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Abstract 
 

 

Under conditions of uncertainty, we predict that development will be tied to the idiosyncrasy of 

organizational forms represented within local regions.  Our investigation applies this theory to 

data on 342 counties and 43,352 businesses in the U.S. South during Reconstruction, finding 

support for the thesis that organizational idiosyncrasy generally dampens growth and challenges 

taken-for-granted norms of community structure.  The causal effect varies somewhat depending 

on whether the underlying mechanisms entail increases in the production of local goods, the 

accumulation of fixed capital, or the attraction of new residents and retention of existing ones.  

We conclude by considering if the theory may generalize to other settings, including locales that 

depart markedly from the close-knit agrarian culture of the postbellum South. 
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Introduction 

 

In the years leading up to the American Civil War, Irwinsville and Hawkinsville, Georgia 

-- two hamlets separated by 50 miles in the state’s Wiregrass region – shared a pastoral and pre-

industrial existence.  The South Georgia piney woods around Irwinsville were populated 

primarily by subsistence farmers (Malone 1986) and “one could [still] walk through twenty miles 

of unbroken forest between Hawkinsville and … the site of present-day Eastman, without passing 

a house” (Wetherington 1994: 6).  During the postbellum period, the development of these rural 

settlements and their surrounding regions diverged noticeably.  The population in Hawkinsville 

nearly doubled in the decade after 1870, rising from 813 to 1,542 residents, while Irwinsville 

experienced a meager increase of 56 residents (20%) over the same period (U.S. Census 1880).  

These growth patterns were paralleled by differences in business culture.  The northern Wiregrass 

region around Hawkinsville adopted a prototypical pattern of industrial development, yielding a 

New South economy that emphasized lumber, sawmills, and railroads over tenants and neo-

plantations (Wetherington 1994).  Meanwhile, the southern Wiregrass near Irwinsville remained 

tethered to an idiosyncratic yeoman farming economy, unresponsive to the ambitions and 

uncertainty of the emerging New South (Malone 1986). 

How can we explain variance in local development under conditions of profound change?  

As the examples of postbellum Hawkinsville and Irwinsville suggest, development trajectories 

are not merely a function of capital accumulation and labor supply, but reflect more subtle 

distinctions of place.  Following periods of political or economic upheaval, local revitalization 

can be especially sensitive to distinctions drawn by risk-averse residents, investors, consumers, 

and entrepreneurs (Carlton and Coclanis 2003).  In the field of human ecology, scholars have 

long sought to account for such place distinctions in community structure – encompassing not 

just the distribution of the human, but also the organizational, population (Hawley 1950).  In 

times of economic stability, places that evidence a distinctive ‘character’ and portfolio of 

organizations may thrive (Molotch et al. 2000).  Conversely, under conditions of uncertainty, 

those that deviate from cognitive and normative expectations may suffer the indignity of 

stagnation. 
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In this paper, we advocate for a sociological approach to understanding local 

development that underscores the idiosyncrasy of places and how it may be assessed in terms of 

local organizations.  We analyze data from the postbellum South between 1870 and 1880, 

because it offers a natural experiment in which a large number of locales are exposed to similar 

conditions of institutional change and economic hardship.  From a research design perspective, 

this historical context offers another important advantage as well:  the postbellum South was 

remarkably self-contained.  As historians have documented, virtually all of the residents in 

Southern towns and villages came from the region itself (Ayers 1992).  In the late 19th century, 

Northeastern cities experienced a surge of foreign immigration and Western towns served as hosts 

to a diverse mix of cultures, but Southern counties generally competed with each other for 

residents and workers.  In this milieu, place distinctions were likely to be strongly influenced by 

the culture of the New South. 

Using a combination of U.S. Census and Dun Mercantile Agency records, we assemble 

information on the demographics, social heterogeneity, economic geography, and organizational 

composition of 342 counties across the five Southern Cotton States (Alabama, Georgia, 

Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina).  Our analyses leverage this data to augment 

conventional economic explanations of regional performance, seen in terms of indices such as 

capital investment and gross product, and offer a novel organizational framework that can inform 

understandings of development under conditions of environmental change.  Whereas 

contemporary theories of local development suggest that places should stand out, differentiated 

by a creative class of individuals (Florida 2005) or the distinctive urban core of organizations 

they help create (Molotch et al. 2000), we find that idiosyncrasy proved inimical to county 

development in the more uncertain milieu of the Reconstruction South. 
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An Organizational Theory of Local Development 

 

The Ecological Perspective  

   

Ecological approaches to local development have called attention to the consequences of 

social organization (and disorganization), particularly as they relate to the ability of communities 

to develop shared norms of behavior and progress.  Drawing from the early work of the Chicago 

school (e.g. Park et al. 1925), classic ecological research tended to highlight informal 

organization – networks, neighborhood associations, spatial arrangement of housing, etc. -- and 

analyze individual-level outcomes rather than development in communities as a whole (Shaw and 

McKay 1969; Sampson et al. 2002; but see Small and McDermott [2006] for a recent exception).  

Organizational ecology, a newer incarnation of the ecological approach, has focused more 

resolutely on aggregate outcomes and the distribution of formal organizations.  In an influential 

monograph, Hannan and Freeman (1989: 7) ask, “why are there so many (or so few) kinds of 

organizations” in a locale?  The question is of both theoretical and practical importance, because 

variety in organizational forms may offer a “repository of alternative solutions” (ibid) to local 

problems. 

Recent studies at the community level have begun to address this link empirically.  In an 

examination of forty-eight American communities over a century, Carroll, Xu and Kocak (2005) 

consider the relationship between local newspaper organizations and turnout in political elections.  

They find that the organizational diversity of newspapers – considered across such categories as 

commercial, women’s, labor, and religious papers -- had a negative impact on local electoral 

turnout in congressional and presidential races.  The result suggests that organizational diversity 

along salient categories of personal identity may prove divisive in a community, reducing civic 

involvement on the whole.  By contrast, insights from two longitudinal case studies by Molotch 

and colleagues (2000) point to different correlates of organizational diversity.  Comparing Santa 

Barbara and Ventura, California, they find distinctive profiles of voluntary and business 

organizations, despite the similarity of the cities in other respects, including climate, topography, 

and their early history of citrus agriculture and oil production.  Partially as a function of its 
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organizational diversity, Santa Barbara is lauded by outsiders for its lively urban core and high 

level of civic participation.  By contrast, Ventura, which lacks a critical mixture of voluntary and 

business organizations located in a common retail district, does not offer much as a “model” 

community (ibid: 797). 

How does the portfolio of organizational forms affect economic and demographic 

development in a locale more generally?  The studies cited above suggest that the causal link 

between organizational diversity and local development need not be straightforward.  What seems 

more important than diversity, in certain respects, is that the organizations that emerge in a 

community are viewed as appropriate and integrative by community members and outsiders 

(Putnam 2000).  In the Santa Barbara case studied by Molotch and his colleagues, for instance, it 

is the symbiosis among voluntary associations and businesses that offers a crucial ingredient to 

local development (2000: 814-816).  An emphasis on the ecology of local organizational forms 

should therefore be complemented by a framework that attends to norms of community structure 

(Hawley 1950). 

 

Norms of Community Structure 

  

In modern society, there are strong explicit and implicit norms governing the ecological 

character of locales.  Explicit norms include zoning ordinances, building codes, urban renewal 

guidelines, and legislation governing historical preservation. Implicit norms govern our 

expectations regarding the look-and-feel of communities.  In a study of local development in New 

Jersey, for example, Keller (2003) found that residents cited urban design and the lure of a ‘real’ 

community as top reasons in moving to the “New Rivers” precinct, above more tangible factors 

such as affordable housing and good schools.  These explicit and implicit norms are widely 

diffused by mass media, realtors, urban planners, and municipal governments. 

While explicit norms of community structure are of recent historical vintage, implicit 

norms may also govern the ecology of pre-industrial locales, such as the counties of the 

Reconstruction South.  As soon as transportation and communication networks have emerged to a 

point that permits the comparison of different regions, individuals begin to form cognitive 
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prototypes that differentiate ‘typical’ and ‘idiosyncratic’ locales.  In pre-industrial society, these 

schemata build on the basic organizational structure of rural agrarian villages – viewed by 

Tönnies (1912) as a prototypical form of Gemeinschaft – and intimate new organizational types 

that should emerge at each stage of development. 

During the postbellum era, popular rhetoric among writers and boosters regarding the rise 

of a New South offered a similar creed regarding the appropriate steps to transform agrarian 

settlements into industrial centers (Gaston 1970).  As Mark Wetherington suggests in his history 

of the northern Georgia wiregrass region, the idea of a common path to development began to 

displace a variegated model of communities as railroad depots, market centers, mill towns, or 

tourist traps:  “with the passage of time and cotton’s ascendancy, communities became less 

distinct in character” and were marked by “a unity of form: weather-beaten stores, dusty gins and 

warehouses, dilapidated black ‘bottoms,’ and elegant ‘White Ways,’ the Victorian and 

neocolonial neighborhoods of the town elite” (1994: 220).  During Reconstruction, commentators 

also ridiculed communities that skipped stages in a normative sequence of development.  In their 

cautionary tale about the Gilded Age (1996 [1873]), Mark Twain and Charles Warner drew a 

satirical portrait of “Obedstown”, a fictional Southern hamlet that boasted little more than a few 

scattered houses, a blacksmithy, a general store, and a lethargic population in the antebellum 

period, yet which sought to attract an industrial college after the Civil War. 

These qualitative intuitions can be developed further by considering the hypothetical 19th 

century counties shown in Figures 1a and 1b.  The five counties (labeled A through E) are cross-

tabulated with the organizational types found in those counties (gray cells indicate the presence of 

at least one organization matching a type).  In the county-organization matrix shown in Figure 1a, 

we see a strong norm governing the appearance of new organizations at each stage of 

development.  All of the locales feature farms, and a smaller number also have general stores.  

Progressively smaller subsets feature saloons and blacksmith shops; and only one county has 

managed to attract a theater, a rarity in the late 19th century.  This pattern of organizational form 

emergence across counties, termed a nested hierarchy (Hanneman 2006; Aldrich and Ruef 2006), 

conveys an implicit social norm, in which rare organizational types only appear once a county has 

attained a given level of organizational diversity. 
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[ Insert Figure 1 About Here ] 

 

Figure 1b illustrates a violation of this norm.  The counties (A - E) are arrayed in the 

same order from left to right, with County A being the most diverse in organizational forms and 

County E being the least diverse.  But now, County D features a theater even though it lacks more 

rudimentary organizational forms, such as a saloon or blacksmith shop.  When organizational 

types in a locale deviate substantially in this fashion from the prototypical order of form 

emergence, we label them as idiosyncratic.  Under conditions of uncertainty, these locales tend to 

violate taken-for-granted standards governing organizational composition and attract accusations 

of illegitimacy from outside observers.1 
 

Mechanisms and Scope Conditions 

 

To clarify the outcomes predicted by the ecological perspective, we can consider the 

mechanisms that link this framework to development, as well as the scope conditions that delimit 

its application.  In the neoclassical theory of regional development, economic output is 

represented as a function of local technical infrastructure, the pool of available labor, and a 

region’s stock of financial capital (Solow 1956).  This basic framework is built on assumptions of 

complete knowledge about the use of such resources and their consequences.  During times of 

uncertainty, when infrastructural change makes probabilities and outcomes unknown to local 

supporters, the neoclassical model is thrown out of order.  An ecological framework, linking local 

place distinctions to organizational growth patterns, reassembles the pieces.  In particular, it 

connects two developmental processes to the ecology of local organizations:  (a) the capacity of a 

locale to imitate others that have already passed through a particular stage of development; and 

(b) the ability of a locale to attract and retain residents and investors.   

Consider first the benefits that accrue from social learning when communities are able to 

imitate other locales.  Communities can generate new organizational activities and structures 

rapidly if they follow norms of local development observed in other ‘typical’ communities (cf. 

 7



DiMaggio and Powell 1983).  Conversely, ‘idiosyncratic’ communities must find their own path 

to development, often on the basis of trial-and-error learning.  The inability to imitate other 

locales is especially problematic in the face of profound environmental uncertainty. 

Such conditions impact the decisions of residents and investors, as well.  While 

communities with a variety of organizational forms allow for more effective matching between 

workers and jobs (Hannan 1988), these benefits only accrue when the organizational composition 

of a locale matches the taken-for-granted assumptions of potential residents.  Speculators and 

entrepreneurs are also more likely to find a match for their material interests when the 

organizational landscape conforms to norms found in the wider society.  When communities are 

idiosyncratic by this standard, investors tend to wonder about their economic prospects and 

propriety.  This seems especially true of the postbellum South, where local investors preferred 

“relatively ‘safe’ industries, thereby biasing the southern industrial economy against the pursuit 

of a broadly based and innovative development” (Carlton and Coclanis 2003: Chapter 7). 

These mechanisms should be qualified by a number of scope conditions prior to 

empirical application.  First, the concept of idiosyncrasy depends on the assumption that members 

of a society are enculturated with taken-for-granted schemata regarding the organizational 

composition of locales.  According to this assumption, individuals learn from an early age to 

expect that some resilient organizational forms are found in even the smallest of settlements, 

while rare and fragile forms are limited to the largest urban centers.  The formation of such 

cognitive schemata may be challenged under certain conditions.  For instance, if substantial 

numbers of foreign immigrants enter a region, the expectations they bring regarding community 

structure may derive from the culture of their homeland, rather than the culture of their new 

society.  Alternatively, in circumstances of prolonged turmoil and transformation, members of a 

society may develop norms that are based on largely random patterns of community structure, 

rather than ones that are well-patterned and institutionalized.  A strong version of the thesis only 

holds, therefore, when (a) the majority of community residents (and potential residents) are raised 

in the same regional culture; and (b) patterns of community structure within that region are 

unlikely to occur by random chance.  We examine both of these empirical scope conditions 

below.   
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Another scope condition to the organizational theory sketched here concerns the types of 

locales for which developmental processes can be reliably predicted.  In rural areas, cognitive 

schemata suggest generic rules concerning the types of organizations that inhabit these locales 

and the frequency with which they appear.  As settlements increase in population and 

organizational density, deviations from norms of community structure become more acceptable.   

Large urban centers offer distinctive mixes of organizations and amenities that defy easy 

typification.  As Molotch and colleagues (2000: 791) note, it is these “holistic qualities that make 

Chicago the ‘city of the broad shoulders’ rather than, like Paris, ‘the city of light’ ”.  

Consequently, idiosyncrasy arguments are more likely to hold when (c) patterns of organizational 

structure are examined in locales that have not attained the demographic scale of cities. 

 

Data, Measures, and Method 
 

Data 

 

We test our theory of local development using data sources at two levels of analysis:  

business organizations and counties.  For both levels, we sought to develop a complete 

enumeration of these units in the Cotton South (including the states of Alabama, Georgia, 

Louisiana, Mississippi, and South Carolina) during the two Census years following the American 

Civil War (1870 and 1880).  Processes of economic and demographic development were then 

evaluated in terms of growth measures and difference scores between the decennial waves. 

The data for business enterprises come from the Dun Mercantile Agency Reference Book 

(1870, 1880), the most complete source from the late 19th century on these organizations.  

Starting in 1859, the Dun Agency began issuing a reference book that provided broad coverage of 

retail, wholesale, service, and manufacturing firms throughout the U.S. for purposes of credit 

evaluation and trade finance.  Based on the July 1870 edition of the Reference Book, we 

identified 16,529 non-farm businesses in the Cotton South (approximately 4% of all firms 

enumerated by Dun); the July 1880 edition contained 26,823 of these organizations.  With the 

detailed descriptors employed by Dun’s credit reporters, we coded businesses into 195 distinct 
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organizational forms listed in the Reference Book.  Organizational forms were dropped if:  (a) 

there were less than two instances of the form throughout the Deep South during either the 1870 

or 1880 wave; or (b) the form was purely agricultural (i.e. a farm or plantation).  This left 158 

organizational forms for purposes of analysis (see Appendix A). 

For both theoretical and empirical reasons, we restrict the sample to non-farm business 

organizations.  First, businesses are most closely tied to the development outcomes that we 

examine, including the production of goods and services, employment opportunities, and capital 

stock.  While a broader sample of organizational forms would add churches, voluntary 

associations, public agencies, and the like, the analysis of this broader sample would also call for 

elaboration of the basic theory and its conception of ‘development’.  Second, the data on the 

prevalence of business organizations during this period is far more reliable than that for other 

organizational forms.  Some attempts were made at the time to collect similar data for non-

business organizations (e.g. churches in the 1870 Census), but these data are available on a more 

sporadic basis than the information in Dun’s Reference Book.  Finally, we exclude agricultural 

enterprises (farms and plantations) because they were ubiquitous features of the organizational 

landscape in Southern counties during the postbellum period.  As a consequence, their inclusion 

does not contribute to variation on our measure of idiosyncrasy. 

The majority of our data were collected from the Federal Census (1872, 1883) and 

supplementary sources at the county level, including indicators of economic and demographic 

growth, composition of the population, and geographic area.  The 1870 wave includes a total of 

346 counties in the five Cotton States.  Due to its population size and lack of comparability with 

other counties, we removed Orleans Parish (LA), the site of New Orleans, from further analysis.  

At the other extreme, three counties were sufficiently underdeveloped in 1870 as to lack any 

business organizations whatsoever.  After removing these outliers, the data include 342 counties, 

which were also sampled in the 1880 wave.  Table 1 provides an overview of our measures and 

descriptive statistics for these two time periods. 

 

[ Insert Table 1 About Here ] 
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Measures 

 

Regional Outcomes. We assess the growth of postbellum counties in terms of three outcome 

measures.  County gross product serves as a general indicator of economic development.  We 

operationalize this variable by summing the value of manufacturing output produced over a given 

year with a broad measure of the value of farm output (including crops, forest products, home 

manufactures and animals slaughtered or sold for slaughter).  A second economic indicator – 

capital investment – is measured as the value of fixed capital in a county, including the value of 

farm implements and machinery, buildings, and investments in manufacturing.  We specifically 

exclude the value of land when analyzing this indicator as a dependent variable, since land is not 

subject to depreciation to the same extent as other forms of capital.  Finally, demographic growth 

is indexed by the aggregate population of a county. 

 

Organizational Idiosyncrasy.  The key independent variable is the measure of idiosyncrasy, 

which evaluates whether the profile of organizational forms in a county matches the pattern found 

in Southern postbellum counties on the whole.  Because counties vary in their ability to sustain 

organizational activity, the measure we employ is not based on simple matching of forms across 

counties, but, rather, on the extent to which the appearance of organizations conforms to a nested 

pattern, conditioned on the diversity of organizational types in each county.  We adopt an 

approach to nestedness that has been widely used in bioecology to analyze the hospitality and 

idiosyncrasy of habitats for diverse species (Atmar and Patterson 1993; Rodriguéz-Gironés and 

Santamaría, 2006).  Recent descriptive analyses in organizational sociology have suggested that 

this approach may also be useful in evaluating the typical order of appearance among 

organizational forms in human communities (Hannemann, 2006; Aldrich and Ruef, 2006). 

 For purposes of exposition, we will show how this approach can be applied to a small 

sample from the 1870 wave, involving ten counties from Alabama and the first ten organizational 

forms in our alphabetical list (excluding those forms that do not appear in any of those counties 

during that year).  Figure 2 illustrates the four steps used to derive a measure of county 

idiosyncrasy.  We begin with a raw matrix indicating the presence or absence of each 
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organizational form in the ten counties (Figure 2a).  Reading across the rows, for instance, we can 

see that Autauga County features at least one confectionary, cotton gin, drug store, dry goods 

store, and general store, but lacks a bank, blacksmith, butcher shop, carpentry, or clothier.  

Adopting the language of theoretical ecology, we refer to counties that feature a diverse set of 

forms as being ‘hospitable’ to organizational activity and we refer to organizational forms that 

thrive in a large number of counties as being ‘stable’ (Atmar and Patterson, 1993).  Conversely, 

counties featuring a small number of organizational forms are referred to as ‘inhospitable’ and 

forms that exist in only a small subset of counties are called ‘tenuous’. 

 

[ Insert Figure 2 About Here ] 

 

 The next step in the analysis permutes the rows and columns of the matrix (Figure 2b), so 

that counties are ranked in order from hospitable (top of the matrix) to inhospitable (bottom) and 

organizational forms are ranked from stable (left) to tenuous (right).2  If locales are nested within 

one another, such that the organizational forms in less hospitable counties always constitute a 

proper subset of the forms in more hospitable counties, then the resulting matrix should give rise 

to a predictable pattern, in which organizational presences are concentrated in the upper-left hand 

corner of the permuted matrix and organizational absences are concentrated in the lower-right 

hand corner. 

Using the density of the presence-absence matrix, a perfect pattern of nestedness can 

easily be derived.  We identify a point [X,Y] along the matrix diagonal that divides the matrix 

into two areas, one consisting only of predicted presences and the other consisting only of 

predicted absences.  If O is the number of organizational types, C is the number of counties, and 

∆ is the density of the matrix, we calculate X = ∆ × O and Y = ∆ × C.  In the example, for 

instance, we have a county-organization matrix in which 40% of the cells are presences (∆ = 0.4).  

Thus, we can compute X = 0.4 × 10 = 4 and Y = 0.4 × 10 = 4.  To divide the matrix, lines are 

drawn from the upper-right and lower-left hand corners to this point.  Basic algebra verifies that 

the area above and to the left of these lines would contain all the presences in the matrix if they 

were concentrated in the most hospitable counties and stable organizational forms. 
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From a sociological perspective, several questions arise in analyzing the permuted matrix.  

First, to what extent do locales in a given region and historical period evidence a norm of 

nestedness?  If strong norms of community structure prevail, the appearance of organizational 

forms will follow a predictable sequence.  Locales that are inhospitable to organizing efforts will 

only feature the most stable organizational forms – such as dry goods and general stores, in our 

example.  Locales that are exceptionally hospitable may feature even rare organizational forms 

(such as clothiers).  To assess the strength of a norm of nestedness, we employ a measure based 

on deviations from the ideal-type pattern (Figure 2c).  Every empty cell above the dividing lines 

in the matrix represents an unexpected absence of an organizational type; every full cell below 

the dividing lines represents an unexpected presence.  These unexpected cells are represented as 

deviations (dij) from the dividing lines in the matrix along cross-cutting diagonals (whose length 

is denoted as Dij) (Atmar and Patterson 1993).  Idiosyncrasy (I), the overall measure of deviation 

from nestedness in the matrix, is then calculated as: 
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Where C is the number of counties, O is the number of organizational forms, i and j index forms 

and counties (respectively), and Umax is a constant representing the maximum amount of deviation 

from nestedness that is possible for any given matrix.  The measure I can range from 0, 

representing no deviation from nestedness, to 100, representing maximum deviation. 

 A cell from the example serves to illustrate how standardized deviations (dij / Dij) are 

calculated to comprise the metric of idiosyncrasy.  Consider the unexpected presence of a cotton 

gin in Autauga County.  The deviation from the dividing line is small (d38 = 0.5), but the length of 

the cross-cutting diagonal is also fairly short (D38 = 5).  The standardized deviation (dij / Dij) 

informs us that this deviation represents 1/10 of the length of the cross-cutting diagonal. 

 When the occurrence of organizations within a set of locations gives rise to a pronounced 

pattern of nestedness, a second measurement issue emerges – how do we evaluate the 

idiosyncrasy of locales that do not conform to this pattern of community structure?  Using the 
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row totals that comprise the measure of overall idiosyncrasy (I), a county-specific summation of 

deviations from nestedness (IC[i]) is: 
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Figure 2d illustrates the resulting measures of idiosyncrasy for the ten counties in our expository 

sample (in logged form).  Autauga County is moderately idiosyncratic by this standard, since it 

lacks a bank and blacksmith shop, but does feature a rarer organizational form (the cotton gin).  

By contrast, Chambers County perfectly matches the expected pattern of organizational forms.  

As the figure suggests, measures of idiosyncrasy are sensitive to the inclusion of unique 

organizational forms, which only appear in a single locale in the matrix (note the relatively high 

scores for Barbour, Bullock, and Autauga).  To guard against this problem, we only include forms 

in our analyses when corresponding organizational exemplars appear at least twice in each of the 

data waves. 

 

Alternative Hypotheses.  We constructed a number of measures to examine theories of 

development that offered alternatives to our ecological perspective.  The most prominent 

alternative relates to social disorganization theory (Shaw and McKay 1969), arguing that the 

success of development in a locale hinges on the composition and informal networks of 

individual residents, rather than formal organization per se.  Ethnic diversity was measured to 

assess the claim that residents from heterogeneous backgrounds have greater difficulty reaching 

consensus regarding appropriate avenues toward local development.  We used an index of 

qualitative variation, based on three ethnic categories (white, black, and other).  We also 

examined the claim that economic development benefits when a large proportion of residents are 

locals, with strong networks ties to a region and an interest in community boosterism.  Given the 

porous nature of county boundaries, we operationalized the local population as the percentage of 

county residents who were born in the state where that county was located.3 
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Control Variables.  We employ a series of basic demographic controls, including the percentage 

of each county’s population that is white, male, and foreign-born.  The descriptive statistics for 

the foreign-born measure are instructive, since they offer support for our first scope condition 

(see Table 1).  Less than 1% of the population in the Cotton South are immigrants in both waves, 

suggesting that norms of community structure are unlikely to be affected by expectations 

introduced from other countries.  

Other control variables address the economic and organizational infrastructure of each 

county.  The neoclassical model of development predicts that labor and capital will be attracted to 

a region with above-average wages and returns-to-capital, respectively.  In selected models, we 

control for the mean wage in each county, as well as the ratio of county gross product to capital 

investments.  Since some models of development locate the ‘take-off’ of backwards economies in 

their transition from agriculture to manufacturing, we include a control for the percentage of 

county gross product generated by manufacturing firms.  Using the Dun Reference Book, we also 

identify whether a county has a national, state, or private bank.  Finally, we examined whether 

each county had at least one settlement that was served by a railroad.  Indicators for 

transportation infrastructure were gleaned from the Official Railway Guide (Allen and Burns 

1869/1880). 

 Geographic controls include fixed-effects for each state in the analysis (with Alabama as 

the omitted category).  In addition, we noted that some counties lost part of their geographic area 

between 1870 and 1880 to the creation of new counties or redrawing of county boundaries.  On 

average, this resulted in a relatively small reduction in the square mileage of counties following 

the 1870 wave (less than 5% of total area).  To control for such redistricting, we used the 

Historical U.S. County Boundary Files (Earle 1999) to calculate a measure of county area in both 

waves. 
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Model Specification and Estimation 

 

To test our theory of local development, we added organizational variables to a simple 

neoclassical model of economic and demographic growth.  Models for growth in county gross 

product (Y’), population (P’), and fixed capital stock (K’) were specified as: 
 

   ( ) nnC XXIKPY γγβαα ...'1'' 111 +++−+=    (3) 
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Where Ic is the change in the idiosyncrasy of a county, w is the deviation of the local wage rate 

from the regional average at the beginning of the period, Y / K is the rate of return-on-capital 

(again, at the beginning of the period), and the vector X summarizes other variables that may 

affect economic or demographic growth.  The parameter α estimates the share of output due to 

growth in the population (i.e. labor pool) and, conversely, 1 – α estimates the share due to capital 

(0 < α < 1).  Parameter β estimates the effect of county idiosyncrasy on growth in gross product, 

population, and capital stock.  The parameter θ denotes the propensity of workers to be attracted 

to (and retained within) a locale based on the local wage rate, while s denotes the savings rate. 

Estimation of the models was guided by three substantive concerns.  First, we noted that 

variation in unobserved characteristics of counties could affect their ability to develop during 

Reconstruction.  For instance, one might posit that economic growth was affected by stable 

differences in entrepreneurial culture, as Doyle (1990) suggests in his comparison of postbellum 

Southern cities.  To control for such unobserved heterogeneity, we employed a two-period 

difference model, regressing growth between 1870 and 1880 in each outcome of interest on 

growth or change over the same period in the relevant independent variables.  Second, our scope 

conditions suggest that the effects of organizational composition are likely to be most pronounced 

for counties lacking large urban centers.  Accordingly, we estimated our models for both a 

restricted sample of counties, excluding large commercial and urban cotton centers, and a full 
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sample, including all counties.  For this purpose, commercial or urban cotton centers were 

defined as settlements with 75+ businesses or 3,000+ inhabitants.  Another issue of estimation 

concerned spatial autocorrelation of outcomes across contiguous counties.  Outcomes such as 

population growth and financial investment may be influenced (either positively or negatively) by 

the migration of labor and capital in neighboring regions.  To accommodate this source of 

autocorrelation, we estimated a model for each of the outcomes that included a spatially lagged 

control, calculated on the basis of both neighboring counties and neighbors of neighbors. 

A more general concern in model estimation was the possibility of endogeneity for each 

of the development indicators, given the plausible claim that changes in idiosyncrasy result from 

growth in economic output, population, or fixed capital, leading to reverse causation.  To explore 

this possibility, we deployed regression models to estimate each equation separately and then 

estimated a simultaneous equation model, which included idiosyncrasy as an outcome as well.  

The former set of models were estimated using ordinary least squares, while the latter was 

estimated using three-stage least squares. 
 

Results 

 

County Idiosyncrasy 

 

Our initial exploratory analyses considered a simple question:  to what extent did 

Southern counties evidence a clear pattern of organizational development during Reconstruction?  

Using the algorithmic approach to idiosyncrasy introduced above, we prepared a matrix that 

cross-tabulated all of the counties with all of the organizational forms in the sample and permuted 

that matrix by the hospitality of counties and stability of forms.  For the 1870 wave, this yielded 

the 342 × 158 cell matrix shown in Figure 3.  The permuted matrix displays a typical pattern of 

nestedness, with cell presence concentrated toward the top and left of the matrix.  Hospitable 

counties – i.e. those with a high carrying capacity for organizations – feature all of the frequent 

organizational forms, including general stores, dry good stores, groceries, and the like (inset [a]).  

Inhospitable counties, by contrast, only feature a subset of these forms, most commonly general 
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stores (inset [b]).  On the whole, the figure suggests a prototypical pattern of organizational 

development, where general stores tend to appear first in these counties, followed by dry good 

stores and groceries, and succeeded by slightly less common forms, such as physician offices, 

hotels, and carriage-makers. 

 

[ Insert Figure 3 About Here ] 

 

 When we examine the smoothed isocline in the figure, representing the theoretical 

boundary between presences and absences in the matrix, it is clear that some of the cells deviate 

considerably from the idealized pattern.  To test whether the pattern of nestedness is statistically 

significant, we conducted a Monte Carlo study of randomized replications.  Specifically, one-

hundred matrices were generated at random for both the 1870 and 1880 waves, where all matrices 

had the same density as the original data (∆1870 = 0.10; ∆1880 = 0.13).  We permuted each matrix 

by the frequency of organizational forms and calculated its overall idiosyncrasy (I).  Table 2 

shows the results of this analysis.  

 

[ Insert Table 2 About Here ] 

 

The idiosyncrasy of the actual and randomized county-organization matrices tends to be 

substantially greater than zero, the point where a perfectly predictable pattern of organizational 

development is observed.  Still, the difference between the observed idiosyncrasy and mean of 

randomized matrix idiosyncrasies is also large for both periods.  As a result, we safely reject the 

null hypothesis that the presence of organizational forms in these locales is no different than what 

would be expect by chance and assert that there appears to be a strong implicit norm governing 

the ecological structure of these communities. 
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Economic Growth 

 

We turn next to our analysis of economic development, examining the growth in county 

gross product between the 1870 and 1880 waves (Table 3).  Given the scope conditions of our 

theory, we initially restrict attention to the 316 counties that lack large settlements (i.e. 

commercial or urban cotton centers).  The baseline specification (Model 1) attributes almost 82% 

of the economic growth from generic factor inputs to expansions in the local population and 

around 18% to capital accumulation.  The large negative estimate for the intercept is worth 

noting.  In the absence of growth in their labor supply and capital assets (or change in their 

demographics and organizational infrastructure), Southern counties could expect a decline of as 

much as 46% in the value of economic output.4  In contrast to typical estimates for neoclassical 

models of growth – which hypothesize a positive time trend owing to technological progress – 

this reflects the volatile context of the postbellum South, where prices for cotton declined 

precipitously and agriculture and merchandising were subject to profound organizational changes 

(Ransom and Sutch 2001). 

 

[ Insert Table 3 About Here ] 

 

 The effects of demographic composition on economic output suggest that Southern 

counties benefited when they had larger non-white (particularly, African American) or immigrant 

populations.  This is perhaps unsurprising, given the enormous reliance of the antebellum South 

on enslaved black field workers, domestics, and artisans and the efforts of the planter elite in the 

postbellum period to substitute immigrant laborers in agricultural pursuits (Ruef 2004).  

Considering changes in organizational infrastructure, we find that counties which located an 

increasing amount of activity in manufacturing generated a higher gross product, consistent with 

dual sector models of economic growth.  However, we do not find an association between 

economic growth and the development of financial institutions or railroad networks in a county.  

Indeed, the full specification (Model 3) suggests that counties attracting railroads between 1870 

and 1880 experienced a 15% decline in county gross product.  This may be attributed to a number 
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of factors, including the large amounts of capital outlays diverted to railway infrastructure, the 

symbolic nature of some railroad construction efforts, and the fall of many Southern railways into 

receivership following the Panic of 1873.5 

 Model 2 introduces the variable of primary theoretical interest.  As hypothesized, the 

organizational idiosyncrasy of these counties is associated with substantial decreases in economic 

output.  For a one standard deviation increase in idiosyncrasy between 1870 and 1880, a county is 

estimated to experience a decline of over 9% in gross product (p < .001).  For the largest 

observed increase in idiosyncrasy (+4.48 standard deviations in Cameron County, Louisiana), the 

estimate suggests a decline in county gross product that is over 42 percent.6  Notably, growth in 

the density of organizations has no effect on county gross product, suggesting that there is no 

difference in this respect between a county that is dominated by a single enterprise and one that 

hosts a large number of businesses. 

 How well does the effect of organizational idiosyncrasy hold up when alternative 

explanations are incorporated into our analysis?  As shown in Model 3, the adaptation of social 

disorganization theory to explain development receives no empirical support.  Rather than being 

negatively tied to county gross product, ethnic diversity appears to offer a positive benefit for 

economic growth (p < .01), perhaps owing to emergence of distinct ethnic enclaves or 

entrepreneurial cultures.  There is little association between the presence of ‘locals’ (i.e. 

individuals born within the state) and economic growth. 

 Two final models test the sensitivity of the analysis to spatial autocorrelation and 

extension to the full sample of counties.  The spatial model examines the impact of 

interdependence between each focal county, its neighboring counties, and the neighbors of those 

neighbors (Model 4).  The autocorrelation of gross product proves to be insignificant across 

counties and the inclusion of the control does not appreciably change any of the results.  

Extending the analysis to the full sample of counties (Model 5) also has a modest impact on the 

results discussed previously.  While the magnitude of the effect for organizational idiosyncrasy 

declines slightly, the estimate remains highly significant.  Moreover, the change in magnitude is 

consistent with the scope conditions of our theory, which posit that idiosyncrasy is less 

problematic for development in regions with larger urban centers.   
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Demographic Growth 

 

The models of demographic growth in Southern counties are shown in Table 4.  As in the 

previous series of models, we initially restrict our attention to counties lacking a commercial or 

urban cotton center.  The baseline model (1) suggests that population growth increases 

substantially with the percentage of a county’s non-white population, and, predictably, the spatial 

expansion of a county.  There is also evidence for disproportionate growth among counties that 

are initially less populous, as indicated by the negative coefficient for the logged population level 

in 1870.  On the other hand, there is no empirical support for the neoclassical contention that 

higher-than-average wages at the beginning of the period serve to attract workers and their 

families. 

 

[ Insert Table 4 About Here ] 

 

 In model 2, we add the effects of changes in organizational composition within the 

counties.  Consistent with predictions, organizational idiosyncrasy is correlated with demographic 

decline (p < .01).  Specifically, a one standard deviation increase in idiosyncrasy is associated 

with an estimated two-and-a-third percent contraction in county population.  Given the 

aggregated operationalization of our dependent variable, of course, it is not possible to identify 

the micro-mechanisms that may underlie this association – migrants may not be attracted to 

counties that are idiosyncratic (leading to low in-migration), residents may be less inclined to stay 

in such counties (leading to high out-migration), and / or adults may be less likely to raise 

families in this organizational context (leading to lower fertility rates). 

 The impact of organizational composition changes very little with the addition of a 

control for the ethnic diversity of the population (Model 3).  The estimates for organizational 

idiosyncrasy also remain significant at the p < .05 level when we add a control for spatial 

autocorrelation, which suggests a fairly high amount of positive interdependence in population 

growth across neighboring counties (Model 4).  A final analysis removes the restriction that 
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counties not have a commercial or urban cotton center (Model 5).  Extending the sample to 

include these larger communities renders the effect of idiosyncrasy statistically insignificant, 

which again is consistent with the scope conditions of the theory. 

 

Capital Investment 

 

 Table 5 displays the difference models predicting growth in county capital stock 

(excluding land).  The specification with basic controls for organizational infrastructure and 

economic incentives yields predictable results (Model 1).  Counties with high returns to capital 

and an expanding manufacturing base are more likely to serve as lures for speculators and 

entrepreneurs.  There is also evidence of the correlation of capital flows with work force 

composition, as counties with an influx of minorities, immigrants, and males are more likely to 

exhibit increases in capital stock. 

 

[ Insert Table 5 About Here ] 

 

Adding the effects of organizational composition, we find that idiosyncrasy again has a 

significant association with the ability of locales to engage in economic development (Model 2, p 

< .001).  The magnitude of the estimate suggests that the effect of organizational profile could be 

quite substantial in the postbellum South:  a county experiencing an increase of one standard 

deviation in idiosyncrasy could expect a rate of capital accumulation that was 25% lower than a 

county that experienced no change.  The estimate for idiosyncrasy continues to be statistically 

significant in model 3 and 4, which incorporate controls for social heterogeneity and spatial 

autocorrelation, respectively.  Extending the sample to all counties in the Cotton South (Model 5), 

we find that the effect of idiosyncrasy is only reduced slightly. 
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Correlation or Causation? 

 

 While the preceding models suggest a correlation between changes in idiosyncrasy and 

economic and demographic growth, it must be acknowledged that causal direction cannot be 

inferred decisively from these results.  For instance, it is plausible that entrepreneurs who move to 

a county will contribute to greater normative conformity in the composition of its business 

community, leading to an effect of population growth on organizational idiosyncrasy, rather than 

vice versa.  Considering the relatively small number of entrepreneurs in the population, though, it 

is unclear whether this mechanism alone could account for the magnitude of the idiosyncrasy 

coefficient. 

 

[ Insert Table 6 About Here ] 

 

 Estimates from a simultaneous equation model (SEM) examine the possibility of reverse 

causation and address endogeneity bias in the previous coefficient estimates (see Table 6).  As 

seen in the first three models, the negative effect of idiosyncrasy on development remains 

statistically significant for gross product and population growth.  For these indicators, the 

coefficients in the SEM suggest that the magnitude of the effect is underestimated substantially in 

the single equation models.  The effect of idiosyncrasy on capital investments, on the other hand, 

remains comparable in magnitude, but is now statistically insignificant.  Where idiosyncrasy itself 

is modeled as an outcome of interest, we see that ‘boomtowns’ (locales witnessing a rapid influx 

of inhabitants and capital) are more likely to become idiosyncratic, but that this effect is counter-

acted when those locales become reliable producers of goods and services.  In the context of the 

agrarian South, organizational idiosyncrasy also increases as counties emphasize manufacturing 

activities and when the county populace is largely male or local in origin. 
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Discussion 
 

 While much recent policy attention, following Putnam (2000), has been directed at the 

role of organizations in promoting the civic life and cohesiveness of communities, attention to the 

effect of organizational structure on economic and demographic growth has largely been ignored 

(but see Molotch et al., 2000).  To fill this theoretical gap, we have introduced a new framework 

that deploys ecological ideas to understand how the composition of organizations within and 

across locales can influence local capital accumulation, migration patterns, and economic output.  

Applying this framework to data from Southern counties in the aftermath of the Civil War, our 

empirical findings suggest a fairly pervasive impact of organizational composition on economic 

and demographic growth, though one whose effects vary in their magnitude depending on the 

outcome studied.  The idiosyncrasy of communities – i.e. their tendency to deviate from taken-

for-granted sequences of organizational form emergence – strongly affects their level of 

economic output and population growth, but exercises a more modest causal effect on capital 

accumulation.  To some extent, this result may be due to the fact that residents and entrepreneurs 

respond strongly to regional norms of community structure, while investors (particularly those 

that originate from outside of a region) are less inclined to evaluate locales on this basis.  In the 

context of Reconstruction, a more complete analysis of investment processes would thus address 

the prototypical norms of development established in the Northeast and how those matched or 

deviated from the organizational sequences observed in the South.7  This intuition coincides with 

historical narratives that associate an influx of capital at the time with Northern “carpetbaggers” 

(Foner 1988). 

 In proposing an organizational framework for studying local development, we seek to 

complement, rather than replace, conventional economic models of growth.  Clearly, there is still 

much empirical basis for the neoclassical model, which conceptualizes regional growth as a 

function of capital and labor inputs and computes capital accumulation as a function of return on 

capital.  But this parsimonious account misses the organizational texture affecting long-term 

economic development.  Much of this texture lies in the interacting field of local organizations 

and the cognitive and normative rules that govern the appearance of that field (DiMaggio and 

 24



Powell 1983).  In our application to the postbellum South, these rules take on mundane, yet 

familiar, forms – e.g. the appearance of a physician in a county is expected to be followed closely 

by the appearance of a drug store to fill prescriptions; the appearance of a hotel should be 

followed by the appearance of a bar or saloon to entertain out-of-town visitors, etc. (see Figure 3).  

When locales host organizations that conform to such rules, they enable residents and business 

owners to engage in the taken-for-granted rituals of daily life. 

 Many of the micro-mechanisms underlying these processes remain to be studied.  The 

intuitions behind the county-form matrix suggest that positioning within the matrix affects the 

ability of organizations to attract capital and acquire legitimacy.  If so, the concept of 

idiosyncrasy should be helpful in understanding the founding and survival of specific types of 

organizations within counties.  Our intuitions regarding demographic growth have similar micro-

level implications, as residents should migrate predictably between counties marked by high 

levels of idiosyncrasy and those marked by high levels of typicality.  Understanding these micro-

mechanisms is critical for the advancement of a theory of local development, given the possibility 

of endogeneity in the macro-level account. 

 Our application of the theory to the postbellum South has also imposed a number of 

scope conditions that may be worth relaxing in future research.  We have studied a historical 

context (the Reconstruction Era) associated with considerable uncertainty and a close-knit culture 

(the postbellum South) marked by strong norms of community structure.  From a historical 

perspective, it is worth asking if idiosyncrasy can be linked to local development when norms of 

community structure are just emerging (as in frontier regions of the American West during the 

19th century) or transient (regions of the Northeast experiencing large-scale immigration).  

Similar questions arise in extending the perspective to contemporary applications.  Urban 

scholars, such as Richard Florida (2005), have argued that modern cities thrive on idiosyncrasy, 

though such positive effects may be conditional on urban scale and a stable socio-political 

environment.  If these benefits are conditional, then smaller municipalities in the developed world 

or urban centers in developing countries may be ill-advised to follow the example set by Western 

paragons, such as Silicon Valley.  Instead, the more advantageous trajectory for these locales may 
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be to seek similarity, rather than distinctiveness, relative to other places in their own cultural 

context. 

Given the outcomes of interest, we have limited our application to the analysis of 

business organizations, ignoring the role played by voluntary associations, churches, and local 

government.  Incorporating these other organizational forms into the analysis can serve to 

broaden our conception of ‘development’ and connect it with the established literature on social 

capital within communities.  While considerable elaboration is still needed, our organizational 

perspective holds promise as a middle-range theory that can inform both community sociology 

and research on regional development. 

 

 

Appendix A.  List of Organizational Forms 

 

 [ Insert Table A.1 About Here ] 
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End Notes 
 
 

1.  Deviations from standards of community structure do not imply that idiosyncratic locales are less 

‘functional’ than prototypical locales with respect to any measure of well-being.  Indeed, a comparison of 

County D in Figures 1a and 1b would suggest that the opposite may be true.  While residents in the first 

case have an opportunity to consume alcoholic libations, those in the second may enjoy access to plays, 

operas, or music. 

 

2.  A basic version of this permutation process simply ranks counties and forms based on their marginal 

row and column totals, respectively.  As suggested by our example, this algorithm often does not yield a 

unique permuted matrix.  Consequently, algorithms in theoretical ecology typically add a second step, in 

which a matrix permuted on the basis of marginal totals is permuted further in order to directly minimize 

deviations from a measure of nestedness, which we discuss below. 

 

3.  We also analyzed measures of economic geography, assessing the possibility that spatial monopolies 

among general store merchants might prove detrimental to local development (Ransom and Sutch 2001) or 

that development might hinge on the conformity of county settlements to a central place hierarchy 

(Christaller 1966).  Neither variable proved to be statistically significant in any of the models and, 

therefore, they were dropped from further consideration. 

 

4.  This decline appears to have been most severe in the heart of the Cotton South (Alabama and Georgia) 

and slightly less so in states that cultivated other cash crops, such as rice (e.g. Louisiana). 

 

5.  While the negative correlation with economic growth could also be attributed to the deplorable state of 

rail lines during Reconstruction, virtually all of those lines had been restored by 1870 (Stover 1955). 

 

6.  One critique that might be offered with respect to this finding is that idiosyncrasy may be negatively 

correlated with economic scale, even when viewed cross-sectionally.  Cross-sectional analyses suggest, 

however, that there is no empirical support for this assertion.  For the 1870 census, there is a moderate and 

positive correlation (r=0.11, p=0.05) between idiosyncrasy and county gross product; in the 1880 census, 

this correlation is weak and positive (r=0.05, ns).   These descriptive results dovetail with the sociological 

intuition that assigns a unique urban identity to larger centers of economic activity (Molotch et al. 2000). 
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7. Such an account would continue to privilege the intuition that outside investors are concerned about the 

organizational “typicality” of the areas they are pouring capital into and simply apply their own indigenous 

norms of community structure.  An alternative hypothesis is that local investors are generally more 

sensitive to idiosyncrasy.  Addressing this issue in the postbellum South, for instance, Carlton and Coclanis 

(2003) point specifically to the conservatism of local investors, “who preferred safety to innovation”. 



 
 
 
 

Organizational 
Types 

Counties 

 A B C D E 
Farms      
General Stores      
Saloons      
Blacksmith Shops      
...      
Theaters      
 Figure 1a. 
      

Farms      
General Stores      
Saloons      
Blacksmith Shops      
...      
Theaters      
 Figure 1b. 
 
Figure 1. Two Patterns of Organizational Demography Across a Set of 
Hypothetical Counties (A – F). 



 Organizational Form   Organizational Form  
County Bk Bl Bu Ca Cl Co Ct Dr Dy Gs  County Dy Gs Dr Co Bl Bk Bu Ct Cl Ca  

Autaug  a           5 Barbour           8 
Baldwi  n           2 Bullock           5 
Barbour           8 Autauga           5 

Bib  b           2 Chambers   [X,Y]       4 
Blount           3 Calhoun           4 

Bullock           5 Butler           4 
Butler           4 Cherokee           3 

Calhoun           4 Blount           3 
Chambe  rs           4 Baldwin           2 
Cherokee           3 Bibb           2 

 2 3 1 1 1 4 1 7 10 10   10 10 7 4 3 2 1 1 1 1  

 (a) Raw County-Organization Matrix   (b) Permuted Matrix  

Organizational                      

Forms          County Dy Gs Dr Co Bl Bk Bu Ct Cl Ca  
Bank / Lender Bk          Barbour           8 
Blacksmithy Bl          Bullock           5 
Butcher Shop Bu          Autauga         d38 = 0.5 5 
Carpent  ry C  a r         Chambe  s           4 
Clothes Shop Cl          Calhoun      d55 = 0.5    4 
Confectionary Co          Butler         D38 = 5 4 
Cotton G  in Ct          Cherokee           3 
Drug Store Dr          Blount           3 
Dry Good Store Dy          Baldwin       D55 = 10   2 
General Sto  re G  s          Bib  b           2 

   4 3 2 1  0- 10 10 7 4 3 2 1 1 1 1  

(e) Legend  (d) Measure of Idiosyncrasy (logged)  (c) Measure of Nestedness 

 
Figure 2.  Deriving a Measure of Idiosyncracy from a County-Organization Matrix 



 
 
 

Figure 3. Permuted County-Organization Matrix for the Cotton South, 1870 
 
 

 
 

Organizational  
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Legend:   General Store  Gs  Drug Store  Dr 
  Dry Good Store  Dy  Hotel   Ho 
  Grocery  Gr  Bar / Saloon  Ba 
  Physician / Dentist Ph  Carriage-Maker  Cr 
 
 
 
 

Counties 

 Gs Dy Gr Ph Dr Ho Ba Cr 
Charleston, SC         
Mobile, AL         
Chatham, GA         
Richmond, GA         
Bibb, GA         
Fulton, GA         
Warren, MS         
Muscogee, GA         
Hinds, MS         
Montgomery, AL         

Inhospitable 

Hospitable 

(a) Hospitable Counties 

Tenuous Stable 

 Gs Dy Gr Ph Dr Ho Ba Cr 
Emanuel, GA         
Fayette, GA         
Issaquena, MS         
Washington, AL         
Towns, GA         
Irwin, GA         
Bryan, GA         
Milton, GA         
Berrien, GA         
Tattnall, GA         

(b) Inhospitable Counties 



Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Counties in the Cotton South, 1870 – 1880 (N=342) 
  Mean  (SD) T-Test 
Variable Description (Source) 1870 1880  

Dependent Variables     
  Gross Product Sum of manufacturing and agricultural output in $1,000s (Census). 1139.25 (873.99) 979.25 (786.06) *** 
  Population Aggregate population of county in 1,000s (Census). 12.39 (88.65) 15.82 (10.63) *** 
  Capital Investment Value of farm machinery, implements, buildings, and manufacturing 

investments in $1,000s (Census). 
186.34 (306.54) 198.64 (383.61) ns 

Demographic Variables     
  White Percentage of population that is white (Census). 54.75 (21.97) 52.87 (22.67) *** 
  Immigrant Percentage of population that is foreign-born (Census). 0.96 (1.61) 0.73 (1.26) *** 
  Male Percentage of population that is male (Census). 49.43 (1.28) 49.97 (1.37) *** 
  Local Population Percentage of population that was born in same state as county (Census). 80.48 (13.50) 85.03 (10.21) *** 
  Ethnic Diversity Index of qualitative variation across ethnic categories (Census). 0.60 (0.17) 0.59 (0.17) ns 

Economic Variables     

  Wage Rate Annual wages paid in manufacturing and agriculture in $ / population (Census). 16.04 (14.17) ---  
  Return-to-Capital County gross product / capital investment (Census). 13.29 (25.88) ---  
  Total Capital Stock Value of farm machinery, implements, buildings, land, and manufacturing 

capital in $1,000s (Census). 
1224.93 

(1062.43) 
1340.69 (963.05) ** 

Organizational Variables     
  Manufacturing Output of manufacturing firms as percentage of gross product (Census). 17.44 (18.00) 19.10 (20.63) ns 
  Bank Whether county has at least one bank (Dun). 0.12 (0.33) 0.28 (0.45) *** 
  Railroad Station Whether county has at least one railway station (Official Railway Guide). 0.49 (0.50) 0.65 (0.48) *** 
  Density Number of business establishments in county (Dun). 50.96 (73.46) 80.39 (104.97) *** 
  Idiosyncrasy Deviation of county from prototypical pattern of development (Dun). 3.22 (3.40) 4.44 (3.62) *** 

Geographic Variables     
  County Area Area in square miles (Historical U.S. County Boundary Files). 680.04 (386.95) 647.88 (359.31) *** 
Note:  T-tests identify significant differences in means between panels (** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; two-tailed tests)  



 
Table 2.  Monte Carlo Analysis of County Idiosyncrasy 

 1870 Data 1870 Randomized † 1880 Data 1880 Randomized † 

Idiosyncrasy (I) 3.22 6.93 4.36 ‡ 9.32 

Density (∆) 0.10 0.10 0.13 0.13 

Standard Deviation --- 0.19 --- 0.25 

Z-Score -19.61  (p < 0.001) -19.67  (p < 0.001) 
† Based on 100 matrix replications. 
‡ Note that idiosyncrasy score differs slightly from measure presented in Table 2, due to inclusion of “new” 1880 counties here. 



Table 3.  Difference Model Predicting % Growth in County Gross Product, 1870 – 1880 
 Counties without Commercial and Urban Cotton Centers (N=316) Spatial Model All Counties 
 Variable a Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
 Constant   -45.910  (7.249) ***   -46.024  (7.129) ***   -46.242  (8.128) ***   -46.366  (8.152) ***   -44.247  (7.767) ***
 Population (% Growth)      0.819  (0.039) ***      0.806  (0.039) ***      0.815  (0.039) ***      0.813  (0.039) ***      0.800  (0.038) ***
 Total Capital (% Growth)       0.181  (0.039) ***      0.194  (0.039) ***      0.185  (0.039) ***      0.187  (0.039) ***      0.200  (0.038) ***
 Demographics      
    % White     -2.177  (0.853) *     -2.065  (0.836) *     -1.735  (0.840) *     -1.686  (0.859)     -1.193  (0.831) 
    % Immigrant    18.536  (7.235) *    16.894  (7.151) *    15.881  (7.138) *    15.755  (7.163) *      3.256  (5.698) 
    % Male      5.756  (3.053)      6.662  (3.004) *      4.515  (3.133)      4.615  (3.157)      2.455  (3.003) 
 Organizational Infrastructure      
    % in Manufacturing      1.359  (0.215) ***      1.388  (0.212) ***      1.375  (0.211) ***      1.385  (0.214) ***      1.523  (0.202) ***
    Bank     -1.829  (7.543)     -2.638  (7.387)     -2.820  (7.333)     -2.592  (7.389)     -0.586  (7.066) 
    Railroad Station   -13.483  (7.323)   -13.569  (7.174)   -15.085  (7.145) *   -14.882  (7.192) *   -16.573  (7.016) * 
   Density (% Growth) ---      0.004  (0.010)      0.004  (0.010)      0.004  (0.010)     -0.001  (0.010) 
    Idiosyncrasy b ---     -9.455  (2.421) ***     -9.044  (2.424) ***     -9.025  (2.429) ***     -7.655  (2.357) ***
 Social Heterogeneity      
   Ethnic Diversity --- ---      1.646  (0.621) **      1.641  (0.622) **      1.951  (0.606) ** 
   % Local Population --- ---      0.411  (0.608)      0.410  (0.609)      0.377  (0.596) 
 Geographic Controls      
    Georgia c     0.984  (8.337)    -2.601  (8.218)    -1.211  (8.351)    -1.197  (8.364)     0.591  (7.987) 
   Louisiana   20.048 (10.905)   23.994 (10.754) *   24.028 (10.676) *   23.885 (10.705) *   24.081 (10.190) * 
   Mississippi     7.458 (10.124)     7.895  (9.929)     6.758  (9.872)     6.533  (9.919)     0.420  (9.348) 
   South Carolina     4.607 (12.197)    -0.996 (12.025)     4.620 (13.143)     4.942 (13.213)     5.385 (12.542) 
   County Area (% Change)     0.021  (0.271)     0.048  (0.265)    -0.065  (0.269)    -0.072  (0.271)    -0.148  (0.256) 
   Spatial Autocorrelation --- --- ---    -0.037  (0.129)    -0.057  (0.126) 
 Maximum VIF 1.94 1.97 2.09 2.09 2.06 
 R-Square (degrees of freedom) 0.482  (12) 0.506  (14) 0.518  (16) 0.518  (17) 0.501  (17) 
* p < .05;  ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (one-tailed tests for hypothesized effects, two-tailed otherwise) 
a Unless otherwise specified, all variables are included as difference scores (1870 – 1880). 
b Calculated as difference between z-scores for ease of interpretation.     
c Fixed effects for states; Alabama is the omitted category. 



 
Table 4.  Difference Model Predicting % Growth in Aggregate County Population, 1870 – 1880 
 Counties without Commercial and Urban Cotton Centers (N=316) Spatial Model All Counties 
 Variable a Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
 Constant  148.752 (24.662) *** 146.359 (24.435) *** 146.508 (24.462) ***  104.577 (25.805) ***   90.537 (23.418) ***
 Log Population (1870)   -12.833  (2.622) ***   -12.621  (2.595) ***   -12.652  (2.598) ***   -10.089  (2.601) ***     -8.564  (2.332) ***
 Wage Rate (1870 Average in $)      0.085  (0.095)      0.062  (0.094)      0.057  (0.095)      0.033  (0.092)      0.066  (0.091) 
 Demographics      
    % White     -1.308  (0.354) ***     -1.274  (0.349) ***     -1.305  (0.353) ***     -1.601  (0.351) ***     -1.469  (0.343) ***
    % Immigrant      5.282  (2.937)      5.741  (2.922)      5.880  (2.934) *      7.230  (2.873) *      6.493  (2.391) ** 
    % Male      2.428  (1.265)      2.468  (1.253) *      2.692  (1.308) *      1.689  (1.294)      1.550  (1.258) 
 Organizational Infrastructure      
    % in Manufacturing     -0.007  (0.093)     -0.024  (0.092)     -0.024  (0.092)     -0.048  (0.090)     -0.013  (0.085) 
    Bank      2.972  (3.113)      2.747  (3.071)      2.756  (3.074)      2.612  (2.992)      2.869  (2.861) 
    Railroad Station      1.767  (2.972)      1.449  (2.932)      1.584  (2.944)      0.988  (2.869)      0.486  (2.823) 
   Density (% Growth) ---      0.010  (0.004) *      0.010  (0.004) *      0.009  (0.004) *      0.008  (0.004) * 
    Idiosyncrasy b ---     -2.331  (0.993) **    -2.386  (0.999) **    -2.088  (0.974) *    -1.177  (0.952) 
 Social Heterogeneity      
   Ethnic Diversity --- ---     -0.155  (0.256)     -0.109  (0.249)     -0.033  (0.245) 
Geographic Controls      
    Georgia c  -10.544  (3.717) **  -11.459  (3.684) **  -11.470  (3.688) **    -9.733  (3.613) **    -7.693  (3.463) * 
   Louisiana     2.090  (4.617)     2.524  (4.572)     2.516  (4.577)     2.379  (4.454)     2.386  (4.335) 
   Mississippi     3.938  (4.183)     4.711  (4.136)     4.784  (4.142)     5.606  (4.036)     5.088  (3.883) 
   South Carolina   15.402  (5.030) **   14.053  (4.989) **   13.883  (5.002) **     7.382  (5.107)     7.877  (4.886) 
   County Area (% Change)     0.686  (0.111) ***     0.707  (0.110) ***     0.720  (0.112) ***     0.720  (0.109) ***     0.719  (0.104) ***
   Spatial Autocorrelation --- --- ---     0.597  (0.142) ***     0.579  (0.137) ***
 Maximum VIF 2.33 2.36 2.36 2.39 2.34 
 R-Square (degrees of freedom) 0.260  (13) 0.285  (15) 0.286  (16) 0.326  (17) 0.325  (17) 
* p < .05;  ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (one-tailed tests for hypothesized effects, two-tailed otherwise) 
a Unless otherwise specified, all variables are included as difference scores (1870 – 1880). 
b Calculated as difference between z-scores.    
c Fixed effects for states; Alabama is the omitted category. 
 



Table 5.  Difference Model Predicting % Growth in County Capital Investments, 1870 – 1880 
 Counties without Commercial and Urban Cotton Centers Spatial Model All Counties 
 Variable a Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
 Constant   -85.562 (109.770)     -9.747 (109.728)    43.927 (110.217)    54.458 (111.237)   -61.535  (99.136) 
 Log Capital Investment (1870)      4.850  (9.441)     -1.964  (9.434)     -4.337  (9.340)     -4.258  (9.347)      6.077  (8.156) 
 Return-to-Capital (1870)      7.237  (0.352) ***      7.116  (0.346) ***      7.124  (0.346) ***      7.110  (0.347) ***      7.245  (0.339) *** 
 Demographics      
    % White     -5.752  (2.379) *     -5.696  (2.328) *     -5.422  (2.325) *     -5.292  (2.334) *     -3.763  (2.254) 
    % Immigrant    64.573 (19.965) **    63.429 (19.715) **    56.353 (19.549) **    57.228 (19.600) **    32.034 (16.187) * 
    % Male    34.318  (8.340) ***    36.115  (8.212) ***    27.385  (8.555) **    27.561  (8.565) **    22.533  (8.202) ** 
 Organizational Infrastructure      
    % in Manufacturing      5.031  (0.640) ***      4.892  (0.629) ***      4.758  (0.621) ***      4.723  (0.623) ***      5.279  (0.570) *** 
    Bank    11.866 (20.985)    11.531 (20.533)     13.125 (20.247)     12.784 (20.268)     11.697 (19.266) 
    Railroad Station   -42.670 (20.283) *   -42.982 (19.863) *   -46.355 (19.622) *   -45.048 (19.718) *   -48.319 (19.184) * 
   Density (% Growth) ---      0.044  (0.027)      0.033  (0.027)      0.033  (0.027)      0.025  (0.027) 
    Idiosyncrasy b ---   -25.470  (6.796) ***   -23.179  (6.734) ***   -22.858  (6.754) ***   -17.235  (6.481) ** 
 Social Heterogeneity      
   Ethnic Diversity --- ---      4.401  (1.711) *      4.505  (1.719) **      5.152  (1.672) ** 
    % Local Population  --- ---     -3.355  (1.682) *     -3.331  (1.684) *     -3.503  (1.647) * 
Geographic Controls      
    Georgia c   -10.062 (23.123)   -22.855 (22.860)   -32.355 (23.143)   -35.696 (23.606)   -24.210 (22.514) 
   Louisiana     -9.610 (30.188)    18.727 (29.778)    19.973 (29.354)    14.991 (30.154)    12.558 (28.738) 
   Mississippi     -8.732 (27.958)     -6.381 (27.410)     -6.118 (27.053)   -12.220 (28.328)   -18.222 (27.012) 
   South Carolina   -25.984 (33.881)   -38.145 (33.315)   -62.230 (36.155)   -66.640 (36.681)   -58.381 (34.855) 
   County Area (% Change)      1.847  (0.748) *      1.927  (0.733) **      1.394  (0.740)      1.374  (0.741)      1.239  (0.705) 
   Spatial Autocorrelation --- --- ---     -0.098  (0.134)     -0.086  (0.131) 
 Maximum VIF 1.96 2.00 2.11 2.19 2.16 
 R-Square (degrees of freedom) 0.733  (13) 0.746  (15) 0.755  (17) 0.755 (18) 0.740 (18) 
* p < .05;  ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (one-tailed tests for hypothesized effects, two-tailed otherwise) 
a Unless otherwise specified, all variables are included as difference scores (1870 – 1880). 
b Calculated as difference between z-scores. 
c Fixed effects for states; Alabama is the omitted category. 
 



Table 6.  Simultaneous Equation Model Predicting County Development and Change in Organizational Idiosyncrasy, 1870-1880  (N=316) 

 Development Indicators (% Change) Organizational Indicator 
 Variable Gross Product Aggregate Population Capital Investments Idiosyncrasy Score 
 Constant     -49.364  (8.384) ***     114.429  (25.174) ***      41.749  (145.458)       -1.164  (0.316) *** 
 Population (% Growth)        0.840  (0.041) *** --- ---        0.019  (0.008) * 
 Total Capital (% Growth)         0.160  (0.041) *** --- ---        0.003  (0.001) ** 
 Gross Product (% Growth) --- --- ---       -0.022  (0.004) *** 
 Log Population (1870) ---     -10.446  (2.512) *** --- --- 
 Wage Rate (1870 Average in $) ---       -0.140  (0.096) --- --- 
 Log Capital Investment (1870) --- ---       -3.558  (12.914) --- 
 Return-to-Capital (1870) --- ---        7.271  (0.367) *** --- 
 Demographics     
    % White       -1.387  (0.879)       -1.530  (0.370) ***       -5.193   (2.270) *       -0.027  (0.020) 
    % Immigrant      11.270  (7.463)        5.070  (3.105)      54.203 (19.932) **        0.231  (0.175) 
    % Male        9.086  (3.454) **        3.466  (1.480) *      28.754   (9.686) **        0.234  (0.073) ** 
 Organizational Infrastructure     
    % in Manufacturing        1.537  (0.222) ***       -0.046  (0.095)        4.784  (0.603) ***        0.034  (0.007) *** 
    Bank       -6.009  (7.696)        1.551  (3.167)      11.895  (19.706)       -0.326  (0.175) 
    Railroad Station     -14.586  (7.448) *        1.214  (3.034)     -43.970  (19.182) *       -0.169  (0.170) 
   Density (% Growth / 100) ---        1.163  (0.452) * ---        0.027  (0.018) 
    Idiosyncrasy     -33.950  (8.035) ***     -13.652  (4.364) ***     -24.528  (35.442) --- 
Social Heterogeneity     
   Ethnic Diversity        1.273  (0.664)       -0.380  (0.282)        4.697  (1.788) **        0.023  (0.016) 
   % Local Population        1.150  (0.633) ---       -2.498  (1.635)        0.038  (0.014) ** 
 Geographic Controls     
    Georgia       -8.781  (8.996)     -13.352  (4.150) **     -32.038  (26.269)       -0.262  (0.203) 
   Louisiana      31.905  (11.612) **        7.954  (4.908)      16.107  (34.789)        0.772  (0.275) ** 
   Mississippi        5.122  (10.254)        6.044  (4.243)     -14.995  (27.401)        0.120  (0.230) 
   South Carolina       -3.547  (14.024)        1.843  (5.671)     -59.768  (37.188)       -0.139  (0.321) 
   County Area (% Change)       -0.043  (0.249)        0.759  (0.111) ***        1.352  (0.728) --- 
   Spatial Autocorrelation       -0.050  (0.095)        0.452  (0.139) **       -0.095  (0.130)       -0.003  (0.046) 
 Hausman Test (p-level) 48.30 *** 2.36 -4.51 -13.54 
* p ≤ .05;  ** p < .01; *** p < .001 (one-tailed tests for hypothesized effects, two-tailed otherwise) 



Table A.1. Organizational Forms Analyzed † 

Agent (NEC) Feed Store Physician / Dentist’s Office 
Agricultural Implements / Supply Ferry / Tugboat / Boat (NEC) Piano Maker / Tuner 
Architect’s Office Fertilizer Vendor Picture-Frame Maker 
Artist’s Studio Fish / Oyster Monger Plasterer 
Auction House Foundry (NEC) Plumber / Gasfitter 
Bakery Furniture Store Postmaster 
Bank / Money Lender Gardener / Nursery Printer / Publisher 
Bar / Saloon Gas Works Produce / Provisions Store 
Barber Shop General Store Railroad Contractor / Supplies 
Billiard Saloon Ginmaker Railroad Office 
Blacksmith Grain Store Restaurant 
Boarding House Grist Mill Rice Mill 
Boatbuilder Grocery Saddlery 
Boilermaker Gun- / Locksmith Sail Maker 
Bookbinder Hardware Store Saltworks 
Bookstore Harness Maker Saw / Planing Mill 
Brewery Hatter School (NEC) 
Brick / Stone Mason Hide / Leather Store Seed Vendor 
Brickyard Hotel Sewing Machine Vendor 
Bridge Builder Huckstershop / Peddler Shingle Mill 
Broker, Commercial Ice Dealer Ship Chandler 
Broom Factory Insurance Company Shipper / Freighter 
Builder / Contractor Ironworks Shipwright 
Building Materials Supply Jeweler Shoemaker, Boot/Shoe Store 
Butcher Justice of the Peace Silver / Goldsmith 
Cabinetmaker Lamp / Kerosene Store Slater / Roofer 
Carpentry Land / Real Estate Agency Soap / Candle Factory 
Carpet Store Law Office Soda (or other) Bottler 
Carriage- / Wagonmaker Limekiln / Quarry Speculator 
China / Crockery / Glass Shop Liquor / Wine Store Stationary Store 
Cigars / Tobacconist Livery Steamboat 
Cloth / Linen Store Livestock Dealer Stock Brokerage 
Clothier (NEC) Lumber Yard / Mill (Live)Stock Raiser 
Coal Yard Machine Shop Stone Cutter 
Coffee House Marble Yard Stove Vendor 
Collection Agency Mechanic Tailor 
College Men’s Clothier Tanyard 
Confectionary Merchant (NEC) Tea Shop 
Cooperage Milk / Dairy Delivery Telegraph Company 
Coppersmith Millinery / Dressmaker Tinware Shop 
Cotton Factor Millwright Toy Store 
Cotton Gin / Mill Mine Trunk Maker 
Distillery (NEC) Mineral Spring Turpentine Distillery 
Door / Blind / Sash Maker Music Store Undertaker 
Drayage Music Teacher / School Upholsterer 
Drug Store Newspaper / Magazine Warehouse 
Dry Goods Store Newsstand Watchmaker 
Dyer Oil Mill Wharf 
Engineer, Civil Paint / Oil Store Wheelwright 
Express Agency Painter Woodshop 
Factor (NEC) Paper Mill Woodyard 
Factory (NEC) Paper Store Woolen Mill 
Fancy Goods Store Photography Studio  
†  Analysis excludes farming enterprises.  
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