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Executive Summary

On the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the start of the U.S. war in Afghanistan,

this study reports a detailed evaluation of every U.S. soldier, sailor, airman, and

Marine who died there from the start of the war in October 2001 through December

31, 2010. The study is based on information drawn from obituaries and tribute

pages for all 1,446 casualties. It also reports characteristics of the communities from

which the casualties came, based on county-level Census and other government

data. We distinguish Þve county types according to population ranging from core

counties in major metropolitan areas to sparsely settled rural counties.

Our Þndings contradict several aspects of conventional wisdom.

Blacks and Latinos are underrepresented among casualties compared with their

share of the population as a whole. Americans who have died in Afghanistan are

disproportionately white and Native American working-class young people with no

more than a high school education.

Twenty-three women were among the dead. They were nearly three times as

likely as men to be college graduates and nearly Þve times as likely as men to be

graduates of West Point or another of the military academies.

The greatest burden of casualtiesin numbers fell on the south and Midwest, but

the highest casualtyrates were in rural and micropolitan counties in the northeast.

We Þnd that nearly half of all casualties came from large metropolitan core cities

and their surrounding suburbs, not from rural areas. Rural areas and small towns

have disproportionately high casualty rates (compared with the number of people

living in those places), but relatively few casualties come from those communities

because so few people live there. While 98 percent of core counties in metropolitan

areas with more than one million people (all but one of 58) contributed at least one

death to the total, only 41 percent of suburban counties in these major metropoli-

tan areas, and just 7 percent of rural counties experienced an Afghan war death in

the study period. Casualties came not from the poorest cities and counties but dis-

proportionately from counties with somewhat lower than median income typical of

solidly working-class communities.

Contrary to expectations that come from the idea of an Òeconomic draft,Ó we
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Þnd that casualty counties (those from which casualties come) have unemployment

and poverty rates no higher than the country as a whole. For some county types, av-

erage poverty and unemployment rates were signiÞcantly lower than the rates for all

counties of that type. We also Þnd that fewer than half of all obituaries and tribute

pages for the casualties mention the desire for work, job training, or other economic

motives for joining the military. A desire to serve the country and other patriotic

reasons Þgure in 74 percent of casualty obituaries and tribute pages. We understand

that memorials honoring the dead might be likely to stress patriotic motivations,

but the results are suggestive nonetheless. While economic motives played a role

in many peopleÕs decisions to join the military, there is no indication that the mil-

itary draws its recruits (at least those who have died) in signiÞcant numbers from

economically distressed areas with few economic prospects compared with the rest

of the country.

In small cities and rural areas, voters in casualty counties tended to vote Re-

publican, as did the majority of voters in all such counties. But for the country

as a whole and for major metropolitan areas, where voters in 2008 gave majori-

ties to Barack Obama, voters in casualty counties were signiÞcantly less likely to

vote Democratic. These differences, and others we have uncovered, may contribute

to the domestic political dynamics surrounding the war, a connection that awaits

further investigation.

We undertook this study because we believe that, whatever oneÕs views about

the wisdom of the war in Afghanistan, it is important and appropriate to know who

is actually doing the work, and what communities are suffering the losses. Limita-

tions of data and resources meant that we could not investigate the backgrounds of

the many thousands of troops returning from Afghanistan with traumatic brain in-

juries, amputations, post-traumatic stress disorder, and other long-term debilitating

injuries. Looking only at those who died, our Þndings demonstrate that these Þght-

ers and their communities are signiÞcantly different from U.S. society as a whole.
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Introduction

We often hear people say ÒWe put in a new kitchen last year,Ó when in fact they hired

someone to put in their kitchen. In the same way, we usually say ÒWeÕre Þghting

a war in Afghanistan,Ó when we actually are paying soldiers, sailors, airmen, and

Marines to Þght. While the Þnancial cost of the war is an important consideration

for public policy, it is no less important to understand and recognize who is doing

the work.

In this study, we have reviewed available personal information for each of the

1,446 American military personnel who died in Afghanistan from the start of the

war in October 2001 to the end of 2010. We also looked at the communities from

which the American casualties came. While each person and community is distinct,

certain patterns emerge that suggest that those dying in Afghanistan, and their home

communities, are systematically different from the country as a whole. We will Þrst

report the characteristics of the men and women who have died in Afghanistan, and

then consider the communities from which they came.
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Who Have Died?

Seventy percent of U.S. war dead in Afghanistan had no more than a high school

education." This compares with the overall population aged 18 and over among

whom 45 percent had no more than a high school degree.1 This difference in part

reßects the young age at which most of the casualties entered military service.
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Figure 1: Casualty education level

Of the 1,446 casualties, 445 (31 percent) died at age 22 or younger, suggesting

that they joined the military straight out of high school, or after only a year or two of

work experience. Seventy-one percent of the casualties (1,035 people) died before

the age of 30. While the oldest casualty was 66 when killed, and a few died in their

50s, it is no surprise to Þnd that it is the young who are dying in this war.

" We report percent of casualties for whom we know educational attainment. We found this
information for 1,265 of the total 1,446 casualties. Throughout this report, we will exclude
casualties from total counts when information on the characteristic under discussion is not yet
publicly available. Spreadsheet with complete data Þles for all casualties is available athttp:
//www.stonybrook.edu/workingclass/publications/afghan_casualtiesdata.shtml .
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Figure 3: Age distribution of casualties compared with population - percent

Table 1: Casualty education level

Educational Achievement Number Percent of
Total Reported

Military Academy (West Point, Annapolis, Air Force Academy) 58 4.6%
4-year Degree 154 12.2%
Associate Degree (Community College) 45 3.6%
Some College 124 9.8%
High school 856 67.7%
Not Finished High School 28 2.2%
Total Reported 1265 100.0%

Not yet Reported 181
Total 1446
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Of the 1,446 U.S. deaths in Afghanistan, 23 were women. The numbers are

too small to make statistically signiÞcant comparisons between men and women

casualties in many aspects, but there does appear to be a signiÞcant difference in the

educational background of the women compared with the men. Among those whose

educational achievement we know (83 percent of the women and 82.5 percent of

the men), women were almost three times more likely to have a 4-year college

degree (45 percent compared with 16.3 percent), and almost Þve times more likely

to have graduated from one of the military academies (20 percent compared with

4.3 percent).

As with education levels and age, the racial and ethnic make-up of the casual-

ties is different from the population as a whole. Those Americans who have died

in Afghanistan are disproportionately white, with blacks and Asians underrepre-

sented among the casualties compared with their numbers in society. The fraction

of casualties who are Native-American about equals their proportion in the country.

Eighty-nine percent of U.S. war dead in Afghanistan through 2010 were white,

while whites made up only 80 percent of the population in 2008.2 Blacks, who

make up about 13 percent of the population, accounted for eight percent of the dead.

Asian-Americans, four percent of the population, were two percent of the dead.

Native-Americans were about one percent of the population, and of U.S. deaths in

Afghanistan. Moving from race to ethnicity, we Þnd that 11 percent of U.S. war

dead were Hispanic, while Hispanics were over 15 percent of the population in

2008.3

Table 2: Racial composition of casualties

Race Number Percent of Total
Reported

Asian 26 1.8%
Black 116 8.2%
Native American 13 0.9%
White 1258 89.0%
Total Reported 1413 100.0%

Not yet Reported 33
Total 1446
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Figure 4: Racial composition of casualties

In our review of tribute pages and obituaries, we looked for information that

might indicate the class background of the American men and women who have

died in Afghanistan. We took occupation as the indicator of class.4 Where it was

available, we recorded the occupation of the casualty before entering the military,

and the occupation of the personÕs father and mother. We distinguished professional

occupations, small-business owners, and corporate managers, whom we consider

middle class. We counted as working class people those who worked as mechanics,

store clerks, cooks, truck drivers, factory workers, and similar jobs.

We were able to discover occupational information for over 60 percent of the

casualties, but only 12 percent of the fathers and 4 percent of mothers. Still, the

patterns are consistent across these groups and suggest that Afghan war casualties

come disproportionately from working class families.

We have information about pre-enlistment activity for 887 of the casualties. 724

individuals went into the military straight out of school (at any level), so we have

no occupational or class information about them. But, of the 163 casualties who we

know went into the military after working for a time, 78 percent had working class

jobs. This compares with 62 percent of the employed labor force in the U.S. who

were in the working class in 2010.5

We have occupational information for only 173 fathers and 52 mothers. But in
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Figure 5: Ethnic composition of casualties

both cases, work patterns correspond to their sons and daughters who died in the

war. Of the fathers, 73 percent had working class jobs; of the mothers, 75 percent.

Executive and professional families are not missing from among the dead, but they

are certainly underrepresented.
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Table 3: Employment of casualty and parents

LAST JOB - CASUALTY

Job Number Percent of Total
Reported

Corporate Management 0 0.0%
Professional 30 3.4%
Small Business Owner 1 0.1%
Straight out of School 724 81.6%
Working class 127 14.3%
Unemployed 5 0.6%
Total Reported 887 100.0%

Not yet Reported 559
Total 1446

LAST JOB - FATHER

Job Number Percent of Total
Reported

Corporate Management 2 1.2%
Professional 36 20.8%
Small Business Owner 7 4.0%
Straight out of School 0 0.0%
Working class 127 73.4%
Unemployed 1 0.6%
Total Reported 173 100.0%

Not yet Reported 1273
Total 1446

LAST JOB - Mother

Job Number Percent of Total
Reported

Corporate Management 0 0.0%
Professional 7 13.5%
Small Business Owner 5 9.6%
Straight out of School 0 0.0%
Working class 39 75.0%
Unemployed 1 1.9%
Total Reported 52 100.0%

Not yet Reported 1394
Total 1446
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We also read tribute pages and obituaries to discover reasons that led those who

died in Afghanistan to join the military in the Þrst place. We found information for

slightly more than half the casualties. We noted whether the person joined for patri-

otic reasons (for example, a desire to serve the country, or give something back, or

carry on the familyÕs military tradition), for economic reasons (a job or job training,

beneÞts, experience for future employment), or both. Of those for whom we have

information, more than twice as many cited patriotic reasons as economic motives

for enlisting (57 percent compared with 26 percent), while an additional 17 per-

cent cited both economic and patriotic reasons for joining the military. While those

remembering fallen soldiers might emphasize patriotism and downplay economic

motives for their service, based on the evidence we have, taken together, 74 percent

of casualties joined for patriotic reasons. Fewer than half (43 percent) of casualties

were in the military in response to what is sometimes called the Òeconomic draft.Ó
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Table 4: Reasons for enlisting

Reason Number Percent of Total
Reported

Economic (Job, BeneÞts, Training, Future Employment) 193 25.8%
Patriotic 429 57.4%
Both Patriotic and Economic 125 16.7%
Total Reported 747 100.0%

Not yet Reported 699
Total 1446

The Communities

To understand the social and economic circumstances of the communities from

which the casualties came, we started with the hometowns reported for each in the

listings of casualties posted by the military. 6 To get consistent data for purposes

of comparison, we used information about the county containing the hometown to

compare one place with another and to construct summary data to characterize the

communities that lost the men and women who died in Afghanistan.

We distinguish Þve types of counties according to their populations, as de-

Þned by the U.S. OfÞce of Management and Budget and Census Bureau (see Ap-

pendix D for details). The largest are counties at the core of major metropolitan

areas Òcore based statistical areas (CBSA)Ó with more than 1,000,000 people Ð for

example, Cook County, Illinois (Chicago metropolitan area) and Shelby County,

Tennessee (Memphis metropolitan area). Next are the suburban counties that are

part of a major CBSA, connected to the core county by commuting and other

economic patterns Ð for example Suffolk County, New York (connected to New

York City) and Macomb County, Michigan (connected to Detroit). Then there are

small-city counties at the core of smaller CBSAs, those with fewer than 1,000,000

but more than 50,000 residents in their overall urban area Ð for example El Paso

County, Texas and Spartenburg County, South Carolina. We also deÞne microp-

  Home county information is available for 1,391 out of the total 1,446 casualties. Our analysis is
based on information from these 1,391 casualties/home counties. See Appendix A and C for details
of data sources and deÞnitions.
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olitan counties that contain or are closely linked to smaller towns with populations

between 10,000 and 50,000 Ð for example Payne County, Oklahoma (Stillwater) and

Churchill County, Nevada (Fallon). Finally, we identify rural counties that contain

no CBSA or micropolitan community Ð for example Pine County, Minnesota and

Caledonia County, Vermont. A complete list of all counties of each type is posted

at the Websitehttp://www.stonybrook.edu/workingclass/publications/

afghan_casualtiescounty.shtml.

Figure7 shows the geographic distribution of the counties across the continental

United States. Table5 reports the distribution of counties in the United States (in-

cluding Alaska and Hawaii) by county type, with area and total population, and the

distribution of the population aged 18-65, the age range for those Americans who

have died in Afghanistan. [While the fraction of the total population who are aged

18-65 declines slightly but consistently going from large core metropolitan to rural

areas, the differences are not large enough to cause much change in the percent of

population found in different county types when calculated with these two different

population measures.]

Core counties for large metropolitan areas are only 2 percent of all countries,

with 2 percent of the countryÕs area, but they have 28 percent of the population. At

the other extreme, only 6 percent of the population lives in rural counties, but they

are 42 percent of all counties and occupy 46 percent of the countryÕs area. With

30 percent of the population, counties that anchor small metropolitan areas contain

more people than any other county type, although over half the country lives in core

and suburban counties of large metropolitan areas.

If we turn to the distribution of casualties across county types, shown in Table6,

we see that casualties are disproportionately high in rural, micropolitan, and small-

city counties. These places account for a greater fraction of casualties than of the

population aged 18-65. On the other hand, large metropolitan areas, both in their

cores and in their suburban rings, experience disproportionately low numbers of

casualties But the fact that rural areas have a disproportionately high rate of deaths

should not lead us to the conclusion that most Afghan war dead came from rural

and small-town America. Because so many people live in large metropolitan areas

and cities with populations over 50,000, they account for 77 percent of all deaths.
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Figure 7: Distribution of county by type

Table 5: Population, population age 18-64 and area by county type
County Type Total Population Population 18 Counties Area (in

(in Millions) 64 (in Millions) Thousands of
Acres)

Urban Core 84.4 28% 53.9 28% 59 2% 65,055 2%
Suburban 79.8 26% 50.4 26% 362 11% 218,585 7%
Small City 91.7 30% 57.2 30% 749 23% 613,235 20%
Micropolitan 30.3 10% 18.6 10% 692 21% 726,679 24%
Rural 19.2 6% 11.5 6% 1,359 42% 1,377,988 46%
Total 305.4 100% 191.7 100% 3,221 100% 3,001,542 100%
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Table 6: Distribution of casualties by county type

County Type Number of Percent of Percent of
Deaths Deaths Population

Urban Core 307 22% 28%
Suburban 323 23% 26%
Small city 452 32% 30%
Micropolitan 197 14% 10%
Rural 112 8% 6%

TOTAL 1,391 100% 100%

Table 7: Casualty county density by county type

County Type Total Number Counties with Percent of Counties
of Counties Casualties with Casualties

Urban Core 59 58 98%
Suburban 362 150 41%
Small City 749 267 36%
Micropolitan 692 159 23%
Rural 1359 104 8%

TOTAL 3221 738 23%
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Table7 reßects the geographic burden of war by reporting the percent of coun-

ties of each type that suffered a death in Afghanistan. All but one of the 59 core

metropolitan counties in the U.S. (98 percent) lost at least one person in the war. As

we look at other county types, we see that the percent of counties suffering losses

declined with county population, until only 8 percent of rural counties in the U.S.

lost anyone in Afghanistan. Overall, fewer than a quarter of all U.S. counties lost

anyone there.

Table8 shows how casualties are distributed across regions of the country, by

type of county. Overall, the south has given up the greatest number of casualties,

39 percent of the total, followed by the midwest, west, and northeast. In the south

midwest, and Puerto Rico, the largest number of casualties come from small-city

counties. In the west, core counties for large metropolitan areas have lost the great-

est numbers, while in the northeast suburban counties have experienced the greatest

numbers of casualties.

Table 8: Casualties by region and county type

County Type Puerto Rico Midwest Northeast South West Total

Urban Core 1 47 43 114 102 307
Suburban 0 68 73 123 59 323
Small City 4 98 69 184 97 452
Micropolitan Areas 0 50 33 82 32 197
Rural 0 44 14 44 10 112

Total 5 307 232 547 300 1,391

Total numbers of casualties are important, but they do not provide the best mea-

sure of the burden war has put on different communities; for that, it is important

to consider the number of casualties in relation to population. Table9 does this by

showing the casualty rates Ð casualties per one million people aged 18-65 Ð for the

different regions and county types. Here we see that overall the south has the high-

est casualty rate (7.92 per million people aged 18-65), followed by the Midwest,

west, northeast, and Puerto Rico. Of all county types, those with micropolitan areas

had the highest rate (10.57 per million), followed by rural, small city, suburban,

and core counties. While the south had the highest regional burden, the greatest
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sacriÞces came from micropolitan and rural areas in the northeast.

Table 9: Casualty rates by region and county type. Rates are casualties per
1,000,000 people age 18 to 65.

County Type Puerto Rico Midwest Northeast South West Total

Urban Core 3.83 4.93 4.47 7 5.61 5.70
Suburban 6.76 5.52 6.84 6.49 6.41
Small City 1.96 7.66 8.07 8.58 7.82 7.90
Micropolitan Areas 9.31 13.52 10.49 11 10.57
Rural 11.66 15.68 7.96 7.50 9.70

Total 2.07 7.39 6.68 7.92 6.83 7.26

Figure8 shows the casualties per square mile. The darkest purple area indicates

the highest density of casualties; areas colored lighter purple indicate lower density.

Each light green dot represents a casualty. Not surprisingly the casualties tended to

cluster in major urban areas.

Figure9 shows the casualties per 100,000 persons. Again the dark purple areas

represent higher rates, the light purple areas represent lower rates, and there is one

green dot for each casualty. Here the pattern changes dramatically from Figure8,

with the highest rates found in rural areas, with clusters in the Great Plains running

from Montana and North Dakota through West Texas, in northern California and

Southern Oregon, in southern California and Arizona, the Gulf Coast, and New

England.

Table10 tells us the counties of various types that have suffered the greatest

number of losses in Afghanistan. ItÕs no surprise that the number of casualties is

generally higher for counties with more people. Four of the Þve large metropolitan

centers with the highest numbers of losses are in the south and west, with one from

the Midwest. But northeastern counties appear in all other county types, and are

two of the Þve counties with greatest losses in rural, micropolitan, and suburban

areas.

The right-hand side of Table10 makes it clear that thenumber of casualties is

not related to casualtyrates. Of all the counties shown, the one with the largest

number of casualties (Los Angeles County) is the one with the lowest casualty rate.
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Figure 8: Casualties per square mile
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Figure 9: Casualties per 100,000 persons
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Within all county types, and across types, the relation between number and rate of

casualties varies greatly, taking into account the number of people in the county.

Each measure has its own contribution to make in understanding the impact of the

war on our communities.

Table11 presents the counties with highest casualty rates for each of the Þve

county types, expressed in number of casualties per million people aged 18-65.

Casualty rates for the Þve rural counties are far higher than the rates in any other

county type. This is because even the single casualty each of these rural counties

suffered was relatively great loss in their communities, with as few as 585 people

in the case of Borden County, Texas, between Big Spring and Lubbock. When

we look at casualty rates, southern counties dominate, joined by a few Midwestern

counties. No northeastern or western county is among the top Þve casualty rates for

any county type, although we saw in Table9 that the northeast has experienced the

highest overall casualty rates in micropolitan and rural areas.

Some high casualty counties (counties from which high numbers of casualties

came) have large military bases and concentrations of military personnel. Among

those listed in Tables10 and11 we Þnd Virginia Beach, San Antonio, San Diego,

and Fayetteville. We had expected to Þnd a connection between military presence in

a place and casualty rates. Contrary to expectations, for the country as a whole the

percentage of working age people employed in the military (civilian and military

combined) was signiÞcantly lower for counties from which the casualties came,

compared with the population in general.

We investigated thirteen demographic and economic characteristics of the coun-

ties from which casualties came, comparing them with the general population for

the country as a whole and with all counties in the different county types. Table12

reports the results (see AppendixB for further details). Our Þndings challenge a

number of assumptions commonly made about the United States military and those

who are dying in Afghanistan.

We found that the casualty counties have signiÞcantly higher percentages of

white population compared with all counties. This is consistent with our earlier

Þnding that whites are disproportionately represented among the casualties.à It is

àWhile there is a consistent Þnding here between the characteristics of the counties from which
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Table 10: Counties with highest number of casualties, by county type
County Casualties Population Rate*

URBAN CORE CBSA
Los Angeles County, California Los Angeles-Long Beach- 28 9,785,295 2.86

Santa Ana, CA
Cook County, Illinois Chicago-Naperville-Joliet, IL- 19 5,257,001 3.61

IN-WI
Harris County, Texas Houston-Sugar Land- 17 3,909,790 4.35

Baytown, TX
Bexar County, Texas San Antonio, TX 16 1,584,817 10.1
San Diego County, California San Diego-Carlsbad- 16 2,987,543 5.36

San Marcos, CA

SUBURBAN CBSA
Broward County, Florida Miami-Fort Lauderdale- 9 1,759,132 5.12

Pompano Beach, FL
San Bernardino County, Riverside-San Bernardino- 9 1,986,635 4.53
California Ontario, CA
Orange County, California Los Angeles-Long Beach- 9 2,976,831 3.02

Santa Ana, CA
Middlesex County, Massachusetts Boston-Cambridge- 7 1,480,260 4.73

Quincy, MA-NH
Suffolk County, New York New York-Northern New 7 1,511,028 4.63

Jersey-Long Island, NY-NJ-PA

SMALL METRO CBSA
Pima County, Arizona Tucson, AZ 8 990,213 8.08
Cumberland County, Fayetteville, NC 7 309,316 22.63
North Carolina
Leon County, Florida Tallahassee, FL 6 261,023 22.99
Cumberland County, Maine Portland-South Portland- 5 276,227 18.1

Biddeford, ME
Washoe County, Nevada Reno-Sparks, NV 5 404,495 12.36

MICROPOLITAN CORE TOWN
Merrimack County, New Hampshire Concord, NH 4 148156 27
Ogle County, Illinois Rochelle, IL 3 54841 54.7
Cattaraugus County, New York Olean, NY 3 80349 37.34
Richland County, North Dakota Wahpeton, ND-MN 2 16563 120.75
Morgan County, Illinois Jacksonville, IL 2 35300 56.66

RURAL
Somerset County, Maine 3 51,175 58.62
Franklin County, Texas 2 10,915 183.23
Lawrence County, Missouri 2 37,351 53.55
Essex County, New York 2 37,927 52.73
Siskiyou County, California 2 44,404 45.04

* per 1,000,000 population
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Table 11: Counties with highest casualty rates, by county type
County Casualties Population Rate*

URBAN CORE CBSA
Richmond city, Virginia Richmond, VA 4 200,976 19.9
Virginia Beach city, Virginia Virginia Beach-Norfolk- 6 434,922 13.8

Newport News, VA-NC
Hillsborough County, Florida Tampa-St. Petersburg- 14 1,167,116 12

Clearwater, FL
St. Louis city, Missouri St. Louis, MO-IL 4 355,078 11.27
Bexar County, Texas San Antonio, TX 16 1,584,817 10.1

SUBURBAN CBSA
Fredericksburg city, Virginia Washington-Arlington- 3 22,314 134.44

Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV
Linn County, Kansas Kansas City, MO-KS 1 9,594 104.23
Tunica County, Mississippi Memphis, TN-MS-AR 1 10,406 96.1
Falls Church city, Virginia Washington-Arlington- 1 11,233 89.02

Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV
Williamsburg city, Virginia Virginia Beach-Norfolk- 1 12,330 81.1

Newport News, VA-NC

SMALL CITY CBSA
Goliad County, Texas Victoria, TX 1 7,006 142.73
Howard County, Missouri Columbia, MO 1 9,859 101.43
Clay County, West Virginia Charleston, WV 1 10,061 99.39
Perry County, Mississippi Hattiesburg, MS 1 12,087 82.73
Grundy County, Iowa Waterloo-Cedar Falls, IA 1 12,166 82.2

MICROPOLITAN CORE TOWN
Clark County, Missouri Fort Madison-Keokuk, IA-MO 1 7178 139.31
Richland County, N. Dakota Wahpeton, ND-MN 2 16563 120.75
Kemper County, Mississippi Meridian, MS 1 9998 100.02
Perquimans County, North Elizabeth City, NC 1 12367 80.86
Carolina
Lewis County, Kentucky Maysville, KY 1 13840 72.25

RURAL
Borden County, Texas 1 585 1,709.40
Greeley County, Nebraska 1 2,344 426.62
Ellis County, Oklahoma 1 3,855 259.4
Knox County, Missouri 1 4,040 247.52
Kingsbury County, S. Dakota 1 5,345 187.09

* per 1,000,000 population
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only when we look at micropolitan and rural counties that casualty counties look

essentially like all counties in this regard. This is likely because the racial compo-

sition of micropolitan and rural areas is relatively homogeneous.

On the other hand, blacks are a smaller proportion of casualty county popula-

tions than for the country as a whole. Looking at the details, blacks are a smaller

fraction of casualty counties in suburban areas, but in all other county types the

fraction of black people living in casualty counties is not signiÞcantly different

from all counties. The density of the Hispanic population is higher in small-city

counties than is generally the case, lower in suburban counties. On balance, coun-

ties from which casualties came have a signiÞcantly smaller fraction of Hispanic

people compared with the country as a whole.

Native-Americans live mostly in rural counties in the United States. Look-

ing there, we Þnd that casualty counties have a disproportionately high percent of

Native-Americans living in them. The same is true in suburban counties, although

in small-city counties those with casualties have relatively few Native-American

inhabitants. On balance, Native-Americans join whites in being disproportionately

represented in counties from which casualties come.

Consistent with our Þnding that disproportionate numbers of casualties came

from rural and micropolitan counties, the results indicate that casualties were much

more likely to live in areas with a lower density than the population in general,

with casualties coming from counties with an average of roughly 1,343 people per

sq mile compared with 2,224 people per square mile for the population in general.

Even for large metropolitan core and suburban areas, casualties came from the rel-

atively less dense counties of those types.

Casualties were also from politically more conservative counties. For the coun-

try as a whole, and for large metropolitan core and suburban counties, the proportion

of people who voted for Barack Obama was signiÞcantly below his vote percent-

ages in all counties in those types. For small-city, micropolitan, and rural counties,

the casualties came and the casualties themselves, this is not necessarily the case. It could be, for
example, that within disproportionately white counties few whites go into the military, but many
blacks join; or in relatively wealthy counties, mainly the poor go to war. The characteristics of the
communities where the casualties lived may or may not accurately reßect the casualties themselves.
We must therefore consider the characteristics of the individuals and the counties separately.
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Table 12: Casualty county characteristics compared with all counties

Characteristic Entire US Urban Core Suburban Small City Micropolitan Rural

White + + + + [] []
Black - [] - [] [] []
Hispanic - [] - + [] []
native-american + [] + - [] +
other race - - - [] [] []
Poverty rate [] - [] [] [] []
armed service - [] - [] [] []
employment
unemployment rate [] - [] - [] []
high school + [] + + [] []
4-yr college degree - [] - [] [] +
median household - [] - [] [] []
income
population density - - - - [] -
percent Obama vote - - - [] [] []
in 2008

+ = casualty county frequency signiÞcantly higher than all in county type
- = casualty county frequency signiÞcantly lower than all in county type
[] = no signiÞcant difference between casualty county and all in county type

Source: Tables B1-B6 in Appendix B, below
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there was no signiÞcant difference, but on average Obama didnÕt win a majority of

votes in any of those categories.

Perhaps our most surprising Þndings concern the economic characteristics of

the communities that have suffered casualties. Table12 shows that for the coun-

try as a whole the poverty and unemployment rates for casualty counties are not

signiÞcantly different from all counties in the country. The unemployment rate for

casualty counties in large metropolitan core counties and in small-city counties is

actually signiÞcantly lower than for all counties of those types. The poverty rate is

signiÞcantly lower in large metropolitan core counties.

These Þndings suggest that the oft-discussed Òeconomic draftÓ may not be as

signiÞcant a factor in determining who dies in Afghanistan as is often thought.

We saw earlier that 43 percent of casualties had economic reasons for joining the

military. We do not know the economic circumstances of the individual men and

women who died in Afghanistan. They may not be representative of the communi-

ties from which they came. But the Þnding that casualty counties have, if anything,

lower unemployment and poverty rates than the average, suggests that communities

with few economic prospects for their residents are not typical of places from which

Afghan war casualties have come. There is no evidence here that casualties come

disproportionately from counties with relatively poor economic prospects for their

residents.

While casualty counties do not have disproportionately high rates of poverty or

unemployment, Table12shows that they do have signiÞcantly lower income levels

taking the country as a whole, and within suburban counties. Table 12 shows the

median household income of casualty counties in each type compared with median

incomes in all counties of that type. Overall, we see that casualties do not come

from the poorest areas of the country. They come from areas with incomes some-

what below the median, consistent with our earlier Þnding that the great majority

of casualties are from working-class families.

A chart comparing the distribution of casualty county median household income

and the population at large (Figure10) conÞrms this Þnding by showing that the

casualties are over represented amongst counties with median household incomes

between $20,000 and $40,000 a year. These incomes are typical of the middle por-
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Table 13: Income comparisons: casualty counties and all counties, by county type

County Type Median Household Income Median Household Income for
Casualty Counties

All U.S. $51,344 $49,135
Urban Core 53,116 52,329
Suburban 66,446 63,348
Small City 46,432 46,216
Micropolitan 41,299 40,956
Rural 38,082 38,294

tions of working class households, not the poor or relatively low-income families.7

The working-class character of the casualtiesÕ home communities is also con-

sistent with our Þnding that casualties came from counties where high school grad-

uates (with no further education) are a signiÞcantly higher percent of the population

than generally found in the U.S. (and in suburban and small-city counties). These

counties (but not rural areas) had correspondingly low numbers of college gradu-

ates.

The difference between the characteristics of casualties, and casualty counties,

and the country as a whole results from the particular distribution of counties from

which the casualties came. While nearly half of all casualties came from major

metropolitan centers and their suburban counties, these areas were relatively under-

represented in the total. As we saw in Table6, rural, micropolitan, and small-city

counties were over-represented in casualty counts. But Table12 shows that these

over-represented areas are more white and Native American than the entire country,

with lower income, higher percentages of people with no more than high school

education, and more conservative voting patterns. Even in large core metropolitan

areas, casualties came from counties with relatively few Obama voters.
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Figure 10: Distribution of the casualty county median household income (red) com-
pared with the county median household income for all residents aged 18 to 65
(blue).
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Conclusions

We Þnd that fewer than one quarter of all casualties came from rural areas and

counties surrounding towns with fewer than 50,000 people, although these areas

suffered disproportionately high casualty compared with their populations. Nearly

half (43 percent) of casualties came from large metropolitan core cities and their

surrounding suburbs. Casualties came disproportionately from counties with lower

than median income, but not particularly from poor areas. Contrary to expectations

that come from the idea of an Òeconomic draft,Ó we Þnd that casualty counties have

about the same or sometimes signiÞcantly lower rates of poverty and unemployment

than average, suggesting that relative lack of local economic opportunity is not

typical of counties from which Afghan war casualties have come. We also Þnd

that fewer than half of all obituaries and tribute pages for the casualties mention

the desire for work, job training, or other economic motive for joining the military.

A desire to serve the country and other patriotic reasons Þgure in 74 percent of

casualty obituaries and tribute pages. But counties with relatively high numbers of

military employees had lower casualty rates than the country as a whole.

Americans who have died in Afghanistan are disproportionately white and Na-

tive American working class young people with no more than a high school edu-

cation. There were relatively few women among the casualties, but they had much

higher rates of college completion and graduation from military academies than

the men. The greatest burden of numbers of casualties fell on the south and Mid-

west, but the highest casualty rates were in rural and micropolitan counties in the

northeast.

Our study has focused on those soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines who have

died in Afghanistan, and the communities from which they came. To fully un-

derstand the reasons for the distributions we found and their full implications, one

would have to understand the chain of selections that occurred that led these men

and women from their communities to their deaths. For lack of data, we did not

study these preliminary steps in the process Ð who enlists; of those, who completes

basic training; of those, who is deployed to Afghanistan; of those, who is then

deployed to combat areas; and, Þnally, who dies.
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We would also like to have had much more detailed information about the ca-

sualties themselves. In particular, we lacked speciÞc information about their eco-

nomic circumstances before joining the military, and had only imperfect indications

of the reasons they joined. It would be difÞcult to get such detailed information

without direct contact with families and close friends, contact impossible for us to

establish with the resources available to us.

In this study we focused on American war dead in Afghanistan. But the war

has also resulted in the deaths of thousands of Afghan civilians. Their life circum-

stances and communities also deserve understanding and respect.

The war in Afghanistan has resulted in many more long-term debilitating in-

juries to American military personnel than deaths. We made no attempt to study

those who have suffered traumatic brain injuries, amputations, PTSD, or other long-

term medical conditions. Data identifying these people are not readily available, but

any full recognition of those who do the work of war would have to include these

severely wounded casualties.

Looking only at those who died, our Þndings demonstrate that these Þghters

and their communities are signiÞcantly different from U.S. society as a whole.

These differences may contribute to the political dynamics surrounding U.S. opin-

ions about the war, a connection that awaits further study.
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Appendices

A Data and Methods

The analysis is based on US casualties from Operation Enduring Freedom from

its beginning in October 2001 to December 31, 2010. Casualties after this date

are not included in the analysis. Basic information about the casualties came from

the icasualties.org website (http://icasualties.org/OEF/Fatalities.aspx)

which includes the casualtyÕs name, rank, age, the cause of death, where the

death occurred, and home state and city. We then searched the Web for all obit-

uaries and tribute pages and coded information from these sources into an Ex-

cel spreadsheet for tabulation. We matched each casualtyÕs home city and state

with the United States Geological SurveyÕs (USGS) list of populated places (http:

//geonames.usgs.gov/domestic/download_data.htm). Using this method we

identiÞed counties for the 1,391 of the 1,446 casualties.

All of the demographic, social, and economic data came from the 2005-

2009 American Community Survey 5 year estimate. Details about data

sources are available in AppendixC. Vote tallies for the 2008 election came

from the New York Times vizlab (http://vizlab.nytimes.com/datasets/

2008-presidential-election-results-b-5/versions/1.txt).

Census data were analyzed using a modiÞed Mann-Whitney U statistic. Details

are available athttp://www.stonybrook.edu/workingclass/publications/

afghan_casualtiesnote.shtml.
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B Results

TablesB1-B6 show the mean and median of each variable of interest for the ca-

sualties and for the nation and different county types in general. The tables also

include columns for thez value and the probability. In generalz values greater than

1.96 and probabilities greater than .95 or less than .05 suggest that the values for

casualty counties are signiÞcantly different from those of all counties.

Table B1: Comparison of casualties vs the population at large. Green rows are vari-
ables where casualties have signiÞcantly higher values, red rows are for variables
where casualties have signiÞcantly lower value.

Mean Median z prob
US Casualties US Casualties

RaceWhite 0.64 0.69 0.68 0.74 7.42 1.00
RaceBlack 0.12 0.10 0.08 0.06 4.79 1.00
RaceHispanic 0.16 0.13 0.08 0.06 6.06 1.00
RaceIndian 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 5.05 1.00
RaceOther 0.06 0.05 0.04 0.04 6.12 1.00
Pov 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.13 1.24 0.89
Armed Svc 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 3.36 1.00
Unempl 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.07 1.22 0.89
HS 0.29 0.30 0.28 0.29 7.22 1.00
BA 0.17 0.16 0.17 0.16 6.47 1.00
Med HHD Inc 53,166.64 51,301 51,344 49,135 5.31 1.00
Density 2,224.29 1,342.79 532.4 343.85 9.26 1.00
PercentObama 0.53 0.50 0.53 0.51 6.80 1.00
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Table B2: Comparison of core counties for casualties and the population at large.
Core counties are central counties in large metropolitan areas and are roughly equiv-
alent to central cities. Green rows are variables where casualties have signiÞcantly
higher values, red rows are for variables where casualties have signiÞcantly lower
value.

Mean Median z prob
US Casualties US Casualties

RaceWhite 0.47 0.50 0.47 0.51 2.34 0.99
RaceBlack 0.17 0.16 0.13 0.13 1.52 0.94
RaceHispanic 0.25 0.24 0.23 0.22 0.80 0.79
RaceIndian 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.10 0.86
RaceOther 0.09 0.08 0.06 0.06 2.05 0.98
Pov 0.15 0.14 0.15 0.15 1.68 0.95
Armed Svc 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.70 0.76
Unempl 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.07 1.98 0.98
HS 0.25 0.25 0.24 0.25 1.17 0.88
BA 0.19 0.19 0.18 0.18 0.13 0.55
Med HHD Inc 52,557 52,053 53,116 52,329 0.46 0.68
Density 6,054 4,283 2,066 1,642 3.52 1.00
PercentObama 0.64 0.61 0.63 0.58 4.14 1.00
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Table B3: Comparison of non-core counties in Metropolitan areas for casualties and
the population at large. Core counties are non-central counties in large metropoli-
tan areas and are roughly equivalent to suburban areas. Green rows are variables
where casualties have signiÞcantly higher values, red rows are for variables where
casualties have signiÞcantly lower value.

Mean Median z prob
US Casualties US Casualties

RaceWhite 0.68 0.72 0.71 0.75 3.20 1.00
RaceBlack 0.11 0.1 0.07 0.06 1.92 0.97
RaceHispanic 0.12 0.11 0.10 0.07 2.34 0.99
RaceIndian 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 2.10 0.98
RaceOther 0.07 0.06 0.05 0.04 3.06 1.00
Pov 0.08 0.09 0.08 0.08 1.22 0.89
Armed Svc 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.84 0.97
Unempl 0.06 0.06 0.06 0.06 1.59 0.94
HS 0.27 0.28 0.27 0.27 2.88 1.00
BA 0.20 0.19 0.20 0.19 3.35 1.00
Med HHD Inc 67,147 65,138 66,446 63,348 2.46 0.99
Density 1,413 1,134 956 664 3.47 1.00
PercentObama 0.52 0.50 0.53 0.51 2.17 0.99
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Table B4: Comparison of small metropolitan counties for casualties and the pop-
ulation at large. Small metropolitan counties are counties in metropolitan areas
with a population of less than 1,000,000. Green rows are variables where casualties
have signiÞcantly higher values, red rows are for variables where casualties have
signiÞcantly lower value.

Mean Median z prob
US Casualties US Casualties

RaceWhite 0.69 0.72 0.75 0.77 2.10 0.98
RaceBlack 0.09 0.09 0.05 0.05 0.04 0.52
RaceHispanic 0.15 0.12 0.06 0.05 1.78 0.96
RaceIndian 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 2.61 1.00
RaceOther 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.94 0.83
Pov 0.15 0.14 0.13 0.14 0.07 0.53
Armed Svc 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.83 0.80
Unempl 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.06 2.51 0.99
HS 0.30 0.30 0.29 0.30 2.02 0.98
BA 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.15 1.11 0.87
Med HHD Inc 47,921 47,887 46,432 46,216 0.56 0.71
Density 372 340 283 257 1.81 0.96
PercentObama 0.49 0.48 0.50 0.49 1.08 0.86
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Table B5: Comparison of micropolitan counties for casualties and the population at
large. Micropolitan counties are counties in metropolitan areas with a population
of less than 50,000. Green rows are variables where casualties have signiÞcantly
higher values, red rows are for variables where casualties have signiÞcantly lower
value.

Mean Median z prob
US Casualties US Casualties

RaceWhite 0.79 0.80 0.86 0.86 0.18 0.57
RaceBlack 0.08 0.09 0.02 0.02 0.29 0.61
RaceHispanic 0.07 0.06 0.03 0.03 0.62 0.73
RaceIndian 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 1.05 0.85
RaceOther 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.26 0.60
Pov 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.15 0.10 0.54
Armed Svc 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.11 0.54
Unempl 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.07 1.31 0.91
HS 0.35 0.36 0.35 0.36 1.04 0.85
BA 0.12 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.77 0.78
Med HHD Inc 42,248 42,245 41,299 40,956 0.49 0.69
Density 92 91 77 72 1.10 0.86
PercentObama 0.43 0.43 0.42 0.43 0.66 0.75
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Table B6: Comparison of rural counties for casualties and the population at large.
Rural counties are counties that are not in metropolitan or micropolitan areas. Green
rows are variables where casualties have signiÞcantly higher values, red rows are
for variables where casualties have signiÞcantly lower value.

Mean Median z prob
US Casualties US Casualties

RaceWhite 0.82 0.83 0.91 0.91 0.18 0.57
RaceBlack 0.08 0.06 0.01 0.01 0.85 0.80
RaceHispanic 0.05 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.60 0.73
RaceIndian 0.02 0.04 0.00 0.00 2.16 0.98
RaceOther 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01 1.40 0.92
Pov 0.17 0.16 0.16 0.15 0.76 0.78
Armed Svc 0.05 0.01 0.00 0.00 0.35 0.64
Unempl 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.17 0.57
HS 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.38 0.36 0.64
BA 0.10 0.10 0.09 0.10 2.52 0.99
Med HHD Inc 38,644 39,036 38,082 38,294 1.00 0.77
Density 40 40 33 26 2 0.95
PercentObama 0.40 0.41 0.40 0.41 0.69 0.76
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C Data Source Notes

Population

PopTotal= [Total]

Pop18 65= [18 and 19 years]+ [20 years]+ [21 years]+ [22 to 24 years]+

[25 to 29 years]+ [30 to 34 years]+ [35 to 39 years]+ [40 to 44 years]+ [45 to

49 years]+ [50 to 54 years]+ [55 to 59 years]+ [60 and 61 years]+ [62 to 64

years]

B01001. SEX BY AGE - Universe: TOTAL POPULATION

Data Set: 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Survey: American Community Survey, Puerto Rico Community Survey

Race

RaceWhite= [Not Hispanic, White] / [Total Population]

RaceBlack= [Not Hispanic, Black] / [Total Population]

RaceHispanic= [Not Hispanic, Native American] / [Total Population]

RaceAmer Ind = [Hispanic ] / [Total Population]

RaceOther= ([Total Population] Ð ([Hispanic ]+ [Not Hispanic, Native

American]+ [Not Hispanic, Black]+ [Not Hispanic, White] )) / [Total

Population]

B03002. HISPANIC OR LATINO ORIGIN BY RACE - Universe: TOTAL

POPULATION

Data Set: 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Survey: American Community Survey Puerto Rico Community Survey

Median HHD Inc

Med HHD Inc = [Median household income in the past 12 months (in 2009

inßation-adjusted dollars)]

B19013. MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS (IN

2009 INFLATION-ADJUSTED DOLLARS) - Universe: HOUSEHOLDS
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Data Set: 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Survey: American Community Survey, Puerto Rico Community Survey

Poverty Status

Pov= [Income in the past 12 months below poverty leve] / [Total]

B17001. POVERTY STATUS IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS BY SEX BY AGE -

Universe: POPULATION FOR WHOM POVERTY STATUS IS DETERMINED

Data Set: 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Survey: American Community Survey, Puerto Rico Community Survey

Unemployment

Unemp= [Unemployed] / [Civilians in Labor Force]

B23001. SEX BY AGE BY EMPLOYMENT STATUS FOR THE POPULATION

16 YEARS AND OVER - Universe: POPULATION 16 YEARS AND OVER

Data Set: 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Survey: American Community Survey

Armed Services Employment

Armed Svc= [In Armed Forces] / [In Labor Force]

B23001. SEX BY AGE BY EMPLOYMENT STATUS FOR THE POPULATION

16 YEARS AND OVER - Universe: POPULATION 16 YEARS AND OVER

Data Set: 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Survey: American Community Survey

Education

HS= [High school graduate, GED, or alternative] / [Total]

BA = [BachelorÕs degree] / [Total]

B15002. SEX BY EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT FOR THE POPULATION 25

YEARS AND OVER - Universe: POPULATION 25 YEARS AND OVER

Data Set: 2005-2009 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Survey: American Community Survey, Puerto Rico Community Survey
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2008 Presidential Election Results

New York Times vizlab (http://vizlab.nytimes.com/datasets/

2008-presidential-election-results-b-5/versions/1.txt).
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D Classifying Counties

In order to determine the geographic context of the casualtiesÕ communities, we di-

vided all counties in the continental United States, Alaska, Hawaii, and Puerto Rico

into Þve categories: urban core, suburban, small metropolitan, towns and villages,

and rural. We based this division on data compiled by the United States OfÞce of

Management and Budget (OMB) and published by the US Bureau of the Census.

OMB deÞnes a metropolitan area and core based statistical area as: Òa geographic

entity associated with at least one core of 10,000 or more population, plus adjacent

territory that has a high degree of social and economic integration with the core as

measured by commuting ties.Ó

OMB distinguished between metropolitan areas, which contain an urbanized

area with a population of at least 50,000 people, and micropolitan areas, which con-

tain an urbanized area with a population of more than 10,000 people and less than

50,000 people. Of the 3,221 counties in the study, 1,359 are in neither metropolitan

nor micropolitan areas. We designate these as rural counties. 692 of the remaining

1,862 counties are in micropolitan areas. I designate these counties as small towns

or villages. We divided metropolitan areas between large metropolitan areas which

have a total population of more than 1,000,000 people and small metropolitan ar-

eas with a population less than 1,000,000 people. 749 counties fall into the latter

category. Within the 52 large metropolitan areas we follow DemographiaÕs (2006)

example and identify core counties from suburban counties. With a few excep-

tions¤ a core county is the county that contains the metropolitan areaÕs largest city.

A complete list of all counties of each type is posted at the Websitehttp://www.

stonybrook.edu/workingclass/publications/afghan_casualtiescounty.

shtml.

¤With the following exceptions:
Dallas-Fort Worth: Dallas and Tarrant Counties
Minneapolis-St. Paul: Hennepin and Ramsey Counties
New York: All Þve counties (boroughs) of the city of New York
Tampa-St. Petersburg: Hillsborough and Pinellas County
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Notes
1U.S. Census Bureau, Educational Attainment of the Population 18 Years and Older Ð 2010, Ta-

ble 1http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/education/data/cps/2010/tables.html
2U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 Population Estimateshttp://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/

DTTable?_bm=y&-state=dt&-context=dt&-ds_name=PEP_2008_EST&-CONTEXT=dt&-mt_name=
PEP_2008_EST_G2008_T003_2008&-tree_id=809&-redoLog=false&-currentselections=
PEP_2006_EST_G2006_T004_2006&-geo_id=01000US&-geo_id=02000US1&-geo_id=02000US2&-geo_
id=02000US3&-geo_id=02000US4&-search_results=01000US&-format=&-_lang=en

3U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 Population Estimateshttp://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/
DTTable?_bm=y&-state=dt&-context=dt&-ds_name=PEP_2008_EST&-CONTEXT=dt&-mt_name=
PEP_2008_EST_G2008_T004_2008&-tree_id=809&-redoLog=false&-currentselections=
PEP_2006_EST_G2006_T004_2006&-geo_id=01000US&-geo_id=02000US1&-geo_id=02000US2&-geo_
id=02000US3&-geo_id=02000US4&-search_results=01000US&-format=&-_lang=en

4See Michael Zweig,The Working Class Majority: America’s Best Kept Secret (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2000 Ð 2nd edition forthcoming), Chapter 1

5Op.cit. (forthcoming), Table 3
6http://icasualties.org/OEF/Fatalities.aspx
7Zweig, Chapter 3
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