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Wanted: The State
Crime: Killing 155 Million
People This Century

(Editor’s note: The following essay (dated March 15, 1986) was
originally titled, “Deadlier Than War: Non-Freedom.” An ab-
breviated version was printed in THE WALL STREET JOURNAL on Ju-
ly 7, 1986, as “"War Isn’'t This Century’s Biggest Killer.”” R. J. Rum-
mel is a professor of political science at the University of Hawaii at
Manoa and has published the five volume work, UNDERSTANDING
CONFLICT AND WAR, and IN THE MINDS OF MEN: Principles
Toward Understanding and Waging Peace.

Professor Rummel’'s main conclusion is that “libertarian” or
democratic governments are many times less deadly than
totalitarian or absolutist governments. His statistical evidence is
precise but he does not furnish any convincing explanation as to
why democratic governments kill fewer of their opponents. His ra-
tionale that “free and secret elections and a wide franchise,” and
the existence of ““diverse overlapping groups, elites, and power
foci” account for the “moderation and civility” of democratic
governments does not get to the bottom of the matter. Nor does his
statement that people under democratic government “are not in-
terested in being sent to slave-labor camps, executed for their
beliefs, or tortured and beaten for criticizing their government,”
provide any reason. (People in the Soviet Union or China wish to
avoid prison camp, but this in no way prevents their regimes from
resorting to mass violence.)

First of all, Professor Rummel overlooks the anarchist insight in-
to the nature of the State. All States commit invasive acts; the only
differences between democratic and absolutist States is the
amount of violence that they are required to exert. There is no dif-
ference in principle between two such States; only in the degree to
which they threaten and destroy people and property.

Professor Rummel also ignores the voluntaryist insight. All
States depend upon the consent and cooperation of the majority of
their subjects. The distinction between “libertarian” or democratic
governments and absolutist governments could be better viewed
by considering the legitimacy factors of these types of States. All
democratic States have a reasonably high legitimacy factor. State
power rests on two foundations: the organization of the means of
coercion and legitimacy. As George Smith once put it, “The more
legitimacy a State enjoys, the less it relies on the overt use of
physical coercion. The less legitimacy it has, the more it must de-
pend on physical enforcement and terror tactics.” Furthermore,
Professor Rummel’'s claim that no “libertarian government” (a
seemingly oxymoronic identification, but one which he defines as
““a state that respects basic civil liberties and political rights, such
as freedecm of the press, religious freedom, and open competitive
elections with a near-universal franchise) has carried out
“massacres, genocide, and mass execution of its own citizens’ ig-
nores 19th century history, if nothing else. What about the
American Civil War, the crusade against Mormon polygamy, the
genocide of the American Indian, and the Spanish American War?

Peoples, such as the American Indians and Soviet Kulaks, who
had no respect for the States which have attempted to subjugate
them, must necessarily be exterminated or become convinced of
the error of their ways. If the State cannot generate voluntary ser-

vitude by such persuasive institutional techniques as electoral
politics and public school brainwashing, then it will resort to
murder. The electoral system and “the vote” are the mechanisms
by which democratic States justify their rule as resting on con-
sent. Benjamin Ginsberg, in his book THE CONSEQUENCES OF CON-
SENT, observed that: “Elections—particularly democratic elec-
tions—substitute consent for coercion as the foundation of the
state’s power.” (p. 7) Rummel's figures certainly prove Ginsberg’'s
point. Violence is less widespread in democratic States because
these States have been more successful (for whatever reasons) in
attaining legitimacy.

New light is shed on Randolph Bourne’s dictum that “War is the
health of the State,” when one weighs the legitimacy factor of a
State against its propensity to resort to violence, particularly inter-
national violence. Actually, it is war and legitimacy that measure
the health of the State. Inter-State conflicts, and the patriotic emo-
tions they play upon, often serve to legitimize existing States with
their own citizenry. Even if the State were not an institution with a
built-in “expansion factor’” and desire to increase its power, States
would probably resort to war or make attempts at war just to rally
their sagging reputations on the home front. If the Soviet Union did
not exist, the politicians in Washington, D. C., would have to invent
a new “enemy’’ State in order to justify their domination of the
American people under the guise of “providing for the common
defense.”

Professor Rummel also passes over the connection between war
and statism. War is a form of statism and can only be practiced by
States. As Bourne explained in his essay “The State™:

War is a function of this system of States, and could not
occur except in such a system. . . . (N)ations organized in
any way e.cept that of a political centralization . . ., could
not possibly immake war upon one another. ... There might
be all sorts of amateur marauding, there might be guerilla
expeditions of group against group, but there could not
be that terrible war en masse of the national State, that
exploitation of the nation in the interests of the State, that
abuse of the national life and resource in the frenzied
mutual suicide, which is modern war.

... War cannot exist without a military establishment,
and a military establishment cannot exist without a State
organization. War has an immemorial tradition and
heredity only because the State has a long tradition and
heredity. But they are inseparably andfunctionally joined.
We cannot crusade against war without crusading im-
plicitly against the State.

Professor Rummel’s distinction between “war’” and ““death at the
hands of governments” thus overlooks an important truth: that
both of these categories constitute ““death at the hands of the
State.” It would be interesting to determine how many people have
been killed as a result of non-State criminal acts during the 20th
century (e.g., murders, gangland killings, domestic squabbles,
etc.). How near the 155 million mark would such a tally come? Such
statistics would probably confirm what we already suspect: that
the State, as an institution, is responsible for most of the people in
society who die violent deaths.

The following article has been slightly edited. No significant por-
tions have been expurgated, so that the reader may reach his or her
own conclusions as to how well Professor Rummel has accounted
for the nature of State-induced deaths. A six-page bibliography and
a single-page appendix providing a nation-by-nation breakdown of
people killed by States in the 20th century is available for $2 plus a
stamped, self-addressed envelope. Order from THE VOLUN-
TARYIST.)
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Wanted: The State

By K. J. Rummel

While libertarians have recognized the economic and moral vir-
tues of a free society, they have largely ignored or been ignorant of
an intrinsic hallmark of freedom: the libertarian governments of
free societies are the most peaceful; the greatest respecters of the
value of human life.

In a previous article (Reason, July 1983), | showed that liber-
tarian governments do not make war on each other, that they have
the least foreign and domestic violence, and that the greater the
freedom in two nations, the less military violence there has been
between them. Indeed, the most violent governments have been
totalitarian; those least free. This is not only historical fact but is
what we should expect in the future. Non-violence is inherent in
freedom.

What is generally unknown about absolutist governments is that
they kill many times more people than killed in all the international
and civil wars put together. The worst absolutist governments are
communist. They are killing machines; responsible for massacres,
executions, starvation, and deaths from forced exposure, slave-
labor, beatings and torture of at least 95,153,600 people in this
century, or 477 people per 10,000 of their populations. By contrast,
the number of battle casualties from all wars in this century is
35,654,000, or 22 per 10,000 people of the populations involved.
On a per capita basis, communism is at least 20 times deadlier
than war. Communism in this century has killed even more
people, aside from communist wars, than the 86 million that
perished in all the wars and revolutions since 1740.

Before elaborating on these incredible assertions, let me present
and define the relevant data.

TWENTIETH CENTURY KILLED, BY CAUSE

AVERAGES

TOTALS PER 10,000

CAUSE (In Millions) POPULATION
Government 119.4 349
Communist 95.2 477

Other non-free 20.3 495
Partially free 3.1 48

Free .8 22

War 35.7 22
International 29.7 17

War means any international or civil violent conflict (such as a
guerrilla war, rebellion, revolution, terrorist campaign) involving
at least 1,000 killed in battle or action. This includes not only all
the major wars, but also such “little” wars as the Druze War
(1925-1927) of France, the Indonesian War (1945-1946) of the
Netherlands, and the First Kashmir War (1947-1949) of newly in-
dependent Pakistan and india. Examples of the kind of civil wars
whose battle deaths are counted here are the Spanish Civil War
(1936-1939), the Palestinian uprising in Jordan (1970), and the Lef-
tist campaign in Guatemala (1970-1971).

The figures on those killed by war can only be estimates, of
course. But war deaths have been the object of much recent social
sciences and historical research and | believe that even better data
collected in the future will not significantly alter the table's totals.

The statistics for the number of government killed are a different
story, however. | know of only one, very incomplete, attempt to
tabulate the overall number of people killed by government (Gil
Elliot, Twentieth Century Book of the Dead). In the case of some
of the most lethal governments, such as those of the USSR, China,
Nazi Germany, and Turkey, there are also figures based on much
scholarly and demographic research. But | am sure that there are
many more cases of “minor”’ massacres, genocide, and the like,
that are underestimated for which information is unavailable, and
which together would increase significantly the totals in the table.
These overall totals for government Killed, therefore, are most like-
ly an absolute minimum and perhaps an underestimate by 10 per-
cent or more. This makes the comparisons to war even more fan-
tastic.

Government Killed is defined here as any direct or indirect killing
by government officials, or government acquiescence in the killing
by others, of more than 1,000 people, except execution for what are
conventionally considered criminal acts, such as murder and rape.
This Killing is apart from any ongoing military action or campaign,
or any ongoing national or international conflict. That is, those
killed in a riot by the police are not counted; nor are those civilians
that die from urban bombing during a war, or from starvation dur-
ing a military siege or enemy embargo.

The Jews that Hitler slaughtered during World War Il would be
counted, since their merciless and systematic killing was unrelated
to any campaign (and actually conflicted with Hitler's pursuit of
the war); similarly, the genocidal massacre of Ibo in Northern
Nigeria in 1966 was quite apart from the Nigerian Civil War; and the
deliberate Armenian genocide by the Turkish government during
World War | had nothing directly or indirectly to do with military ac-
tion. Unless otherwise indicated, figures for government killed are
assumed to be for killings apart from war.

While any intentional killing that is government policy obviously
must be included, should those that indirectly die from govern-
ment policy be counted also? What about those political prisoners
who perish from exposure and thirst while packed into freight cars
transporting them to slave-labor camps, who freeze to death while
being forcibly marched long distances in insufficient clothing, to
labor in the snow, or who succumb to disease, malnutrition, ex-
posure, or beatings in camps where the death rate may be 10 to 30
or more percent per annum? What about those who die in perilous
attempts to escape abroad from being rounded up for concentra-
tion camps, forcible settlement in uninhabitable wasteland, collec-
tivization, or simply fear and terror?

When the policies of the government are so repressive and ter-
roristic that citizens imperil their lives by trying to flee the country,
then I believe that government should also bear the responsibility
for the resulting deaths. Where figures are available, they are
included in the list of government killed. Thus, for example, 1 added in-
to the totals the conservatively estimated 100,000 Boat People that
have died on the ocean fleeing Vietnam and Cambodia.

Moreover, as far as government responsibility is concerned, | see
little difference between government executing a dissident or
sentencing him to labor in a gold mine for 10 years under condi-
tions that reduce his life expectancy to less than three years, ex-
cept that the latter death is a relief after a kind of prolonged tor-
ture. Thus, | have included estimates of those who have died in the
slave-labor camps of the Soviet Union and China, and the “‘new
economic zones” of Vietnam.

The total killed also includes the Soviet government’'s planned
and administered starvation of the Ukraine begun in 1932 as a way
of breaking peasant opposition to collectivization and destroying
Ukrainian nationalism. As many as 10 million may have been starv-
ed to death or succumbed to famine related diseases; | use the
figure of eight million. Had these people all been shot, the Soviet
government’s moral responsibility could be no greater.

There are two more famines for which government responsibility
is more attenuated and controversial. The first of these is the
Soviet famine of 1921-1922 caused by the disruption of the
1918-1921 civil war in the countryside, and especially the forced
requisition of food by the Soviets, imposition of a command
agricultural economy, and liquidation campaigns of the Cheka.
This famine resulted in from three to five million dead. My estimate
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