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A Fresh Look at the Lives of Civil War Soldiers Reveals the High Price of Diversity

A statistical approach to historical data has wide-ranging implications for social scientists

By DAVID GLENN

When the Union Army's 154th New York Volunteer Infantry disbanded, in 1865, its commanding colonel, Lewis D. Warner, gave a farewell speech that extolled the regiment's cohesion and solidarity. "I would not exchange my three years' connection with this little band," he said, "for all the rest of my life together."

The "connection with this little band" is an eternal theme of warfare. Now such intense, life-changing bonds — the stuff of epic poetry and sentimental TV documentaries — are being scrutinized by number-crunching social scientists. A new book by two economists at the University of California at Los Angeles uses elaborate statistical tools to analyze how social networks shaped things like desertion rates and the attainment of literacy among 40,000 soldiers who fought for the Union in the Civil War.

In Heroes and Cowards: The Social Face of War (Princeton University Press), Dora L. Costa and Matthew E. Kahn report that military units were more cohesive if they were composed of men who looked, voted, and worshiped like one another. Diverse units, meanwhile, did not fare as well.

The book is likely to draw attention from a wide variety of scholars  — historians, political scientists, sociologists — because it brings a new kind of evidence to a longstanding debate about diversity and social cohesion that goes far beyond the Civil War. Scholars of education finance, for example, sometimes talk about a "Florida effect": The typical property-tax payer in Florida is elderly and white, but the typical public-school student is Latino. In states where taxpayers are more similar to students, citizens tend to be more willing to invest public dollars in education. Ms. Costa and Mr. Kahn say that they do not support segregation of any kind — but that it is crucial to understand the costs associated with heterogeneity.

The Cost of Diversity

Heroes and Cowards brings together the authors' interest in social diversity with Ms. Costa's longtime involvement with the Union Army Data Set, an ambitious project of the University of Chicago that draws together military records, occupation and marriage data, and pension and health histories for tens of thousands of soldiers across their entire lifetimes. (See box on Page A14.)

"As Dora and I talked about this Civil War data," Mr. Kahn says, "we realized that this would be a great laboratory for focusing on the social consequences of diversity, but in a very different setting." The two scholars worked on the project for five years, sometimes on opposite coasts. (After various appointments at Stanford and Tufts Universities, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, in 2007 they finally landed together at UCLA.)

One of the book's central questions is why more Union Army soldiers didn't desert. (The Union Army's desertion rate was about 9 percent.) More than 300,000 of them died during the Civil War — a fatality rate far higher, per capita, than in any other American war. Given that high risk of death, many historians have wondered why more soldiers didn't flee.

The answer was almost certainly not the legal risk: Fewer than 400 Union soldiers were executed for desertion, and nearly half of the captured deserters were not formally punished at all.

In their statistical analyses, which cover more than 35,000 white soldiers and more than 5,000 black soldiers, Ms. Costa and Mr. Kahn demonstrate that certain individual traits were linked to desertion. All else equal, soldiers were less likely to desert if they were born in the United States or Germany than if they were born in Ireland, England, or elsewhere. Soldiers were less likely to desert if they were literate and had high incomes. And soldiers were less likely to desert if they were farmers than if they were artisans or laborers.

But Ms. Costa and Mr. Kahn also propose — and this is the heart of their book's argument — that the soldiers' social environments had effects above and beyond those personal characteristics. Holding all of the individual traits constant, white soldiers were less likely to desert if they fought alongside soldiers who were similar to them in terms of occupation, region, ethnicity, and religion. In African-American companies, soldiers were less likely to desert if they fought alongside soldiers from the same region. (Over all, black soldiers were slightly less likely to desert than were whites.) After the war, deserters were less likely to go home if their home counties were strongly pro-war (as measured by votes in the 1864 presidential election).

It shouldn't be surprising, Ms. Costa says, that soldiers were more willing to lay down their lives for people they perceived as similar to themselves. "The decision to desert is a life-or-death one," she says. "You're increasing your risk of death if you decide to stay. And if you leave, you're increasing your comrades' risk of death, because it will mean that they have fewer guys in the company."

A Broad Scope of Data

What will historians make of this latest incursion by economists? Thomas E. Rodgers, an instructor of history at the University of Southern Indiana who has written about unit cohesion in the Civil War and World War II, says he is impressed by the scope of the data the authors used. "Quantitative history like this can help us find patterns we might have missed," he says. "Historians sometimes tend to get lost in detail."

But he isn't sure that the authors fully understand the context of Civil War recruitment. For one thing, he says, they might be too quick to assume that new soldiers actually had roots in the county where they enlisted and shared its general opinion of the war. "When you look at the 19th century in general," he says, "young men moved all the time."

More fundamentally, Mr. Rodgers says, scholars should be cautious about drawing broad conclusions about social networks and military cohesion. In his studies of World War II, he found that soldiers were much less passionately patriotic, and their military units more diverse, than was the case in the Civil War. But the World War II-era military, he says, was still reasonably successful at building esprit de corps.

Mr. Kahn acknowledges that he and Ms. Costa have not looked at the 20th-century military's efforts to build cohesion in the face of diversity. "One thing I think we could learn from sociologists is intergroup dynamics," he says. "Once a diverse group has formed, is there anything that a charismatic leader can do to break the silos and get people working together?"

But the two economists insist that on its own terms, their Civil War study tells a powerful story: Social networks matter. In a forthcoming paper in the journal Demography, they report that in Union veterans' old age, their health was worse if they had experienced a high amount of battle stress during the war. That isn't surprising. The paper's startling finding is that among veterans whose military companies had been highly cohesive, the effect disappeared. Something about the experience of close kinship appears to have insulated the men from some of the long-term costs of warfare.

Lifetime Benefits

Not all the news about diversity in Heroes and Cowards is negative. Among African-American soldiers, recently freed slaves seem to have experienced long-term benefits if they served in diverse units with large numbers of Northern black freemen. The higher the proportion of freemen, the more likely the former slaves were to move north and become literate later in life.

"One thing I'd like to know," Mr. Kahn says, "is whether the symmetric opposite was also the case. Did the freemen and the literate black men gain from having been put in this role as teachers?"

The two scholars also emphasize that social cohesion isn't always a good thing. Many people today might be happy that the Union Army's desertion rate was low — but not all military forces are viewed so benignly. "More and more research on terrorist groups," Ms. Costa says, "indicates that these guys do have very strong social networks, in some cases tied together by kinship ties."

And Mr. Kahn suggests that the victims of Bernard Madoff's alleged Ponzi scheme may have suffered from an excess of social capital. Because of their ties through Jewish organizations and philanthropic groups, many investors were apparently too quick to trust his promises. "If there had been less social capital," Mr. Kahn asks, "would people have invested more in due diligence, to see if this guy was real before they handed him their money?"

In a previous paper on economic diversity and community life, Ms. Costa and Mr. Kahn criticized the political scientist Robert D. Putnam's much-debated 2000 book, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. Mr. Putnam, they said, had exaggerated the decline of American civic life and had looked in the wrong places for explanations. According to Ms. Costa and Mr. Kahn, we shouldn't blame television or overwork or urban design. The real explanation is the rise in social heterogeneity, which makes people slower to form bonds of trust.

In the years since that paper appeared, the two economists and Mr. Putnam have become mutual admirers, as Mr. Putnam has turned his own attention to diversity.

"I certainly have learned from them, and I think they have learned from me," says Mr. Putnam, a professor of public policy at Harvard University. "I suppose the highest praise a writer can give is to say that you wish you'd written the work yourself. And I certainly feel that way about Heroes and Cowards."

The book, he says, is one of dozens of recent social-scientific studies that support "a basic underlying generalization: It's harder to build trust and reciprocity in heterogeneous environments." Mr. Putnam makes clear that he does not endorse segregation. He simply believes that society should be mindful of the need to cultivate trust and cohesion in diverse settings.

For good or ill, the instant trust that comes from regional and ethnic ties can be a powerful force. In the Andersonville prison camp in Georgia in 1864, imprisoned Union soldiers tried desperately to find unity against "raiders" — marauding bands of fellow prisoners who stole food and brutalized their victims.

According to a war memoir quoted by Ms. Costa and Mr. Kahn, the raiders were finally defeated by men from the Midwest who "spoke the same dialect, read the same newspapers, had studied McGuffey's Readers, Mitchell's Geography, and Ray's Arithmetics at school, admired the same men and generally held the same opinions on any given subject. It was never difficult to get them to act in unison."
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