall response is unplanned, it
relatively quickly assumes an organized form. A division of labor in the
process of handling the dead tends to emexrge. In the Loveland flash flood,
for example, there were both professional and volunteer body handlers who en-
gaged in relatively few overlapping tasks as indicated in the chart below.
The professional body handlers included funeral home directors, morgue atten-
dents and coreners, and they were generally involved im initial information

gathering for identification, embalming, positive or legal identification,



death certification, boly discributi~n and final presentation of the body.
The volunteer hody haadlers came from such groups as police and fire depart-
ments, the Naticonal Guard, the sheviff's office private and public investl-
gatory groups as well as such occupations es dertistry, nursing, mental
health, helicopter pilots and the clergy. They primarily undertook such
tasks as searching for ond actually rescovering bodies, transporting and
cleaning up cadavers, and participating in bovh iniiirl information gathering
and the latex positive ov legal identification. The latter were the only
two body handling tasks in the lLoveland disaster, where professional and
volunteer body handlers overlapped.

BODY HAWDLING DIVISION OF LABCR IN A DISASTER

Body Handlers

Task Structure

Medical Safety

Professional Professional Personuel L.D. Expert Misc.

Body Handlers Volunteers _ Voluntecess Voliniawes — Voluntesys
Search X
Recovery X
Transportation X X
Clean~up X
Identification X X ¥ X X
Embalming* X
Storage® X X
Positive I.D.* X X X X
Dzath Cert.* X
Distribution¥* X
Presentation% X

*iasks in normal death situations; f.e., professionel Lody handlers tasks



Specific Body Handling Tasks

A disaster setting and thc existence of mass casualties can combine to
create a highly complex situation in which body handlers must worlk, Communi-
ty disasters by definition interrupt ordinary routines of living and working.
Widespread physical destruction may hamper attempts to retfurn to normal .
Major disasters, with communications and transportation in disarray, can be
disruptive to community life for days. The emergency period in the Loveland
and Rapid City flash floods lasted for four or five days.

Within such a disrupted social environment mass fatalities can compound
difficulties and problems The everyday materials, equipment and facilities
are usually too scarce for the number of bodies that are present. For example,
there is almost always a shortage of immediately available coffins. Also,
as already noted, the number and types of body handlers must be expanded
significantly. A disrupted and resource-scarce situation is hardly the
kind of social setting in which professional body handlers, such as local
funeral directors, typically operate.

Even if the disaster is very localized and focused as in many transpor-
tation and large fire disasters, the body handling process will deviate
sharply from everyday routine. Of necessity, there will be different than
normal death related tasks such as extricating bodies from debris, collecting
dismembered corpses, and/or concurrently handling the dead as other disastér
tasks proceed. In the Beverly Hills Supper Club disaster, the dead were
being collected together within 45 minutes after the outbreak of the fire;
however, twice, the dead bodies had to be collectively moved on stretchers
because the locations outside the club where they were being assembled were

believed to be threatened by explosions from the still raging fire.



Not only are there differences in disasters and non-disaster settings,
but there are also important contrasts between the body handling proccsses
carried out by professionals in "normal death settings' and those carried
out by volunteer body handlers following nass casualty disasters. The con-
trasts are apparent even though the workers in both settings adhere to strong
cultural rules which specify that lifeless human bodies nust be handled with
respect. However, situational constraints in disaster settings force the
workers involved to be rather flexible in their actiomns to insure respectful
handling of the dead.

Vhat are some of the basic differences in these death settings? UWhy
is it not possible to utilize exactly the same professional body handlers
and their routine procedures for "normal deaths?” Tivst, rather than dealing
with one body at a time, the handlers arce confronted with a large nunther of
bodies and, hence, a much greater work load. GSecond, as a consequence of
this overload and the necessity of acting quickly, the inclusion of workers
who are not professional body handlers from funcral homes becomes essential.
Third in the normal death, a funeral director typically carries out a 'ome-
person” act in the handling process from start te finish. In the disaster
situation, however, a complex division of labor emcrges which revelves around
a detailed task specialization of professionals and volunteers. Additional-
ly, this new worlk syster: alters the relationship betwzen the handlers and
the bereaved in that most bedy handlers have no contact with the involved
families. TFinally, in a normal death, the body handling occurs primarily
in one locale after the body has been removed from the place of death. Uhile
this may also be the case following collective death in a disaster, the pro-
cess may be divided between several locales. This decentralization of locales

will itself reflect the nature of the body handling task specialization.



In the disaster sctting, & wide array of phenoincna converge into a rela-
tively systematic rclationship. This convergence takec on the form of a
temporary body handling cystem with iis own unique structure or roles and
behavior guidlelines. The roles and guidelines are considerably different
from that of the normal death setting., It is imperative to look further at
their impact on the actual work of body-handling. Ue will begin by sketching
out the tasl structure of the routine, and single body handling. As discussed
by Pine and others, this worlk is conducted mostly in private in specialized
worlt environments and is a relatively simple process consisting of only six
general tasks: positive or legal identification, death certification,
distribution/delivery, storage, embalming and presentation,

While the task structure for a normal death is relatively simple as
defined by cultural and professional standards, it is expanded considerably
and becomes more complex following a disaster. OCur research shows that
there are certain tasks which '"must’' be carried out with respect to body
handling in the Americen culture. While these requisite tasks include the
six generally involved in normal death, they are preceded by five new tasks
which result from the disaster setting., These new tasks actually make it
possible to subsequently treat the bodieg as they would have been treated in
a normal dearh, but without the execution of the new tasks drastic changes
in the care of the dead would have to be implemented, e.g., mass burials.

In sequential order the new tacks are search for the bodies, recovery of the
corpses, their tramsportation out of the disaster stricken area, clean-up

of cadavers and initial identification., Therefore, the body handlers in a
mass casualty disaster carry out eleven discernable tasks although the

six ones necessary during ordinary times are not necessarily carried out in

the normal sequence after major disasters.



As we follow the process of body handling in nass casualty disasters,
we actually follow a person-to-object-to-person transfornation of the dead.
That is, initially a child, a lir. Z or a Ms. Z is micsing and presumed dead
in the aftermath of a disaster. The voluntecer body handlers begin their
work by looking for specific persons who were at the site of the disastex
when it occurred. However, it soon becomes apparent given the magnitude
of the casualties that vhat will actually be sought are human forms rather
than specific persons. These human forms, i.e., bodies, will be the foci
of intense efforts of the body handlers aimed at the restoration of their
"personhood." Thig is actually the main thrust of the new tasks in the
disaster setting. As the bodies reach the final stage of the transforma-
tion, i.e., restored identities, the professional body handlers relieve the
volunteers and conduct the traditional American body handling process.

A closer lool at each of the body handling tasks will give us an appreci-
ation of the complexity and extensiveness of the care of the dead in mass
casualty disasters. The valuc that this culture placcs on individuality
and belonging is demcnstrated through these task responses.

The search involves canvasing the entire area effected by the disaster
agent in order to sight and record the location of all the bodies. Searches
nay be done informally or they may be formally organized. Typically in the
initial stages nearby family uembers, friends and neighbors begin the search.
This also may be a wmatter of notifying the authorities that someone is mis-
sing and presumed or knoun to have been in the disaster area. A fornal
scarch is usually orpganized by law enforcement personnel and volunteers in
order to respond to missing person reports. TIhe nature of searches varies
considersably and is dependent upon the location and the nature of the disaster.

For example, the search for the dead afrer the Big Thompson flash flood



required helicopter crews and trained mountain search aud rescue clubs due

to the inaccessibility of the devastated river canyon area. In Xenia, Ohio
heavy duty chain saws and power winches were needed to enter collapsed build-
ings after the tornado. However, in the Vaiont Dam disaster in Italy, use

of heavy equipment was set aside for the move laborious wanual employment

of picks and shovels because it was felt buried bodies might be danaged in
the search effort,

Hunting for wictims, quickly initiated after a disaster, will generally
continue for several days particularly if it is uncertain how many persons
might have been victims. The search concludes when either all known missing
persons are found or when thers is no hope of finding more bodies. At the
Beverly Hills Supper Club fire, crews painstakingly searched for three days
before finding the last two bodies. 1In the Consol Number 9 mine disaster
near Farmington, West Virginia, where 78 were killed in 1968, the search
for 19 remaining bodies was not completely abandoned until ten years after
the event.

In a major disaster setting, it may be one thing to locate a body and
quite another to recover it from wreckage or debris. It is the removal of
the bodies from the stricken area which is the focus of the recovery task.
Not only must recovery teans frequently struggle to gain access to the
bodies through substantial physical barriers whiéh sometimes endanger their
own safety, but these workers must also deal directly with bodies which
often seem to be less-than-human in form and condition. A fire recovery
may involve extremely fragile remains of bodies while a flood recovery often
involves bloated, heavy bodies. Ewven at this early stage in the process
there is the feeling that the workers should be conscious of the ultimate

need to restore identity to the remains they handle. The major post-recovary



criticism of Spanish cfficials 1in the aftermath of the Canary Island planc
collision of two 747 jets which killed 576 passengers was that "the bodies
were removed from places vhere they were found in the ureckage with no
apparent efforts being made to note or mark their locations...”

Considerable attention is usually given to protecting all identity
evidence of the hody and its surroundings. Contrary to ghoulish images of
cadavers being stripped of valuables, unusual care is taken in American
disasters to make certain nothing is removed from the body. 1In fact, some-
times when shoes are removed so tags with relevant information can be placed
on the toes of the corpses, the loose shoes are transported with the bodies
to the morgue. WNormally, the body and small personal belongings are placed
in a body bag or blanket so that ecverything can be carried together.

The aim of transporting the bodies is to nove them from the disaster
stricken gsite to a work area for body handling. At this early stage. each
body is normally not individually moved by a separate vehicle but rather a
few or many bodies will be tramnsported in the same carrier. The size of the
carrier will determine how many bodies make this journey together. Helicopters
seldom can take more than ten: one-and-a-half ton Army trucks may carry in the
teens. Nevertheless, care is taken to transport members from the same family
together and corpses are kept covered. As one body handler noted of this
phase in a disaster: ''there vas as muéh respect shown for rhem as possible.

It wasn't a matter of just tossing bodies arcund lile potato sacks or any-

thing like that. They were gently placed and moved."



When a body arrives at the wolklk area, the fivst task attended to is
cleaning it. Tais clean-up is a response to both obvious and subtle needs
of the body handlers. 7The obvious reason for the clean-up is to give the
workers a clecar image of what they are dealing with. To do this, mud is
washed off flood victims, hair is washed and combed back away from the
face, smoke is washed off fire victims' faces. etc. Illore subtlely, however,
this task precedes the initiation of efforts to restore an identity to the
body. Therefore, the clean-up reflects an effort by the body handlers to
restore a 'human composure' to the body. It is basically an act of respect
by the workers.

As one worker in a mass casualty situation said:

"We tried to keep the victims as presentable as possible. Our nurses
gently washed with washecloths and scap and water their faces to get
the soot off and to straighten out their hair, put their arms at the
side. I don't think anyone told them to deo it. Each one was covered
with an identical white plastic shroud so you didn't have to look at
somebedy's suit coat laying over your loved cne's face or something
like that." '

The restoration of a legal identity to a body in a mass casualty di-
saster is not the simple act of closing a hospital chart on a recently
"terminated" patient in a normal death situation. In fact, it is such a
complex process that it is divided into two steps in disaster body handling.
The first identification task comsists of collecting and recording any and
all identity information. Physical characteristics such &g sex, skin color,
hair color., eye color, height weight, etc., are noted. Age ié estimated.
Finger prints may be taken. Dental impressions are occasionally made.
Photographs are taken. Distinctive characteristics such as tatoos, pierced
ears, surgical scars, etc. are noted. Additionzlly, at this point the body

is tagged with an "identity number." This nurber also accompanies the

records of the identity information and all the personal effacts. Nothing



is discounted as evidence since it is a body and not a person which is
being handled.

Although in a natural death, positive identification is a simple matter
of the next-of-kin acknowledging the identity of the body, in a mass casual-
ty disaster the task is more complicated. hile one set of workers is gather-
ing identity information from the body itself another set of workers is
compiling a list of missing persons and identity information on the missing
from friends and relatives. Families are asked to bring photographs, dental
records, distinctive medical charts, etc. which may aid the positive idemnti-
fication efforts. This information is then compared with the informaticn
gathered from the body. 1In most disasters this cross-comparison is done by
hand; although in Loveland after the flash flood, the data was fed into a
computer in order to match names with bodies. When the body handlers believe
that they have a positive identification for a body, they will then ask a
family member to view the body to confirm its identity. Almost always, up
to that time, potential identifiers are kept avay from the bodies.

When survivors are first exposed to the bodies of their relatives or
kin, the transition from body to person is clearly being made. An incident
in the morgue after the Beverly Hills Supper Club fire perhaps illustrates
the point. Those coming ro identify the dead were initially led to an ex-
plicitly called "processing line." But as a key body handler in that in-
stance noted:

"I quickly after changed--took that sign down and used the word
'identification' because I felt the word 'processing' was psych-
ologically undesireable both for the yorkers and for the families
because it implied a certain coldness, I guess. So we changed it
to 'identification line.'"

The establishment of a positive or legal identity is perhaps the most

gignificant task in mass casualty body handling. At this point the body



has once again become a person. There is irony in this in that it gives
great relief to families with missing victims since they no longer have to
face uncertainty. The legal system is grateful for this identity step
will ease the eventual processing of insurance and estate claims. The
funeral directors are appreciative for they may now assume the role in body
handling which they knov and are comfortable with, and the volunteer body
handlers have a sense of relief that all their work has not been in vain.
At the time of the positive identification the family is asked to
notify a funeral director to pick the bedy up at the morgue. Prior to
the funeral director's arrival, the coroner or medical examiner fills out
and files the certificate of death vhich specifies identity, date and cause
of death. With this completed, the body may be transported (distribution/
delivery) from the temporary morgue to the chosen funeral home. This time
the body travels alone unlike its trip out of the disaster area. FPrivate
transportation of bodies is, of course, customary in this society. The re-
establishment of the customs of body handling continues throughout the re-
mainder of the tasks (embalming, presentation of the body and finally storage--
cremation or burial).

A Matter of Importance

Handling the sudden appearance of a large number of dead bodies does
not seem to be well planned for in any éociety. In the absence of such
preparations, the whole process slows down as efforts are made to turn
bodies into persoms. In this process of personalization, considerable respect
is shown in handling bodies.

It is clear something very important and very fundamental is being

tapped, for the dead are not "socially dead" unless the ''right" steps are



taken leading to an individual funeral. Even when unusual circumstances
are involved as in the more than 900 dead among the Jones cult members
in Guyana, considerable effort hzs been made to avoid abbreviating the
process of circumventing the personalization. It is notable in this particu-
lar instance, that many bodies were held in storasze either because they had
not been identified as in the case of many of the children or because rela-
tives and friends of the deceased had been reluctant to claim bodies and
provide them individual burial. The individualization and respectful hand-
ling of the dead described as necessary in these pages had not been possible,
and, thus there had not been closure on the process. Consequently, hundreds
of bodies, not persons, remained in storage in Delaware for months.

To the dead it may not matter but it does to the living. It may be
true as said in Genesis III in the 01ld Testament that, 'for dust thou art,

and unto dust shalt thou return.” However, our study suggests that human

beings and societics will attempt to intervene in that transition if certain
things are not done. The living will, if at all possible, not let go of the
dead until the body involved is respectfully turmed into an individual

person.



