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“... for Civil War soldiers, the group cohesion and peer 
pressure that were powerful factors in combat motivation 
were not unrelated to the complex mixture of patriotism, 
ideology, concept of duty, honor and manhood, and 
community or peer pressure that prompted them to enlist in 
the first place.”

James M. McPherson, For cause and comrades: Why men 
fought in the Civil War (1997).



Culture and Norms

• Peer transmission of norms of behavior?

• On critical life decisions?

• Did peers influence decisions to join Union vs Confederate Army in 
US civil war?



Cadets

• 1638 USMA graduates between 1820 and 1860  (~40 per year)

• Sources:   
• Register of Graduates and Former Cadets, Biographical Register 

of the Officers and Graduates of the USMA (Cullum 1891)
• Rebels from West Point, Southern Historical Society Papers, 

Confederate Military History, Find a Grave…
• 1860 Census





Slave population as percent of state population 1860



Seceded

Border,
Mixed
Allegiances

Slave population as percent of state population 1860





Cadets

• 1638 USMA graduates between 1820 and 1860  (~40 per year)

• 964  Free,     540  joined war,   91.6%  Union

• 674  Slave,    389  joined war,   36.2%  Union



Peer Effects

• How does West Point cohort in terms of free vs slave state cadets 
affects a cadet’s choice to join union or confederate army:
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Share Free-state peers



Economics 

• The peer effect depends on a state’s slave population

• Operates almost entirely in intermediate range of slavery
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Join the Union:   War Participants

Heavy Slave States (>33%) Border and Mid Slave 
States (1-33%)

Share Free-State Peers .01 (.038) .072**  (.029)

Share Border-State Peers -.044  (.032) .009  (.033)

Observations 122 266

R2 .149 .205





Join the Union:   
War Participants from Slave States

Share Free-State Peers .076***  (.023)

Share Free-State Peers x Slave Owner -.083**  (.037)

Observations 388

R2 .357





How Did Choice Influence Career?

• We can see highest rank,  whether became a general, whether 
died…

• How did joining the union affect this?

• IV with fraction of Free-state peers





Summary

• Quasi-random fluctuations in peer compositions impact cadet 
decisions of which army to join

• Effect is concentrated in border/mid-slave states and among non-
slave owners

• Effect is stronger for those who fought together in Mexican-
American war and served in military prior to Civil War

• Decisions had expost consequences
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