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Abstract

This paper investigates the impact of the American Civil War on mobilization for women’s

suffrage in the US. I construct a new dataset of soldiers enlisted in the Union army and their

wartime experience, and locate them to their town of residence. Leveraging variation in

casualty rates, I show that people from towns with more casualties were less likely to petition

for women’s suffrage in the following years. Consistent with a narrative that attention and

capacity to mobilize for political change is limited and that major events such as the Civil

War can shift preferences and priorities away from reform I find evidence of two possible

mechanisms through which casualty rates drive these results. Firstly, Northern towns with

higher casualties were more attune to the salience of Black rights - which the Civil War was

fought over, resulting in a prioritization of this movement over women’s suffrage. Secondly,

that the collective trauma of casualties resulted in a tightening of pre-war social norms that

were not welcoming of female political empowerment.
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1 Introduction

Politics is about prioritization. The demand for political and social change is limited

by the �nite nature of attention, capacity, and resources, leading to the prioritization

of some issues and the side-lining of others. Understanding what drives the success of

certain movements over others is a key question in political economy. Political theory

frames political mobilization as a process of modernization: as structural change shifts

resources and political opportunities, marginalized groups take advantage of these and

undertake new behaviours, like political activity (Deutsch, 1961; Opp, 2019), with elites

then choosing to extend rights in response to prevent unrest (Robinson and Acemoglu,

2000). However, movements do not exist in isolation; they can be disrupted by other

political events, such as conicts, or by the rise of competing social movements, both of

which alter people's preferences and capacity to organize around speci�c causes. In this

work I draw on the historical context of women's su�rage and the American Civil War,

to demonstrate how experience of such signi�cant events, and their repercussions, can

shift the incentives of populations to mobilize for particular causes.

This paper investigates the e�ect of variation in the Civil War casualty rate, en-

compassing both the loss of soldiers from communities, as well as those returning with

wounds, disability, and trauma, on support for women's su�rage in the following decades.

Research has shown that combat experience has signi�cant impacts for those involved,

such as on their capacity for political organization (Jha and Wilkinson, 2012; Dippel and

Heblich, 2021) and their values (Cag�e et al., 2023; Acemoglu et al., 2022; Koenig, 2023).

My research is part of a growing and related approach that shifts the focus to the experi-

ence of loss, coping, and recovery in the communities of disabled and fallen soldiers, and

the e�ect of this on political mobilization in various contexts (Cag�e et al., 2023; De Juan

et al., 2024; Walker et al., 2024).

The scale of loss in the Civil War (1861-1865), the political change it triggered, and its

connection to public issues unrelated to women's su�rage make this a well-suited context

for my analysis. In the aftermath of the war the Reconstruction era ushered in questions of

how to de�ne the citizenship and status of the millions of formerly enslaved emancipated

by the war. At this time tensions grew between the women's su�rage movement, Abolition

societies, and the Republican party over whether women's political rights should also be

considered (DuBois, 2021). Despite initial successes, the women's su�rage movement

splintered and faltered in this post-war period, and it would take another 55 years for

women to get the right to vote at the national level (Flexner, 1975). Given this context,

I hypothesize that towns with higher exposure to the costs of Civil War, which I will

instrumentalize as the town's casualty rate, would develop more negative attitudes in the

Reconstruction era about women's su�rage, due both to the ideology around the War

and its physical e�ects.
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Quantifying the impact of the Civil War is an empirical challenge due to limitations

in available data. Previous work on Union army veteran outcomes have used service

records to create novel and comprehensive datasets on soldiers, however, it has either

focused on sub samples of speci�c groups (Costa et al., 2018), or universal coverage

where a signi�cant share are missing residence data, not reported in the available records

(Dupraz and Ferrara, 2023). To address this challenge, following Walker et al. (2024), I

construct a new dataset using digitized archive material from Union Army muster rolls

and enlistment records, for all contiguous states in the Union, that allows me to identify,

at a town level, where soldiers resided, which regiment they served in, and which battles

they fought in.1 My resulting data set includes data on soldiers of 7151 towns from 16

states.2 Using this information, I construct a town-level measure of soldiers' casualty

rates.

To address the concern that Union Army soldiers' tendency to engage in risky action

may correlate with their (or their communities) views on women's su�rage, I employ an

instrumental variable strategy to isolate exogenous variation in risk exposure. I exploit

the fact that some Civil War battles were particularly deadly and calculate a measure of

average days of exposure to these deadliest battles for the enlisted men of a town. Using

this exposure to deadly battles as an instrument for a town's casualty rate I explore the

e�ect of casualties on petitioning for women's su�rage, using a dataset of all petitions

sent to Congress that referenced women's su�rage in the period following the Civil War

up until the 19th Amendment to measure demand (Carpenter et al., 2018).

Results con�rm the hypothesized negative impact of casualties on the demand for

women's su�rage. Towns with higher casualty rates experienced sent fewer petitions for

women's su�rage in subsequent years. I �nd that a one standard deviation increase in the

casualty rate is associated with a 31 percent reduction in total petitioning for women's

su�rage in that town. These results are consistent with historical accounts of the e�ect of

the Civil War on the women's su�rage movement (DuBois, 1978; Silber, 2011; Etcheson,

2020), which elaborate a more nuanced view of the impact of the war on women than

traditional narratives that paint the war as emancipatory for women. Instead these

accounts point to there being a limit to people's capacity to organize for social change,

exacerbated by conict. Historically, this is visible in the struggles the women's su�rage

movement faced in the aftermath of war, including the Reconstruction era, which saw

the movement struggle to generate popular support and the formation of deep divides

in the movement over issues of race and gender (Dudden, 2011).3 I therefore interpret

1These documents have been digitized and made public by Fold3, a company that archives and
distributes military data. More information on this data source is available in Section 3.

2These are Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, New
Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Wisconsin. I
exclude Kansas, which had only recently become a state, and the Western states of California, Oregon,
and Nevada.

3The insertion of the word \male" into the constitution in its de�nition of citizenship through the
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my results on petitioning for women's su�rage as evidence that communities with greater

casualty rates were less likely to mobilize politically for women's su�rage.4

To better understand this phenomenon, I investigate and provide rich evidence from

a variety of sources on the potential explanatory mechanisms through which one might

expect the casualty rate to inuence a town's demand for women's su�rage. Informed by

the historical literature on the women's su�rage movement, as well as previous research

on the impact of conict on women's post-war outcomes, I identify two complementary

mechanisms I believe to be driving these results, and �nd evidence that what I observe

is not an example of demographic shifts signi�cantly altering incentives.

Firstly, I focus on the Black rights movement, hypothesizing that towns with higher

casualty rates would feel a tighter connection to these more salient issues of race, po-

tentially crowding out support for women's su�rage. The Civil War was fought over the

status of slavery, and Black men's service in the war was a prominent argument for their

enfranchisement, so towns with higher casualty rates might have a stronger ideological

link to Black rights. I analyze newspaper data from 1850-1870 from online archives to

gauge public and media sentiment on these issues.5 I show that pre-war, coverage of

Black rights and women's rights was positively correlated, however, post-War, this rela-

tionship becomes negative, implying newspapers were indeed substituting coverage of one

issue for another. Consistent with resource mobilization theory, these movements had to

compete for the �nite resources of attention and media (McCarthy and Zald, 1977; Little

and Little, 2014). Focusing on the di�ering casualties experience by towns, I �nd that

newspaper coverage of Black rights meetings increases after the War, but decreases for

women's meetings, in towns with higher casualty rates as compared to those with lower

casualty rates. These �ndings are consistent with historical accounts, that during Recon-

struction the question of whether women's or Black su�rage should be prioritized divided

the women's su�rage movement and caused tension with former abolitionist allies, result-

ing in inammatory campaigning and racist rhetoric. This is cited as a potential cause for

the inability of the women's su�rage movement to capitalize on the window of opportu-

nity the Civil War opened up (Dudden, 2011) (Free, 2015; Dudden, 2011). These results

also complement those of previous work which shows the positive impact on progressive

attitudes towards race of Union soldier experience (Gannon, 2011; Weaver, 2022).

Fourteenth Amendment was seen as a bitter betrayal by many in the women's su�rage movement. (Free,
2015)

4As a large share of casualties were those who were wounded and would plausibly return to their
towns, my main result may also reect lower levels of su�rage support among veterans returning with
injuries, rather than the communities more broadly. However, of the petitions that specify the gender of
the lead petitioner (only 11 percent of petitions), I �nd that 94 percent speci�ed a female lead petitioner,
suggesting su�rage petitioning was not led by veterans. Thus although these men likely inuenced their
communities, I am con�dent my �ndings are reective of the impact of the casualty rate on citizens more
broadly, rather than just veterans.

5I use newspapers.com for broader, keyword searches, and Chronicling America to analyze the text
of articles.
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Second, I draw on the theory that societies that experience more collective threats

tend to develop tighter cultural norms as a means of survival (Gelfand, 2018). Towns with

high casualty rates would have undergone signi�cant trauma, and thus clung more tightly

to pre-war norms, in this case more traditional conceptions of gender roles. The US in

this period was a place where each gender was considered to have their separate sphere,

men in the public and active, and women in the domestic and passive (Tocqueville,

1865). Analyzing the language in newspaper articles I �nd that in towns with higher

casualty rates the local newspapers write about women's su�rage and rights using more

negative and subjective language, suggesting a rejection of this progress. Further I also

identify higher levels of religious adherence and in particular Protestantism in towns

with higher casualty rates, and lower levels of Catholicism, which would have been the

minority denomination at the time, as well as reductions in the share of children in school,

particularly girls.

Finally, I examine the demographic shocks that resulted from casualty rates during

the Civil War. It is plausible to expect that fatalities, one element of the casualty rate,

may shift sex ratios. Existing literature documents that such imbalances can have im-

portant e�ects for labor force participation (Grosjean and Khattar, 2019; Boehnke and

Gay, 2022), marriage markets (Abramitzky et al., 2011; Angrist, 2002), and household

bargaining power (Porter, 2016). However, the expected e�ect on su�rage demand is

unclear. On one hand, without marriage as an option to support herself and her family

more women might seek out work or become the head of their household, and through

this realize the importance of political rights. On the other, losing male support in-

creases women's emotional and physical workload, meaning less time or fewer resources

to mobilize. Interestingly, I �nd no signi�cant negative impact of high casualty rates on

the sex ratio (as measured using census data pre-war in 1860 and post-war in 1870). I

hypothesize that high levels of migration of the period may have nulli�ed any expected

sex ratio shock (Abramitzky et al., 2012). In addition to the hundreds of thousands of

immigrants entering the US in this period, the cross-country variation in casualty rates

could lead to high internal mobility from places with lower casualty rates (Bazzi et al.,

2023). The data con�rm this, I �nd that in towns with higher casualty rates there is an

increase in out of state migrants and migrants from particular countries.

This paper contributes to two main strands of literature: one that attempts to under-

stand political mobilization, with a particular focus on the role of conict and competing

social movements; and one that looks at the evolution and determinants of women's

rights, speci�cally the women's su�rage movement in the US. There is heterogeneity

across countries in the timing of mobilization for di�erent rights, and we know relatively

little about what drives individuals to mobilize and demand these rights (Porta, 2014).

Existing empirical work looks at the motives for various forms of mobilization, such as

voting (Ali and Lin, 2013); engagement in protest movements (Bursztyn et al., 2021); and
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engagement in other forms of collective action such as the woman's crusade for temper-

ance (Garc��a-Jimeno et al., 2022). Contemporary theory posits that conict in particular

plays an important role in political change by opening a policy window (Kingdon, 1997;

McAdam et al., 2001). Speci�cally for women's empowerment and pursuit of political

rights, conict can prompt grand social and institutional shifts that disrupt existing gen-

der hierarchies (Webster et al., 2019; Bakken and Buhaug, 2021), but it can also lead

to the entrenchment of gender norms of patriarchal control and militarization that work

against movements that seek to empower women (Enloe, 2016). The impact of Civil War

conict experience in particular is also important and receiving growing attention: Dippel

and Heblich (2021) �nd that exiled revolutionaries from Germany inspired enlistment in

the American Civil War, and later progressive views on race; Feigenbaum et al. (2022)

identify long-term economic impacts of Sherman's march through the South; Weaver

(2022) shows how the battle experience of Union soldiers had impacts on veterans sup-

port for Black su�rage; and Walker et al. (2024) show that Confederate battle experience

had long-term social and political impacts. This paper adds to these studies by looking

at mobilization for a movement focused on democratization and enfranchisement and the

e�ects of Civil War conict on such a movement.

There exists a rich literature charting the history of the women's movement (DuBois,

1998; Free, 2015; Ginzberg, 2005) and scholars are increasingly paying attention to the

tensions, challenges, and issues of gender, race, and class that characterized it (Sapiro,

2020). However, analytical work that exists, mainly in political science, largely studies

how di�erences in the supply of, and to a much lesser extent demand for, su�rage in-

teracted to bring about scattered achievements at the state-level over the 19th and 20th

centuries as opposed to the dynamics of the movement itself (Teele, 2018b; McCammon

and Campbell, 2001; Braun and Kvasnicka, 2013). On the supply side women faced

institutional barriers from incumbent political interests unwilling to expand the elec-

torate and risk losing their political power (Teele, 2018a; McConnaughy, 2013). These

acted alongside demographic factors including sex (Jones, 1991; Braun and Kvasnicka,

2013) and race ratios (Braun and Kvasnicka, 2013; McConnaughy, 2013) that shifted

the incentives of extending the franchise to women. Studies of the demand side focus

on the organizations that campaigned for women's su�rage, documenting the tactics of

the movement (McCammon, 2003) and framing of the su�rage argument (McCammon

and Hewitt, 2005). Further work on demand looks at demand from anti-su�rage groups,

such as manufacturing, railroad, and liquor industries concerned that women would vote

against their interests (Jones, 1991). This same focus on incentives for the group in power

to extend su�rage, rather than demand of the disenfranchised, is also evident in work on

su�rage of other groups and in other countries (Aidt and Jensen, 2014; Bertocchi, 2011).

By divorcing mobilization for women's su�rage from its eventual political successes, it

is possible to add to the understanding of this pivotal movement and the women and
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men who supported it. Similar work has been undertaken by Bateman (2020), on Black

su�rage, who shows that it was not the potential to win votes alone that led to politicians

extending the franchise, but the tireless work of the antislavery movement.

This paper makes several empirical contributions to these literatures. Firstly, it makes

use of a novel data set that contains, to the best of my knowledge, the largest number

(around 1,030,000) of Union soldiers geo-located to their town of residence. This com-

plements, and was possible thanks to, the work of Walker et al. (2024) who constructed

a similar dataset for the Confederacy. Secondly, it forms part of a relatively small liter-

ature in economics that focuses on the factors that inuenced thedemand for women's

su�rage in the US, rather than factors that inuenced the success of the movement. Since

political success for the women's su�rage movement in the US did not necessarily happen

in the places with the most mobilization of su�rage organizations (as they also faced the

strongest opposition) this approach is particularly important (Banaszak, 1996). Finally,

it is the �rst quantitative study of the impact of Civil War conict exposure on women's

su�rage in the US, the closest being Arnsabarger and Ferrara (????) which analyzes the

relationship between the Civil War and women's political participation in the temperance

movement.

I proceed as follows. Section 2 summarizes the historical background of the women's

su�rage movement in the US and the American Civil War, highlighting key moments and

events that will be relevant to the analysis here, followed by Section 3 which describes

the data sets created and data used. Section 4 details the empirical strategies employed,

followed by the main results and robustness checks in Section 5. Then, Section 6 puts

forward potential mechanisms and provides evidence for each. Section 7 concludes.

2 Historical Background

2.1 Women's Su�rage

On the 19th & 20th July, 1848, the Seneca Falls convention convened in upstate New York

- marking what is generally considered the beginning of the women's su�rage movement

in the US.6 The meeting was a broader women's rights convention where the women's

su�rage platform appears to have been initially introduced, albeit with some resistance

from attendees. What followed was close to 70 years of varying success and failure for

the movement, with periods of scattered state-level wins as 20 states granted women

some measure of su�rage before the federal amendment in 1920. In the �nal years,

the 19th Amendment, which enfranchised women across the U.S., scraped through the

6Although there was certainly smaller scale action and agitation for the movement before the Seneca
Falls Convention. The convention was organized by, among others, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who would
become one of the women's su�rage movement's most prominent �gures. It was also attended by Frederick
Douglass, the sole African American attendee who spoke up in defence of the su�rage resolution.
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political process, culminating in a �nal highly contested rati�cation in Tennessee in 1920.7

Scholarship around the US women's su�rage movement largely focuses on the �nal 25

years leading up to the 19th Amendment when the movement was at its most active. The

years following the Civil War were, however, fundamental in determining the course of the

cause as, at a time when the whole nation was engaged in �erce debate over questions of

freedom and citizenship, proponents of the movement fought to de�ne it (Tetrault, 2017).

2.1.1 Movement History Ante and Post-Bellum

The early history of the women's su�rage movement held a close link with the abolition

movement, particularly its more radical wing (Porter, 1918). Prominent abolitionists

attended and spoke at women's su�rage conventions, and the abolition movement not only

provided women with an opportunity to organize and orate, but for many it was also where

they �rst encountered debates around natural rights and citizenship - it was a logical leap

for women to then question their own diminished citizenship with regards to white men.

Women's involvement in petitioning to end slavery was formative in the development

of both petitioning skills and political character (Carpenter and Moore, 2014). Two

key �gures met at this time, Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, starting a

collaboration that spanned decades and would fundamentally shape the women's su�rage

movement in the US.

On the eve of Civil War the women's su�rage movement was well developed, at least

in the North, with established and regular conventions, organizations in multiple states

and a battery of capable writers and speakers (Porter, 1918). Women's rights activities

were suspended during the war to focus on abolition, and Anthony and Stanton formed

the Women's Loyal National League, collecting hundreds of thousands of signatures in

favour of abolishing slavery, whilst also creating a pool of female activists they would

draw from later (Venet, 1991).

Despite early harmony between women's rights activity and abolitionist movements,

the post-bellum period marked the beginning of deep divisions between the two. Stanton

and Anthony, as well as Lucy Stone another prominent activist, formed the American

Equal Rights Association (AERA) from the Women's Rights Conventions, an organiza-

tion that championed universal su�rage (Dudden, 2011). However, they received increas-

ing criticism from leadership in the abolitionist movement (which had become the chief

proponent of Black rights post-War) and those in the Republican party who believed

su�rage for Black men should be prioritized (Sapiro, 2020; Buhle and Buhle, 2005).8

Proponents for women's su�rage felt betrayed when, after their continued e�orts towards

7Representative Harry Burn from Tennessee, who had previously tabled the resolution, is believed to
have changed his mind at the last minute after receiving a letter from his mother compelling him to vote
yes (Weiss, 2018)

8Such as Wendell Phillips who I quote at the beginning of this paper, as well as Horace Greeley, the
prominent reform editor.
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abolition and Black rights, the 14th Amendment (which granted citizenship to people who

were formerly enslaved) for the �rst time explicitly introduced the word \male" into the

constitution in its de�nition of citizenship (Free, 2015). The AERA then refused to sup-

port the 15th Amendment (su�rage for Black men), unless it included su�rage for women,

causing further rifts (Tetrault, 2017). Following a disastrous campaign in Kansas where

both Black and female su�rage were defeated the AERA split, with Stone and husband

Henry Blackwell forming the American Women's Su�rage Association (AWSA) willing to

focus primarily on and prioritize Black su�rage, and Stanton and Anthony the National

Women's Su�rage Association (NWSA) insisting on universal su�rage and working for

independence from the resources of the abolitionists.

The passage and rati�cation of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1869 and 1870 cut any

remaining ties between the causes of black male su�rage and women's su�rage leaving

the women's su�rage movement arguably worse o� than it had been before the amend-

ment, given that its language implicitly allowed for political discrimination based on sex

(Keyssar, 2009). Despite rapid growth in support the women's su�rage movement was

unable to capitalize on the (apparently limited) appetitie for democratic reform of the

time, which quickly stalled in the post-War years (ibid.). Neither did it gain the same

momentum and reach as other women's organizations at this time, such as the Women's

Christian Temperance Union which boasted more members than any women's su�rage

organization (Bordin, 1981).

2.1.2 Petitioning

Petitioning Congress was a central part of the women's su�rage movement's strategy to

make their demand for enfranchisement and one of their most widely used and e�ective

tools (Flexner, 1975; Zaeske, 2003). Between 1870 and the passing of the 19th Amendment

in 1920 women's su�rage activists sent at least 2,157 petitions to Congress, sometimes

with many hundreds of signees on a single petition, in order to make their demands heard

(Carpenter et al., 2018).

The right to petition in the United States is enumerated in the 1st Amendment

and has been used by numerous disenfranchised groups in the nation's history to enact

political change, including African Americans, women, and Indigenous peoples, for a more

in-depth discussion of petitioning in the US at this time see Appendix section C. Each

petition had to be read aloud (at least partly) on the chamber oor and then tabled by

referencing it to a committee or other body (Blackhawk et al., 2020a).

2.2 American Civil War

The American Civil War began in 1861, following the secession of seven southern states

(forming the Confederacy) from the United States (the Union) in reaction to the election
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of Abraham Lincoln.9 The central cause of secession, and therefore for the following con-

ict, was the status of slavery. Although Lincoln refused to acknowledge the Confederacy,

he originally declared no intention of invading the South. However, following an attack

on a Union held fort, Fort Sumter, war was declared on April 12, 1861. Lincoln issued the

Emancipation Proclamation in 1863, abolishing slavery in all rebelling states, meaning

the Union's eventual victory marked the end of slavery in the country.

2.2.1 Enlistment and Battle Experience

During the American Civil War, the Union relied on a dual system of state and federal or-

ganization to recruit and assign men to regiments. States were tasked with meeting troop

quotas set by the federal government, often through locally organized recruitment e�orts.

Prominent community leaders raised companies of approximately 100 men, who were then

grouped into regiments and mustered into federal service. As a result these regiments,

sequentially numbered within each state (e.g., the 20th Maine), often carried strong local

identities. Early recruitment relied heavily on voluntary enlistment driven by patrio-

tism, community ties, and �nancial incentives such as enlistment bounties (McPherson,

2003). However, as enthusiasm for enlistment waned, recruitment challenges mounted.

The Enrollment Act of 1863 marked a shift toward federal conscription, allowing draftees

to serve, hire substitutes, or pay commutation fees. 168,649 men were drafted, but of

these 117,986 employed substitutes, leaving only 50,663 directly conscripted, just over 2

percent of total Union Army strength (Murdock, 1980).

The war's devastating toll, with over 360,000 Union military deaths and many more

casualties, was compounded by modernizing weaponry and outdated tactics that empha-

sized head-on confrontations in dense, smoke-obscured battle�elds (Hess, 1997; Chambers

and Anderson, 1999). Soldiers often described battles as chaotic, with bullets ying in-

discriminately, and many expressed astonishment at their survival amidst the death of

comrades (Hess, 1997). Despite its larger size and superior resources, the Union Army

faced a determined Confederate force �ghting on interior lines and steeped in a strong

military tradition. The war saw alternating victories and defeats for both sides, with

heavy casualties incurred for small strategic gains (McPherson, 2003). The experiences

of Union soldiers, most of whom were not trained prior to the war, had profound impacts

on their generation, shaping their social and political beliefs through exposure to trauma,

collaboration with African Americans, and �rsthand encounters with slavery (Dippel and

Heblich, 2021; Weaver, 2022). This collective sacri�ce and transformation resulted in a

lasting legacy that inuenced post-war reconstruction and broader American society.

9The Union states were California, Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Maine, Mas-
sachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Oregon, Penn-
sylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Wisconsin. The Confederate states were Alabama, Arkansas,
Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Vir-
ginia.

10



3 Data

I construct a new town-level dataset for all contiguous Union states in the US, i.e. all

Union states excluding California, Oregon, and Kansas10, that incorporates information

on how many petitions from a town were sent to Congress for women's su�rage; the

socioeconomic and demographic composition of the town; how many men enlisted, died,

and were wounded in the Union Army; as well as the share of deadliest battles a town's

soldiers participated in and the distance of towns to the Civil War battles. My chief data

sources are: 1) a digitized dataset of all petitions sent to Congress relating to women's

su�rage between 1870 and 1920 (Carpenter et al., 2018); 2) the 1860 and 1870 Full-Count

Census (Ruggles et al., 2021) aggregated to the town-level Berkes et al. (2023); and 3)

Fold3 digital archives of Civil War military records for the Union Army.11

3.1 Petitioning Data

The dataset of petitions contains all petitions for women's su�rage sent to Congress, as

recorded in the Congressional Record, between 1870 and 1920 (Carpenter et al., 2018).

This data includes the date of the petition as well as the city in which the petitioners

resided, enabling the use of town-level variation. The data also includes varying levels

of information about the petitioner(s) such as the number of individuals, gender, and

whether the petition came from a su�rage association, temperance union or other group.

The geographical dispersion of these petitions is shown in Figure A1. Many more petitions

were sent from some towns than others, particularly the urban centres of Massachusetts

and Connecticut, but petitioning was widespread and practiced in rural areas as well as

large urban hubs.

3.2 Civil War Enlistment, Deaths, and Wartime Experience

To calculate the casualty rate, I use individual-level data on Union Army enlistment,

residence, and regiment history collected from Fold3 by Walker et al. (2024). This data

allows me to geo-locate just over 1,030,000 Union soldiers from the 16 contiguous Union

states, enabling me to expand upon what has been possible in previous work that has used

state Union Army records. These records from individual state archives often lack detailed

residence data, limiting sample size, resulting in my sample of locatable Union army

soldiers being twice as large as that used in previous research, e.g. Weaver (2022); Dupraz

10Aside from being geographically separate, this is because Oregon and California are on the West
Coast and enfranchised women earlier (1911 and 1912). Kansas only became a state three months prior
to the Civil War.

11Fold3 is a digital archive of millions of military records including photos and personal documents
that individuals can add to, all records in Fold3 must be accompanied by scans of original documents or
references to sources, making it a trusted resource.

11



and Ferrara (2023). The primary records I use are individual soldier-level records for each

soldier that served in the Union Army. In addition to their residence this individual-level

data includes whether an individual survived the war as well as what regiment they

fought in.12 I combine this with data on which regiments fought in which battles and

data on locations, dates, fatalities, and casualties for the largest battles fought by the

Union Army (Trust, 2012).

3.3 US towns

I combine individual-level census data from 1860 (as well as additional decades before and

after for decade-by-decade analysis) aggregated to town-level combined with geographic,

town, and county-level data in order to control for a wide range of factors that may

inuence my outcome of interest (Ruggles et al., 2021; Manson et al., 2023). I am able

to aggregate this data to the town level thanks to the crosswalks created by Berkes

et al. (2023). These include counts of people in a particular town by age, sex, race,

and nationality, literacy levels, personal and real estate values, whether a town's county

had rail transport, labor force participation, number of churches per capita, average

occupational scores, as well as latitude and longitude. My �nal dataset of towns that I

can match soldiers with regiment data contains 7151 locations.

3.4 Additional Data

In addition to the main sources above, I combine further varied sources of data to provide

evidence for the potential mechanisms identi�ed.

I collect counts of variants of the phrases \Black rights convention" and \woman's

rights convention" from newspapers.com for all newspapers published in the 16 states of

interest between 1850 and 1870. These years enable the analysis of pre- and post-war

coverage of both Black and women's rights meetings at a time when both were happening

with some regularity.13 I use the Chronicling America database of historic newspapers

as well, to conduct sentiment analysis of the way papers were covering women's su�rage

and women's rights issues and events. I also use data from theMapping the Klan project

(Kneebone, 2023) on the distribution of second wave Ku Klux Klan Klaverns across the

US.

I use data collected by McCammon et. al (McCammon et al., 2001) on the share

of female professionals, college students, women's organizations, and a wide variety of
12Unfortunately accurate residence data at the town-level is only available for a subsection of men in

each state and my sample of 1,030,000 is still only about half the size of total Union enlistment (2,100,000)
However, I have an alternative data set for six states (MA, NH, CT, ME, VT, and IL) (Weaver, 2022)
which contains more comprehensive residence data (over 80% per state) which I use to validate my main
sample by comparing the two samples for the available states, further detail is available in the Appendix.

13Post 15th Amendment there are far fewer Black rights conventions happening, and many more
women's rights/su�rage meetings.
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women's su�rage organization and movement information at the state level to further

understand shifts in gender norms and for additional analysis of the women's su�rage

movement. Finally, to test shifts in political demand, voting data from theUnited States

Historical Election Returns, 1824-1968(Inter-University Consortium For Political And

Social Research, 1984) dataset allows the comparison of turnout rates and vote shares

across counties.

4 Empirical Strategy

To estimate town-level casualty rates I calculate the share of casualties among the soldiers

from town i , I then estimate its e�ect on the demand for women's su�rage, measured by

petitioning activity. To study the e�ect of these casualty rates on petitioning I would

ideally like to estimate the following Poisson regression model:

log(� i ) = � 1CasualtyRatei + � X i + � s + � is (1)

Where � i = E[yi jCasualtyRatei ; X i ; � s], and yi is the count of total petitions for town

i . The term X i is a vector of town control variables, all measured in 1860, that attempt

to capture other demographic and locational factors that potentially inuenced casualty

rates. The term � s are state �xed e�ects and � is is an error term. The Poisson model is

preferred since the outcome of interest is a count.

However, in estimating my coe�cient of interest � 1, I run into a key identi�cation

issue in that this casualty rate could plausibly be a�ected by factors that could also

inuence the demand for women's su�rage, biasing my estimate. In Figure 1, I show that

in towns with higher casualty rates men had lower occupational scores,14 Black literacy

was lower, fertility higher, and they were in counties with lower shares of urban residents,

all variables that are also plausible predictors of lower levels of political progressivity and

thus lower support for women's su�rage.

To overcome this issue I employ an instrumental variable strategy instrumenting the

casualty rate with the count of days the men of a town spent in the most deadly battles

of the Civil War.

4.1 Instrumental Variable Strategy

I introduce a town-level measure of battle intensity as an instrument for the casualty

rate. Regimental records include information on which regiments fought in which battles

and on which dates, allowing me to calculate the number of days any particular soldier's

regiment spent in any particular battle. The instrument I create,DeadlyBattleDays i , is

14Lower scores are associated with lower-paying lower-status work.
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the count of days spent in any battle with over 10,000 Union casualties (thirteen in total)

of the Civil War, 15 averaged across the soldiers of a townt:

DeadlyBattleDays i =

P J
j =0 # daysDeadlybattleji

P
soldiersi

(2)

The identifying assumptions here are that (i) �ghting in the Civil War's deadliest battles

positively correlates with casualty rates, and (ii) casualty rates are the only channel

through which participation in these battles would a�ect women's su�rage petitioning in

these soldiers' towns of residence. Table 2 presents the �rst stage results, estimating the

following:

CasualtyRatei = �DeadlyBattleDays i + � X i + � s + � is (3)

where all variables other thanDeadlyBattleDays i are as in (1). It shows a strong,

positive correlation betweenDeadlyBattleDays i and the casualty rate, also visible in

the bin scatter of casualty rate and deadly battle days in Figure A4. With full controls

(detailed in the next section) as in Column (3), the F statistic exceeds 116, suggesting

a strong �rst stage, and providing evidence in favor of assumption (i). Further, the

thirteen battles I use, of the 384 total battles classi�ed in CWSAC's Report on the

Nation's Civil War Battle�elds, accounted for roughly 156,000 of the 596,000 in-battle

casualties (killed, wounded, captured or missing in action) of the Civil War on the Union

Side, so it is unsurprising that the relationship found in equation (3) holds.

Assumption (ii), the exclusion restriction, relies on soldiers not being sent to these

deadliest battles based on underlying characteristics that might be associated with sup-

port for women's su�rage. The battles with the highest casualties were battles which

mobilized very large numbers of Union soldiers, total Union Army strength across the 13

deadliest battles was roughly 997,000, almost half of total Union Army enlistment across

the whole of the War.16 These battles required as many bodies as possible to be sent as

quickly as possible, meaning that despite best e�orts at military strategy, in these deadly

battles regiments were far more likely to be mobilized based on proximity and speed

rather than on individual soldier characteristics (Hess, 1997). Accounts of these deadly

battles record that they were incredibly uncertain and the tides of battle could turn in

an instant leaving little time to organize troops. For example, the infamous Battle of

Gettysburg, a Union victory, was initiated by a Confederate Army sure that it would be

their decisive blow to the North, turning into the deadliest battle of the War for both

sides.

To verify the argument from this historical evidence, I show in Figure 1 that

DeadlyBattleDays i is orthogonal to a large set of prewar covariates measured at the town

15The cut-o� of 10,000 Union casualties can be varied with minimal e�ect on �nal results, see Appendix
Table A2.

16Though some of these men fought in multiple of these battles.
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level. This instrument is uncorrelated with, in panel (a), a number of socio-economic

characteristics, and in panel (b), characteristics that might be particularly relevant to

support for women's su�rage, such as female labor force participation, Republican vote

share, and fertility. In panel (a) rail and latitude are signi�cantly negatively and positively

correlated with deadly battle days. This may potentially cause concern that more rural

(further North and not connected to rail) counties were sent to more deadly battles,

however, no other characteristics associated with rural locations, including wealth, share

of employment in agriculture, and longitude, are signi�cant, suggesting this is not a

concern. I conduct a similar balance test with a range of purely agricultural variables in

Appendix Figure A3, again indicating no consistent rural-bias in the instrument. I will

control for all these signi�cant variables in addition to others.

Panel (a) in Figure 2 shows the geographic patterns of casualty rate variation with evi-

dence of signi�cant geographic clustering, while panel (b) shows the distribution of deadly

battle days, indicating that this measure does not su�er from the same clustering issues.

Therefore, with the inclusion of relevant controls (discussed below), the assumption that

variation in the deadly battle exposure is largely driven by quasi-random allocation of

available regiments, rather than systematic characteristics at the town level is likely to

hold.

4.2 Controls

Historical accounts of Civil War battles and soldiers help to inform the selection of con-

trols to be included in X i . Controls fall into four main categories: military, economic,

demographic, and geographic. Table 1 reports summary statistics.

4.2.1 Military Controls

A signi�cant factor of military organization a�ecting town-level exposure to deadly

battle days is the share of battles fought in the Eastern theater, where all the deadliest

battles occurred.17 As Figure A2 shows, there is a clear geographic divide whereby

soldiers from more western states were far less likely to be sent to �ght in the Eastern

Theater of war. I will therefore control for the share of soldiers from towni who fought

in the Eastern theater, along with military controls, including average muster-in date

for the men of a town, share of men in a town enlisted in the army, and an average of

the total days spent in any battles.18

17Battles fought in the states of Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, North Carolina, and Pennsylvania,
and the District of Columbia.

18Controlling for date of enlistment, in days, is important because men enlisted at di�erent points in
the war dependent upon their socioeconomic status. Bounties of$100 were introduced three months into
the war, and got larger as the war went on, incentivizing wealthier individuals later in the conict.
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4.2.2 Other Controls

The other controls I employ and the rationale for their potential e�ect on casualty rates

are as follows, falling into three broad categories. First, demographic controls. I control

for the share of the population born in the US, as it is likely that immigrants to the

US, with little connection to the history and causes being fought over, might put more

e�ort into avoiding danger without a strong connection to the Union. Also, I control for

the Black share of the male population, as Black regiments were more likely to su�er

casualties during the War.

Second, geographic controls include latitude and longitude. Geographic location may

be a signi�cant predictor in where men were being sent to �ght, e.g. drawing on closer

troops �rst, as well as of di�ering social and political attitudes. For example people from

places further West (closer to the Frontier) may exhibit more \rugged individualism"

(Bazzi et al., 2020).

Finally, I control for key economic indicators. I control for wealth, which I measure by

real estate value (per capita). This may have a�ected the casualty rate of Union soldiers

through its impact on physical health, wealthier individuals were more likely to have

better diets which may reduce their possibility of dying from illness. I also control for

proximity to rail transport. Interestingly, results from Figure 1 suggest rail and casualty

rates are negatively correlated, whereas one might expect that regiments from areas with

good rail connections may be more likely to be sent to more dangerous locations, as

they could be sent more quickly. Lack of rail may therefore may have resulted in more

arduous journeys for troops, meaning they are weaker and more tired when they arrive

at battles. I also control for the share of women working, to capture more preogresive

sttitudes towards women.

5 Results

5.1 Main Results

Table 3 shows the estimated impact of an increase in the casualty rate on later petitioning

for women's su�rage. Panel A shows OLS results where the dependent variable is the log

of total petions plus one, and panel B shows Poisson results where the dependent variable

is count of total petitions. In both cases the count of petitions include all petitions

for women's su�rage up until the 19th Amendment is passed and the results without

instrumenting the casualty rate are displayed in the �rst three columns, with results

using the battle instrument in the second three columns. Given that the outcome of

interest is a count variable the Poisson results in panel B will be preferred. I provide three

speci�cations. Columns (1) and (4) include just state �xed e�ects presenting the simple
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correlation between the casualty rate and petitioning. Columns (2) and (5) includes

military controls (Eastern theater share, average muster-in date, enlistment), and columns

(3) and (6) add in geographic (latitude and longitude), demographic controls (share of

male population that is Black and share of population born in the US) and economic

controls (rail, share of women working, and average property value). Across all models

results remain stable and show that higher casualty rates result in a lower expected total

petitioning for women's su�rage in a town.

Calculating the incidence rate ratio for the speci�cation in panel B, column (6), the

IV-Poisson speci�cation including the full set of controls show that an increase in the

casualty rate of 1 percentage point, is associated with a 3 percent reduction in total

petitions. A one standard deviation increase in the casualty rate is therefore associated

with a reduction in total petitioning of around 30 percent. As there are many towns

where no petitioning occurred, the average number of petitions from a town is around 0.4,

meaning at the mean a one standard deviation increase in the casualty rate is associated

with about 0.13 fewer petitions.

5.1.1 Poisson vs. IV-Poisson

Poisson results are about half that of IV-Poisson. One potential explanation is that

omitted variable bias weakens the Poisson coe�cient, however, an alternative explanation

is that casualties experienced through the deadliest battles of the Civil War would a�ect

soldiers more intensely and be more salient than, for example, casualties brought on by

illness.

Firstly, thinking about those wounded in battle (the largest share of those making

up the casualty rate) it is likely that wounds endured in these long, messy, and deadly

battles might be worse than those in battles that had lower casualty rates. It would be

more di�cult to get medical attention if you were one of thousands injured at the same

time, leading to worse post-injury outcomes such as infection. If casualties were not only

higher in frequency in these battles but also worse in intensity, one could imagine the

e�ect on the town would be more intense as well. Both soldiers returning and people of

the town would have more gruesome and salient images of the horrors of war available to

them.

Secondly, for those at home, the knowledge that your friend, son, or husband, was

killed or injured in a grisly battle is likely to have a di�erent impact than knowing they

perished from malaria while marching. The latter might have happened anyway, but

the former is tied to the War, and may strengthen the idealistic feeling one attaches

to the casualty and subsequent beliefs, and thus the larger observed e�ect on su�rage

petitioning. Using the terminology of local average treatment e�ect (LATE), in this

regard one could regard those who died in these deadly battles as `compliers' and those

17



who died from disease as `always takers'.

5.2 Robustness

I conduct several robustness tests to validate these results, the results of which can be

found in the Appendix.

Alternative models: As an alternative to estimating a Poisson regression using count of

total petitioning, I instead create a binary variable indicating whether there was any

petitioning from a town to use as my outcome and use 2SLS instead. Results are

available in Table A1, and show a negative and signi�cant relationship persists with this

alternative speci�cation.

Alternative battle cut-o�s and leave-one-out:To generate my instrument it was

necessary to specify a cut-o� for what was considered a large and deadly battle, I

limited this to any battle involving over 10,000 Union casualties. This may cause

concern that a particular cut-o� was chosen to inuence results. To allay this I estimate

my main results using an alternative cut-o� of the 25 deadliest battles. Results are in

Panel (a) of Table A2 and remain negative and signi�cant. I also estimate a series of

versions of my main regression where each time a di�erent battle is left out of the

instrument. Results are plotted in Figure A5 and are stable. This suggests that the

main results do not originate from a quirk generated by the choice of battle cut o�s or a

driven by one particular battle.

Disease deaths as alternative instrument:I calculate an additional variable, regimental

death rate from disease, to use as a secondary instrument for the casualty rate. To

construct this variable, for each regiment I count all the soldiers whose muster-out

reason was death by disease, divide this by number of soldiers in that regiment, and

then knowing this regimental disease rate for each soldier from a town I average these

across the soldiers for each town. Given the indiscriminate and widespread nature of

disease and limited knowledge about prevention at this time this should be una�ected

by the characteristics of soldiers in a regiment. A result of random chance more than

anything else. Results using this instrument are in Table A2 in Panel (b) and are

around 25 percent larger than my main results, remaining negative and signi�cant.

Decade-by-decade analysis:In the main results, all petitioning between the end of the

Civil War (1865) and the nineteenth amendment is included (1920). This is a rather

long time period over which to expect to see impacts of the Civil War and it is possible

to look more narrowly at petitioning at di�erent times. Figure A6 shows the estimates

for petitions where the e�ect is dis-aggregated by decade.19 and shows that there is

19Due to a small number of petitions the �rst two decades post-war are combined.
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generally a persistent negative e�ect in every decade (1890s excluded, a period

commonly referred to in su�rage history as "the doldrums"). The magnitude is largest

but the least precisely estimated in the period immediately following the War, when we

might expect feeling to be strongest but where total number of petitions was much

lower.

Reduction in political activity: An alternative explanation is that rather than a

reduction in mobilization for women's su�rage the result is picking up a decrease in

political participation broadly. Potentially towns with higher casualty rates were just

less interested or able to take part in any type of political activity. To check this

explanation I collected voting data for the period 20 years before and 20 years after the

start of the Civil War, this data is only available at the county-level so all following

results are at the county rather than the town-level. I estimated the following regression:

yc = turnout tc = �CasualtyRate c � Periodt + � c + � t + � t;c (4)

where turnout in year t, county c is turnout t;c = totalvotes t;c

eligiblemalepopn t;c
, � c and � t are county

and year �xed e�ects respectively,� t ; c is an error term and�CasualtyRate c � Periodt

is the main variable of interest for the interaction of instrumented casualty rate in

county c with the period t, in this case election year. Estimates of� from equation 4

are shown in Figure A7 and show that there was no signi�cant e�ect on election

turnout induced by higher county-level casualty rates. Therefore, it seems unlikely that

a reduction in general political motivation or capability is driving results.

A further robustness check along these lines is to estimate whether the casualty rate had a

similar result on petitioning for a completely unrelated cause. Using data from Blackhawk

et al. (2020b), I locate all petitions sent in their study period (1789-1949) on the topic

of intellectual property, for which there are roughly similar numbers of petitions in the

period I am interested in (1866-1920) as there were for women's voting rights. Results

of estimating my main regression but using these petitions as an outcome are presented

in the last two columns of Table A3 and reveal that the casualty rate had no signi�cant

impact on petitioning on issues of intellectual property, providing additional evidence that

the casualty rate was not impacting people's overall propensity to organize petitions.

Alternative measures of su�rage support:Petitioning was a key tool for women and men

to demand women's su�rage but there were other channels available as well. I verify

these results by checking the impact of casualty rates on women's su�rage organization

and conventions. Table A4 reports the results of estimations of the impact of the

casualty rate on numerous variables related to the su�rage movement as collected by

McCammon et al. (2001). Columns (1), (2), and (7) of theOrganization results indicate

that casualty rate had a negative impact on the existence of men's and college women's
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su�rage organizations in a town's state, and that there was any convention held in a

particular year in a town's state. Scraping newspapers (newspapers.com) for mentions

of women's su�rage conventions, plausibly a proxy for convention activity in an area

(although I cannot be sure if this coerage was positive or not), reveals a similarly

negative relationship between the instrumented casualty rate and women's su�rage

conventions, results are displayed in Appendix Table A5. These consistent results

further validate the argument that higher casualty rate is associated with lower

mobilization for women's su�rage across multiple dimensions.

Alternative treatments: There are a range of possible treatment measures that might

also captures meaningful variation in exposure to Civil War battle sacri�ce. For

example, casualties over the eligible male population of a town rather than just enlisted

soldiers, or, following De Juan et al. (2024), a measure of deaths over casualties that

they name the casualty fatality rate.20 In Table A6 I estimate equation 1 using these

various di�erent treatments, always controlling for Eastern theater share and state �xed

e�ects. Columns (1) and (2) are for the eligible population scaled treatments, with both

showing negative but insigni�cant relationships. Columns (3) and (4) are a binary and

continuous measure of the casualty fatality rate, and are both negative and signi�cant.

6 Mechanisms

This core relationship having been established, this section identi�es and investigates

three potential mechanisms that might explain the negative e�ect that the casualty rate

had on women's su�rage petitioning. First, that in towns with higher casualty rates

the cause of Black rights was more salient, resonating more strongly and crowding out

attention for women's su�rage. Second, that the collective trauma associated with higher

casualty rates led to an entrenchment of traditional pre-war norms and thus resistance

to women's su�rage. And �nally, that higher casualty rates meant higher town fatalities,

and thus a shift to the sex ratio and di�ering incentives for the women and men in such

towns.

6.1 Salience of Black rights

The US Civil War was fought over the status of slavery, not women's su�rage. Black men

also fought and died in the war, women could and did not. For both these reasons, towns

that had experienced higher casualty rates are likely to have experienced the debate over

Black rights as more salient than that over women's rights and, given these places were

20In their paper which looks at German soldiers in WWI they show that in this context the casualty
fatality rate is (unlike a population measure) exogenous to a variety of prewar social, political, and
economic characteristics that likely inuenced military recruitment and volunteering.
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also likely to have more reform fatigue due to the costs they had endured, these issues are

likely to have crowded out women's call for reform. Section 2.1.1. presented background

on the split between the Black and women's movements and the very public tension

that emerged between the two. Manifestations of this included the Republican party

(the progressive party at the time) refusing to publicly support women's su�rage until

decades after the War (DuBois, 2021) and the NWSA refusing to support, even actively

opposing, the 15th Amendment (Black male su�rage) unless it included language that

enfranchised women. During Reconstruction Republicans relied on gender to justify the

enfranchisement of Black men, using arguments that put masculinity to the forefront

and claiming the only de�nition of su�rage that was logically consistent was that of

universal manhoodsu�rage (Free, 2015). To explore empirically whether or not Civil

War casualties seem to have induced a trade-o� between support for Black rights and

support for women's rights, or a prioritization of one over the other, I provide evidence

that in places with higher casualty rates a preference for Black rights is observed in

newspaper coverage, there is less later extreme racism, and I illustrate the importance

that �ghting alongside Black men seems to have had.

Newspaper coverage: In this period newspapers were essential for spreading news

of movement organization and success. A newspaper's editors refusing to cover certain

topics was a political statement, and the silence of eastern liberal newspapers during the

�rst campaign for women's su�rage in Kansas was considered a betrayal (Flexner, 1975).

In my hypothesis I expect a divergent pattern in coverage related to Black rights and

women's rights around the time of the Civil War. Collecting data from newspapers.com,

I count mentions in a newspaper of the phrases `woman rights convention', `woman suf-

frage convention', `anti slavery society', `abolition convention', `anti slavery convention'

and, `freedmen convention'.21 I estimate the relationship between newspaper coverage of

women's movement meetings per capita (WomenMention) and Black movement meet-

ings per capita (BlackMention ) in the following equation:

WomenMentiont;c = �BlackMention c � Periodt + � c + � t + � t;c (5)

WherePeriodt refers to either the period pre-war, during the war, or post-war; and� c

and � t are county and period �xed-e�ects respectively. The results are presented in Figure

3a. As expected coverage of the two is positively correlated pre-war. However, during and

after the war, this relationship reverses, indicating that in this period newspapers were

picking between one issue or the other. To validate this hypothesis including variation

in Civil War casualty rates, I estimate a version of equation (4) whereyt;c is coverage of

women's or Black movement meetings per capita, andPeriodt is a binary variable taking

21I use these terms rather than just `women's rights' or `abolition' alone with the aim of focusing on
the reporting of particular events, rather than just coverage of the movements which may well have been
negative, however it remains an imperfect measure of support.
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on value 0 for pre-war and 1 for during and post-war. The results are presented in Figure

3b and show that in the post-war period towns with higher casualty rates saw an increase

in newspaper coverage of Black conventions but a decrease in women's conventions.

Racism: The history of Post-Civil War USA is wrought with discrimination and

racism expressed in many forms, the women's su�rage movement not excepted. In 1869

having been abandoned by Republican allies in key battles for women's su�rage in New

York and Kansas, Stanton and Anthony embraced racist rhetoric that argued for white

women's superiority over Black men in order to sway Democrats to their cause, laying a

foundation of inequality that scarred the movement for decades (Free, 2015). A possible

outcome of this substitution of causes would be more unequal outcomes for, or discrim-

inatory behavior towards, Black people in places where casualty rates were lower and

women's su�rage demand higher. To measure extreme and explicit racism I use data on

the establishment of Ku-Klux Klan chapters between 1921 and 1930. Table A7 shows the

results of equation (4) where the outcome is now a count of KKK chapters established

in a town. Column (1) shows that higher casualty rates are associated with fewer KKK

chapters in a town. This suggests that towns where casualty rates were higher, with

higher wartime sacri�ce held less extreme discriminatory views than places with lower

casualty rates.

Battle experience with USCT: If it is important to support for Black rights that

Black men fought and died in the Civil War then one might expect the e�ect of casualty

rates on a reduction in women's su�rage support, due to this crowding out e�ect, to

be particularly important when the soldiers of a town had direct experience �ghting

alongside Black soldiers. Regiments were segregated in the Civil War, so it is simple

to see which battles involved Black (United States Colored Troops, USCT) regiments.

Repeating the estimation from my main results in equation 1, but this time splitting the

sample by towns whose soldiers fought an above or below average share of their battles

alongside USCT regiments gives the results displayed in Table 4. The coe�cient on the

casualty rate for the sample that fought more battles with USCT regiments is negative,

signi�cant, and larger in magnitude than that of my main results, but is insigni�cant

for the below average sample. This suggests that the e�ect I observe in my main results

is particularly driven by towns where soldiers not only experienced high casualties, but

experienced these casualties alongside Black troops, witnessing their bravery and service

�rst-hand.

Importantly, towns that had higher casualty rates do not appear to have been those

that pre-war were more likely to be more favorable towards Black rights. Using data

from Blackhawk et al. (2020b), I locate all petitions sent before the War (1789-1860) on

the topic of slavery and following the same strategy as for my main results estimate the

impact of a town's casualty rate on these petitions. These results are presented in the

�rst two columns of Table A3 and reveal no signi�cant relationship between the casualty
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rate and petitioning regarding slavery. This alleviates concerns that evidence for this

mechanism is due to pre-existing characteristics of these towns.

6.2 Collective trauma entrenching pre-war norms

Economic and sociological literature suggests that collective trauma can reinforce pre-

existing beliefs, leading to heightened conservatism and stronger in-group cohesion (Gelfand,

2018). Towns with higher casualty rates would arguably be more traumatized than oth-

ers, resulting in an even stronger tightening of pre-war social norms, such as those about

traditional gender roles. In 19th Century USA the genders had their separate spheres,

women the domestic and passive, men the public and active, and this distinction was care-

fully drawn (Tocqueville, 1865). Observing a stronger adherence to such norms around

gender, and other pre-war norms, suggests that the lack of support for women's su�rage

in such towns may be driven by this traumatic experience.

Newspaper sentiment: Section 6.1 identi�ed that newspapers covering towns with

higher casualty rates were less likely to be writing about women's rights and su�rage

conventions. Towns rejecting the shifting norms around gender might go further than this,

and continue to write about women's rights but in a negative way. Using the Chronicling

America database of historical newspaper pages for the period 1850-1875 (10 years pre-

war and 10 years post) I pull the text from every page that mentions \women's su�rage" or

\women's rights", and then isolate the sentences around the mention of the phrase. I then

conduct sentiment analysis using the TextBlob Python library on these sentences. This

computes a sentiment polarity score (ranging from -1 to 1) by evaluating the positivity,

negativity, or neutrality of individual words in the text and then aggregates these scores to

derive the overall sentiment of the sentences. Additionally, it provides a subjectivity score

(ranging from 0 to 1) to indicate the extent to which the text expresses personal opinions

or factual information. I match the locations of the newspapers to my town dataset

assigning newspapers to towns within a roughly 35km radius, and conduct a di�erence-

in-di�erences analysis to measure how the sentiment and subjectivity of articles in towns

shifted after the Civil War in towns with higher (instrumented) casualty rates. There

are 20,316 articles for 481 towns. Results are shown in Figure 4 and indicate that higher

casualty rates are associated with the tone of articles written about women's political

rights being more negative, as well as being more subjective. This suggests that these

issues were not being written about as favorably in towns with more signi�cant sacri�ce,

potentially providing evidence for the backlash against, or at least de-prioritization of,

more egalitarian gender norms.

To further illustrate this point, I pick a speci�c instance of an event related to women's

su�rage that would be expected to receive national coverage, the women's marches of

1912-1914, and conduct similar sentiment analysis on the tone of newspaper articles writ-
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ten that mention them. Results are displayed in Table 5 and are negative and marginally

signi�cant, among those towns where newspapers were covering these prominent events

the tone of coverage was more likely to be negative in towns that had experienced higher

casualty rates.

Religion: If the hypothesis on collective trauma holds, one would expect the tight-

ening of pre-War norms to manifest in ways beyond gender, and in particular norms

around religion and church attendance which was dominant throughout the US. Using

census data on the number of religious buildings, the value of religious buildings and

the number of sittings22 I compare how the casualty rates e�ected these measures of

religiosity post-War. Results are displayed in �gure A8a and provide evidence for this

hypothesis. Towns with higher casualty rates have both more religious buildings overall

and higher religious property value, suggesting that religion was a key outlet for people's

e�ort post-War. There is also an increase in Protestant (Baptist and Presbyterian) sit-

tings, but a decrease in Catholic sittings; as the minority Christian denomination of the

period the reduction in Catholicism would be explained by the idea of collective trauma

tightening pre-war norms as for the vast majority of towns Protestantism would have

been the status quo.

Education: A further possible expression of this rejection of gender progress is

a reduction in education, particularly for girls and young women. If traditional gender

norms dictate that men work and women stay at home and take care of household re-

sponsibilities, the expected return to educating girls is lower the more �rmly one adheres

to such norms. I estimate the impact of higher casualty rates on education after the Civil

War, results are displayed in �gure A8b and provide evidence for this hypothesis. At

all levels of education, towns with higher casualty rates see a reduction in the share of

children currently attending school. For each group other than ages 11-14, the e�ect is

stronger for girls education than boys. Although suggestive that in towns with higher

casualty rates, education was valued less, it may also be the case that children's schooling

is lower as they are expected to take on work or domestic responsibilities out of necessity

due to injured and missing men, although the uneven e�ect by gender is still evidence of

a gender biased response. Although I cannot cleanly untangle these e�ects, the reduc-

tion in education remains the same and is a potential contributing factor in the reduced

appetite for women's su�rage.

Other political and social causes: Finally, to the extent that casualty rates may

have pushed women to cultivate a more public role in society it appears that postwar

groups such as the Women's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) and the Woman's

Relief Corps (WRC) were the more popular avenues (Silber, 2011). Although both or-

ganizations were radical in mobilizing women outside of church work, both were also

22Sittings refers to the number of seats for individuals in places of worship or the number of people
they will accommodate.
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more aligned with women's more acceptable domestic role when compared to the suf-

frage movement. They were also directly responding to the Civil War, with the WCTU

tackling the debilitating impact of alcohol and drug dependence many Civil War veterans

faced and the WRC supporting Union veterans and war-memorializing activities. The

relative success of these movements compared to women's su�rage further suggests that

there were more \acceptable" avenues for women to pursue a more active role.

6.3 Demographic Shock and Immigration

Deaths are included in the casualty rate (along with wounded, missing and POW). Higher

casualty rates might then have shifted attitudes due to the e�ect on the sex ratio of

excess male death. There are two key challenges for this mechanism. Firstly, theory

posits that an imbalanced ratio with more women shifts the relative power of the sexes

in di�erent ways, however, in the context of the women's su�rage movement at this time

it is not obvious whether a sex ratio shock would be driving or dampening my results.

Secondly, high pre-existing male-biased sex ratios, and high migration in this period may

be counter-balancing any expected sex ratio shifts. I will explore both these challenges

further.

Loss of men might have lead to political progress for women and demand for su�rage.

Women pushed by necessity to enter the labor force or lead their households are in a

stronger position to realize their economic and social liberation through economic power

and the recognition that they deserve the same rights as men in those roles (Guttentag and

Secord, 1983; Ferber and Berg, 1991; Heer and Grossbard, 1981). Alternatively, a shock

to the sex ratio which leads to male-advantage in the marriage market and decreased

female bargaining power (Abramitzky et al., 2011) would make political agitation more

costly and negatively e�ecting support for women's su�rage.

I estimate a di�erence-in-di�erences (DiD) using census data pre (1860) and post

(1870) war, to verify whether towns with higher casualty rates did experience sex ratio

shocks that shifted the balance towards women. The results of this estimation are dis-

played in Figure A8c, along with a variety of other demographic outcomes, and indicate

that if anything towns with higher casualty rates ended up gaining men in relation to

women. I also observe no impacts on factors associated with a sex ratio shock such as

female labor force participation, share of female household heads, or share of women

from that state who are married.23 Therefore, it is unlikely that this is the mechanism

underlying my results.

The most reasonable explanation for the lack of observable impact of high casualty

rates on the sex ratio is that high levels of immigration into and within the US at the

23The apparent lack of impact of the casualty rate on local women's marriage can be explained by
the increase in the age gap in marriages in these towns, which suggests that women were marrying older
men rather than not marrying at all.
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time are likely to have mitigated any initial shift.24 Men looking for work, or a wife, may

well have deliberately chosen to migrate during this period to areas that lost more men,

to try and �ll the gaps in labor and marriage markets their absence would have created,

and as the census data used here is from 5 years after the War there would have been

time for these countervailing shifts to occur. I conducted DiD analysis on the shares of

di�erent immigrant populations in the US measured pre (1860) and post-War (1870),

calculating a version of equation (4) wherePeriodt is a binary variable representing the

pre or post-war period. These results are presented in Table 6 and show that towns with

higher casualty rates saw an increase in Canadian, British, Irish, and French immigrants

and, the largest shift, in out of state US-migrants. This suggests that migrants were

selectively moving, negating any shock to the sex ratio we might expect.

Finally, there is a concern that this immigration could itself be driving my main

results. If immigrants replacing dead men are generally more conservative regarding

gender roles than native born populations then this would have a negative impact on

su�rage petitioning, leading the results to be over-estimations of the e�ect of casualty

rates. However, if the incoming migrants hold more progressive views relating to women's

role in society then this might be downwardly biasing the results. I follow Haddad (2022)

in attempting to capture migrants' views by using their home country (or state's) female

labor force participation to capture a measure of progressive attitudes towards women.

These results are shown in Figure A8d. They show a positive but insigni�cant shift in

immigrant shares from countries/states where women had above average FLFP, and a

signi�cant reduction in shares of immigrants from below average FLFP locations. This

suggests that incoming migrants may have replaced men with less progressive attitudes

towards women's rights, if anything biasing my results downwards.

Taken together these results suggest that the casualty rate, driven by its likely impact

on immigration inows, are unlikely to have shifted the sex ratio in Northern states in

such a way as to have fundamentally altered decision-making. Unlike previous research

on the impact of conict on women's outcomes where the key mechanism is an absence of

men (Rogall and Z�arate-Barrera, 2020; Boehnke and Gay, 2022) I am observing a more

direct impact of wartime experienceitself rather than the resulting sex imbalance. A sex

ratio shock is therefore unlikely to be the mechanism driving results.

24Unlike in other studies of imbalanced sex ratios, such as Grosjean and Khattar (2019), where im-
balances were broadly country-wide (or at least very large or remote areas) in this context there was
high internal as well as external mobility to dampen any expected e�ects of male scarcity. Bazzi et al.
(2023) propose a similar hypothesis when looking at the e�ect of male-biased sex ratios on the frontier
on women's bargaining power.
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7 Conclusion

In this work I show the impact of conict casualties in the US Civil War on the demand

for women's su�rage. I �nd that higher casualty rates in the Civil War are associated

with a decrease in petitioning to Congress, consistent with the hypothesis that when

casualty rates are higher the already �nite appetite for social and political reform is

further constrained resulting in a reduction in demand. I present evidence that the

mechanism for this reduction is partly the increased salience of Black rights in high

casualty rate areas, a cause competing with women's su�rage for this limited resource,

and a tightening of pre-war social norms due to the collective trauma of the War.

That social and political causes are competing for the limited attention and resources

of public support is a particularly interesting phenomena, and one that repeats itself in the

history of social movements throughout time. For example, many women campaigning for

the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee25 in the 1960s were pushed to join the

second-wave feminist movement when they recognized that they were treated as second-

class citizens to men even in this progressive reform movement (Hole, 1971). Similarly, we

see these tensions arise in debates of prioritization, such as over the inclusion of lesbian

rights in second-wave feminism (Sapiro, 2020), or trans issues in wider LGBT movements

(Lewis and Taylor, 2014).

The campaign for women's su�rage took decades and was outpaced by other demo-

cratic reforms, my results indicate that the physical and political consequences of the

US Civil War were contributing factors to this slow progress. These �ndings add to our

understanding of political mobilization and provide evidence that local experiences and

contexts matter for demand for political reform. My results also add nuance to our un-

derstanding of conict and social change, although it can shake up hierarchies and open

policy windows, it can also shift people's priorities away from progressive movements,

entrench existing structures, and generate backlash against groups. This sheds light on

the struggles for political rights in countries where some populations have yet to achieve

the franchise, as well as on the dynamics of political movements in developed contexts

today that are competing for attention and action.

25The Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee was the primary student group for civil rights.
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8 Figures

Figure 1: Balance Test for Pre-Civil War Characteristics

(a) Socio-economic characteristics (b) Characteristics related to progressive ideology

Estimates for the e�ect of deadly battle days (green lines, left) and casualty rate treatment (red lines, right) on outcomes measured prior to the
Civil War in 1860. E�ect estimates are y-standardized. All models control for total battle days, Eastern theater share, and state �xed e�ects.
90% con�dence intervals.
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Figure 2: Map of Variation in Treatment

(a) Variation in Casualty Rates

(b) Variation in Deadly Battle Days

Panel (a) displays variation in each town's casualty rate. Panel (b) displays variation in
deadly battle days after controlling for total battle days and state �xed e�ects. Darker colors
indicate higher values.
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Figure 3: Newspaper Convention Mentions

(a) Relationship Between Newspaper Coverage of Women's Conventions
and Black Conventions: Estimates from Equation (5) (b) Newspaper Convention Mentions and Casualty Rate

Panel (a) shows the correlation between mentions of women's rights/su�rage conventions and Black rights conventions before, during and after
the Civil War. Panel (b) displays the e�ect of higher casualty rates on newspaper coverage of Black and women's rights conventions respectively
after the Civil War compared to before.
In both panels I am controlling for period and county �xed e�ects. Observations are counties and newspaper mentions are per capita and
standardized.
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Figure 4: Newspaper Sentiment Analysis

Figure shows estimates of the impact of casualty rates on positivity and subjectivity of
newspaper articles written about women's su�rage and women's rights. Town and period
�xed-e�ects are included and a control for the total number of articles. Observations are
towns.
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9 Tables

Table 1: Summary Statistics

N Mean SD Min Max
Sex ratio 7189 1.09 0.17 0.33 9
Total population 7189 2117.469 12222.5 7 793615
Total days in battle 7189 34.83 21.62 1 258
Days in bloody battles 7189 0.29 0.30 0 2.66
Enlistment 7189 0.27 0.24 0.00 1
Eastern theater share 6632 0.51 0.40 0 1
Latitude 7189 41.78 1.78 37.01 47.46
Longitude 7189 -82.27 7.42 -96.61 -66.98
% Black men 7189 0.01 0.02 0 0.78
% US born 7189 0.87 0.13 0.07 1
% women working 7189 0.13 0.15 0 2.33
Real property value ($ per capita) 7189 1368.16 4614.05 0 194391.5
Manufacturing capital per capita (county) 7063 30.05 38.02 0.09 587.8
Churches per capita (county) 6995 0.00 0.00 0 0.01
Rail link (county) 7172 0.73 0.45 0 1
County population density 7172 29.21 295.42 0.01 13683.5
% Employed Agriculture 7189 0.15 0.07 0 0.40

All controls measured in 1860 at the town level unless otherwise speci�ed.

Table 2: First Stage

DV: Casualty Rate (1) (2) (3)

Bloody Battle Days 11.676*** 11.371*** 11.287***
(1.083) (1.100) (1.047)

Military controls: N Y Y
All controls: N N Y
K-P F-Stat 116.168 106.953 116.195
Observations 6599 6599 6599
R2 0.63 0.66 0.67

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Estimates of equation 1.
Observations are towns. All estimates control for state �xed
e�ects and count of battle days. Standard errors are clustered
at the county level in parentheses.
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Table 3: Main Results

DV: Total Petitions (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Panel A: OLS IV IV IV

Casualty Rate -0.003** -0.004*** -0.004*** -0.009** -0.011*** -0.008**
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Panel B: Poisson IV IV IV

Casualty Rate -0.018*** -0.024*** -0.016*** -0.032** -0.041*** -0.033***
(0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.013) (0.014) (0.012)

Military controls: N Y Y N Y Y
+ All controls: N N Y N N Y
Observations 6600 6600 6600 6600 6600 6600

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p < 0.01. Observations are towns. All estimates control for state �xed
e�ects. Standard errors are clustered at the county level in parentheses. Military controls are
average town muster date, enlistment, and share of soldiers exposed to the Eastern theater. All
controls are: (geographic) latitude and longitude; (demographic) share of population born in the
US and share of Black people in the population; and (economic) per capita real estate value, share
of women working, and rail links.

Table 4: Main Results Split by USCT Exposure

DV: Total Petitions Above Average Below Average

Casualty rate -0.074*** -0.083*** -0.083*** -0.014 -0.017 -0.007
(0.024) (0.025) (0.026) (0.022) (0.020) (0.018)

Military controls: N Y Y N Y Y
+ All controls: N N Y N N Y
K-P F-Stat 52.076 55.091 63.217 136.182 110.439 114.271
Observations 3390 3390 3390 3209 3209 3209

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p < 0.01. IV Poisson estimates using deadly battle days as an
instrument. USCT exposure calculated by share of battles fought with USCT regiments,
averaged across the soldiers of a town, and sample split at the mean. Observations are towns.
All estimates control for state �xed e�ects. Standard errors are clustered at the county level
in parentheses.
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Table 5: Newspaper Sentiment on the Women's Marches

DV: News sentiment (1) (2) (3)

Casualty rate -0.391* -0.406* -0.382*
(0.215) (0.227) (0.219)

Military controls: N Y Y
All controls: N N Y
K-P F-Stat 50.70 50.70 50.70
Observations 245 245 245

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 2SLS estimates
using deadly battle days as an instrument. Obser-
vations are towns in which newspapers covered the
women's su�rage marches. All estimates control for
state �xed e�ects. Robust standard errors in paren-
theses. Military controls are average town muster
date, enlistment, and share of soldiers exposed to the
Eastern theater. All controls are: (geographic) lati-
tude and longitude; (demographic) share of popula-
tion born in the US and share of Black people in the
population; and (economic) share of women working
and per capita real estate value.
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Table 6: Immigration

DV: Share ... men Other State Canadian British French Irish US Italian Norwegian German Swedish

Post Civil War � Casualty Rate 0.020*** 0.014*** 0.007*** 0.005** 0.005* 0.000 0.001 -0.003* -0.010*** -0.014***
(0.001) (0.003) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.004) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)

K-P F-Stat 175.670 175.670 175.670 175.670 175.670 175.670 175.670 175.670 175.670 175.670
Observations 10462 10462 10462 10462 10462 10462 10462 10462 10462 10462

* p< 0.10, ** p< 0.05, *** p < 0.01. 2SLS estimates using deadly battle days as an instrument. Unit of observation is a town. All estimates control for period
and town �xed e�ects. Displays standardized coe�cients from a regression of the share of each nationality on the casualty rate timesPost Civil War . Standard
errors clustered at the county level in parentheses.
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A Appendix

A.1 Additional Figures

Figure A1: Map of Su�rage Petitioning

Map shows location of petitions sent for women's su�rage 1870-1920. Darker dots are later in
date than lighter dots.
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