
death by government by r j rummel
The concept of "death by government," as meticulously researched and
presented by R.J. Rummel, offers a stark and often unsettling perspective on
the scale of human suffering directly attributable to state actions. Rummel's
seminal work, particularly his "Democide: The Ultimate Crime," meticulously
documents instances where governments have systematically caused the deaths
of their own citizens or other populations through various means, far
exceeding the death tolls of traditional warfare. This article delves into
the core tenets of Rummel's research, exploring the definitions, categories,
and chilling statistics that underpin his groundbreaking findings on death by
government. We will examine the profound implications of understanding
democide, its historical manifestations, and the critical need for awareness
to prevent future atrocities. Understanding R.J. Rummel's thesis on death by
government is crucial for a comprehensive grasp of 20th-century history and
the enduring dangers posed by unchecked state power.
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R.J. Rummel, a distinguished professor emeritus of political science,
dedicated much of his academic career to quantifying and analyzing the human
cost of state-sponsored violence. His groundbreaking research, most notably
summarized in his work "Death by Government," sought to illuminate a hidden
aspect of historical mortality: the vast number of lives extinguished not by
foreign enemies or natural disasters, but by the very governments sworn to
protect their people. Rummel's thesis is that state-sanctioned killing, which
he terms "democide," represents the most significant cause of death in the
20th century, eclipsing even the casualties of major wars. His meticulous
statistical analysis and rigorous historical methodology aim to provide an
objective understanding of the scale of this crime and its underlying causes.

This extensive body of work challenges conventional historical narratives
that often focus on international conflicts while overlooking the internal
brutalities inflicted by regimes on their own populations. By bringing
democide to the forefront, Rummel compels us to confront the darker
capabilities of political power and the devastating consequences of
ideological extremism, totalitarianism, and unchecked authoritarianism. The
research is not merely an academic exercise; it serves as a powerful reminder
of the fragility of human rights and the perpetual need for vigilance against
governmental overreach.

Defining Democide: The Core Concept

At the heart of R.J. Rummel's research is the term "democide," a neologism he
coined to describe the murder of any person or people by a government. This
encompasses a wide spectrum of state-sponsored killings, from direct
execution and politically motivated murder to the deliberate starvation and
enslavement of populations. Rummel's definition is intentionally broad to
capture the multifaceted ways in which governments have historically
eliminated or suppressed their citizens and other groups.

He distinguishes democide from acts of war by focusing on the perpetrator and
the victim. While war involves armed conflict between sovereign states or
organized groups, democide is characterized by the state acting against its
own people or against populations under its control without the formalities
of war. This can include purges, executions, forced labor leading to death,
and systematic policies that result in mass death. Rummel argues that this
distinction is crucial for understanding the true extent of governmental
culpability in historical atrocities.

Key to Rummel's definition is the element of intent or culpable negligence on
the part of the government. The deaths are not accidental or unavoidable
consequences of policy but rather direct results of deliberate actions or



omissions designed to cause harm or eliminate specific populations. This
rigorous definition allows for a more precise measurement and analysis of
state-sponsored violence, separating it from the unavoidable casualties of
legitimate defense or accidental losses.

Categories of Democide Explored by R.J. Rummel

R.J. Rummel meticulously categorizes democide to provide a nuanced
understanding of its various forms. These categories highlight the different
methods and motivations governments employ when perpetrating such crimes. By
breaking down democide into distinct types, Rummel's research allows for a
more precise historical analysis and comparison of state-sponsored violence
across different regimes and time periods.

Genocide
Genocide, as defined by Rummel and generally understood, involves the
deliberate extermination of a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group.
This category is characterized by the specific intent to destroy, in whole or
in part, such a group. Rummel's research includes genocides that were
explicitly intended as mass murder campaigns against a targeted population,
often involving systematic extermination policies.

Politicide
Politicide refers to the murder of any political, social, or other group or
class of people for reasons of their political or social opposition,
allegiances, or beliefs. This category encompasses the elimination of
political dissidents, opposition leaders, and entire social classes deemed
undesirable by the ruling regime. The intent here is to eradicate political
opposition and consolidate power by removing perceived threats.

Mass Murder
Mass murder, in Rummel's framework, involves the murder of large numbers of
people by the government, not necessarily as part of a systematic plan to
exterminate a specific group (as in genocide) or political opposition (as in
politicide), but rather as a result of brutal and inhumane policies or
actions. This can include mass executions, deaths resulting from forced labor
camps where conditions are designed to kill, or the deliberate infliction of
widespread suffering that leads to mass mortality.



Systematic Murder and Neglect
A significant portion of Rummel's research also addresses deaths resulting
from systemic governmental policies of neglect, indifference, or deliberate
mismanagement of resources that lead to mass death. This can manifest as man-
made famines, where state policies deliberately withhold food or create
conditions that lead to starvation among segments of the population. While
not always direct execution, these deaths are considered democide due to the
government's culpability and foreseeable outcomes of their actions.

The Grim Statistics: Quantifying Death by
Government

Perhaps the most striking aspect of R.J. Rummel's research is his meticulous
quantification of death by government. Through extensive historical data
collection and rigorous statistical analysis, Rummel estimated the death
tolls for various forms of democide throughout the 20th century. His findings
are often staggering, revealing that government-induced deaths far surpassed
those caused by warfare, a counterintuitive conclusion that underscores the
pervasive nature of state-sponsored violence.

Rummel's most widely cited estimate suggests that between 1900 and 1999,
governments around the world were responsible for the deaths of an estimated
262 million people. This figure represents a profound indictment of
governmental power when wielded without restraint. He meticulously breaks
down these numbers by country and by the specific types of democide,
providing a detailed and often harrowing account of state-sponsored
atrocities.

For instance, his research highlights the immense human cost of totalitarian
regimes, particularly the Soviet Union and Maoist China, where millions
perished due to purges, forced collectivization, labor camps, and man-made
famines. The Nazi regime's systematic extermination of Jews and other groups,
a clear case of genocide, also contributes significantly to these figures.
Rummel's work aims to provide a factual basis for understanding the scale of
these crimes, moving beyond anecdotal evidence to offer a comprehensive
statistical portrait.

Estimates of 20th Century Democide

Total estimated democide deaths: 262,000,000

War-related deaths: Approximately 100,000,000

Democide as a percentage of war deaths: Roughly 262%



These figures are controversial and have been subject to scholarly debate,
but they represent a serious attempt to quantify the impact of governmental
actions on human lives. Rummel himself acknowledges the inherent challenges
in such calculations, noting that precise figures are often impossible to
ascertain due to the secretive nature of these regimes and the deliberate
destruction of records.

Historical Case Studies of Democide

R.J. Rummel's research is deeply rooted in historical evidence, drawing from
a vast array of documented instances of democide across various nations and
ideologies. These case studies serve to illustrate the abstract statistical
figures and provide concrete examples of how governments have systematically
murdered their own people.

The Soviet Union
Under regimes like those of Lenin, Stalin, and subsequent leaders, the Soviet
Union was responsible for an enormous number of democides. Rummel cites
millions of deaths resulting from forced collectivization, the Holodomor (a
man-made famine in Ukraine), political purges, executions, and the Gulag
labor camp system. The systematic elimination of perceived enemies of the
state and the brutal implementation of socialist policies led to catastrophic
loss of life.

Maoist China
Similarly, the People's Republic of China under Mao Zedong witnessed
staggering levels of democide. The Great Leap Forward, a misguided economic
and social campaign, resulted in a catastrophic famine that killed tens of
millions. Political purges, executions, and the violent suppression of
dissent further added to the immense death toll attributed to the Chinese
government during this period.

Nazi Germany
The Nazi regime in Germany is perhaps the most infamous example of genocide
and politicide. Rummel's research quantifies the Holocaust, the systematic
extermination of approximately six million Jews, along with millions of Roma,
homosexuals, political opponents, and disabled individuals. Beyond the
Holocaust, the regime's wartime policies and brutal occupation of territories
also led to widespread democide.



Other Regimes
Rummel's work also details democides in numerous other countries, including
Cambodia under the Khmer Rouge, where a radical communist revolution led to
the deaths of a substantial portion of the population; North Korea; Vietnam;
and various African and Latin American nations. These examples underscore
that democide is not confined to one ideology or region but is a recurring
phenomenon of state-sponsored violence.

The Mechanisms of Democide

Understanding the mechanisms by which governments carry out democide is
crucial for appreciating the systematic nature of these atrocities. Rummel
identifies several key methods and strategies employed by regimes to
facilitate the mass murder of their populations.

Systematic Executions and Purges
Direct state-sponsored executions, often carried out through secret police,
military forces, or judicial systems manipulated by the ruling party, are a
primary mechanism. Purges involve the systematic elimination of individuals
or groups perceived as threats to the regime's power, often based on flimsy
accusations or outright fabrications.

Forced Labor Camps and Prisons
Concentration camps, labor camps (like the Soviet Gulag), and notorious
prisons are often instruments of democide. The conditions within these
institutions are frequently designed to be lethal, with starvation, disease,
overwork, and brutal treatment leading to mass deaths. These are not merely
places of punishment but sites of deliberate extermination.

Man-Made Famines
Governments can engineer famines through disastrous economic policies, forced
collectivization of agriculture, or by deliberately withholding food supplies
from certain populations. These famines, as seen in the Soviet Union and
China, are not natural occurrences but the direct result of state actions or
inactions, making them a form of democide.

Displacement and Extermination through Brutality
Mass deportations, forced displacement, and the infliction of extreme



brutality on populations can also lead to mass death. When governments
forcibly move people into inhospitable environments or subject them to
inhumane conditions during relocation, the resulting mortality is a form of
democide.

Ideological Indoctrination and Dehumanization
A crucial precursor and ongoing mechanism for democide is the ideological
indoctrination of the populace and the systematic dehumanization of targeted
groups. By portraying specific groups as enemies, subhumans, or threats,
governments create a climate where violence against them is not only accepted
but often encouraged, making the task of mass murder easier to execute.

The Psychological and Social Factors Enabling
Democide

R.J. Rummel's research also delves into the psychological and social factors
that enable democide to occur. Understanding these underlying dynamics is
critical for recognizing the warning signs and developing preventative
strategies.

Authoritarianism and Totalitarianism
Regimes that consolidate absolute power, suppress dissent, and reject
individual liberties are fertile ground for democide. In such systems, the
state's will supersedes all other considerations, and the population has
little recourse against governmental brutality.

Ideological Extremism
Radical ideologies, whether political, social, or religious, can provide the
justification for mass murder. When an ideology demands the elimination of
certain classes, groups, or opposing viewpoints, and when the state adopts
this ideology wholeheartedly, democide can become a central tenet of
governance.

Dehumanization and Propaganda
The systematic portrayal of target groups as less than human is a critical
psychological tool. Propaganda campaigns that demonize, denigrate, and
dehumanize populations make it easier for perpetrators to commit atrocities
and for the wider society to tolerate or even support such actions. This
psychological distance allows individuals to participate in or condone mass



murder without experiencing empathy.

Bureacratization of Killing
Democide is often carried out through bureaucratic processes. Rather than
individuals acting alone, entire systems and hierarchies are established to
facilitate killing. This bureaucratization of violence can diffuse
responsibility, making it harder to pinpoint individual culpability and
allowing for the efficient execution of mass murder on a large scale.

Fear and Obedience
A climate of fear and a culture of unquestioning obedience to authority are
essential for the functioning of democidal regimes. When citizens are afraid
to speak out, resist, or question the government's actions, the state can
operate with impunity.

Distinguishing Democide from Other Forms of
Death

R.J. Rummel's meticulous approach involves clearly differentiating democide
from other causes of death to accurately assess state responsibility. This
distinction is vital for historical accuracy and for understanding the unique
nature of governmental crimes.

War vs. Democide
While war is a primary cause of death, Rummel distinguishes it from democide
by focusing on the perpetrator and the context. Wars are typically between
sovereign states or organized belligerents. Democide, conversely, is when a
government murders its own people or other populations under its control,
often without the declaration or formalities of war. While war can be a
context for democide (e.g., civilian deaths due to state actions during
wartime), the core definition of democide centers on the state's internal or
extraterritorial oppression and murder of non-combatants or even combatants
under its authority.

Accidents and Unforeseen Consequences
Rummel's definition focuses on deliberate actions or culpable negligence, not
on accidental deaths or unforeseen consequences of policy where there was no
intent to harm. For example, a poorly managed infrastructure project that
results in accidental deaths would not typically fall under democide unless



there was a clear pattern of deliberate neglect or intent to kill specific
groups through the project's failure.

Natural Disasters
Natural disasters, by definition, are events beyond human control. While a
government's response to a natural disaster can be critically flawed and lead
to preventable deaths, the disaster itself is not democide. However, if a
government intentionally withholds aid from a population already suffering
from a natural disaster with the intent to harm or eliminate them, then this
response could be considered democide.

The precise categorization is crucial for Rummel's statistical analysis,
allowing him to isolate the impact of state-sponsored violence and assign
responsibility. This rigorous distinction helps to underscore the unique
culpability of governments when they become instruments of mass death.

The Significance of R.J. Rummel's Work

The significance of R.J. Rummel's research on "death by government" cannot be
overstated. His work fundamentally alters our understanding of historical
mortality and the nature of state power. By meticulously documenting and
quantifying democide, Rummel brings to light a vast realm of human suffering
that has often been obscured by traditional historical narratives focusing on
international conflicts.

His research serves as a crucial corrective to historical accounts that may
downplay or ignore the immense death tolls caused by internal state
repression. By providing a statistical framework, Rummel enables comparative
analysis of different regimes and ideologies, revealing patterns of
governmental violence that transcend specific political systems. This
objective, data-driven approach lends significant weight to his arguments and
makes his work indispensable for scholars and policymakers alike.

Furthermore, Rummel's work acts as a powerful warning. By highlighting the
sheer scale of democide in the 20th century, he underscores the inherent
dangers of unchecked state power, ideological extremism, and the erosion of
individual rights. Understanding the mechanisms and prevalence of democide is
essential for developing robust safeguards against future atrocities. His
legacy is one of illuminating a hidden truth and advocating for a more
informed and vigilant approach to governance and human rights.



Preventing Future Democide: Lessons from Rummel

R.J. Rummel's research into death by government is not merely a historical
accounting; it is a profound call to action. His meticulous documentation of
state-sponsored violence offers crucial lessons for preventing future
atrocities and safeguarding human lives.

Promoting Democracy and Human Rights
Rummel's data consistently shows that democracies are far less likely to
engage in democide than non-democracies. He argues that political freedom,
checks and balances, and respect for human rights are essential deterrents
against state-sponsored mass murder. Strengthening democratic institutions
and upholding universal human rights are paramount.

Fostering Transparency and Accountability
The secretive nature of democidal regimes allows them to operate with
impunity. Promoting governmental transparency, freedom of the press, and
independent oversight mechanisms are vital for exposing and holding
governments accountable for their actions.

Educating About the Dangers of State Power
Awareness is a powerful tool. Educating future generations about the history
of democide, its causes, and its devastating consequences is crucial for
fostering a societal consciousness that is vigilant against such abuses of
power. Understanding the lessons of the 20th century is essential for
building a more peaceful future.

Encouraging International Cooperation and
Intervention
While Rummel primarily focuses on state responsibility, his work implies the
need for international mechanisms to prevent and respond to mass atrocities.
Diplomacy, sanctions, and, in extreme cases, coordinated international
intervention can play a role in deterring or halting democide.

Ultimately, the prevention of death by government hinges on a commitment to
fundamental principles of justice, human dignity, and robust democratic
governance. Rummel's work provides the empirical foundation for this
commitment, illustrating the devastating costs of failing to uphold these
ideals.



Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Death by
Government

R.J. Rummel's extensive research on "death by government" fundamentally
reshapes our understanding of historical mortality and the dark potential
inherent in state power. By meticulously defining, categorizing, and
quantifying democide, Rummel has shed critical light on the immense human
cost of governmental violence, revealing that state-sponsored killings in the
20th century far surpassed the death tolls of major wars. His work serves as
a powerful testament to the need for constant vigilance against
authoritarianism, ideological extremism, and the erosion of human rights.

The legacy of R.J. Rummel's research on death by government endures as a
vital educational tool and a stark warning. It compels us to critically
examine the role of governments in the lives of their citizens and to
advocate for robust democratic institutions, transparency, and
accountability. By understanding the mechanisms and prevalence of democide,
we are better equipped to prevent future atrocities and build a world where
governments serve and protect their people, rather than becoming instruments
of their destruction. The concept of death by government remains a crucial,
albeit somber, area of study for anyone seeking to comprehend the
complexities of power and the imperative of human security.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of R.J. Rummel's work on
'death by government'?
Rummel's central thesis is that governments, through their policies and
actions, have been responsible for the deaths of far more people throughout
history than all other causes combined. He argues that state-sponsored
violence, including democide (government killings), is a primary driver of
human mortality.

What does Rummel mean by 'democide'?
Democide, a term coined by Rummel, encompasses a range of state-sponsored
killings, including genocide, politicide, and mass murder. It refers to the
intentional killing of unarmed, non-combatant people by their own government
or agents of the state.

What evidence does Rummel cite to support his claims
about 'death by government'?
Rummel draws upon extensive historical data and statistical analysis,



examining documented instances of government-perpetrated violence across
various countries and time periods. His work, particularly 'Death by
Government,' provides detailed accounts and death toll estimations for
numerous regimes.

What are some of the key historical examples Rummel
highlights to illustrate 'death by government'?
Rummel frequently cites examples such as the Soviet Union under Stalin, China
under Mao Zedong, Nazi Germany under Hitler, and Cambodia under Pol Pot. He
meticulously documents the vast scale of deaths caused by their policies,
purges, famines, and mass killings.

How does Rummel's concept of 'death by government'
compare to conventional understandings of historical
death tolls?
Rummel argues that conventional understandings often underestimate the role
of government in causing deaths, focusing more on deaths from war between
states or natural disasters. He contends that democide, the killing of one's
own people by the state, has historically been a far greater source of
mortality.

What are the implications of Rummel's findings for
understanding political power and human rights?
Rummel's work suggests a profound connection between unchecked state power
and mass human suffering. It emphasizes the critical importance of democratic
governance, individual liberties, and accountability to prevent governments
from becoming instruments of mass destruction against their own citizens.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the theme of "death by government"
(democide) as explored by R.J. Rummel:

1. _______The Death of Ivan Ilyich_______
This classic novella by Leo Tolstoy delves into the existential dread and
societal indifference surrounding a man's slow, inevitable death. While not
explicitly about government action, it powerfully portrays how systems and
norms can alienate individuals, leading to a profound sense of isolation and
unfulfilled life, mirroring some aspects of dehumanization that can precede
or accompany democide. The narrative forces readers to confront the
superficiality of life and the search for meaning in the face of mortality.

2. _______Gulag Archipelago_______
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's monumental work is a searing indictment of the



Soviet forced labor camp system. It meticulously documents the systematic
imprisonment, torture, and murder of millions of Soviet citizens by their own
government. The book provides chilling firsthand accounts and historical
analysis of how state power, ideology, and bureaucracy conspired to
annihilate vast segments of the population.

3. _______Night_______
Elie Wiesel's harrowing memoir recounts his experiences as a teenager in Nazi
concentration camps during the Holocaust. It is a testament to the
dehumanizing effects of state-sponsored genocide, detailing the systematic
stripping of identity, dignity, and life. Wiesel's personal narrative
powerfully illustrates the horrors inflicted by a government bent on
extermination.

4. _______Hiroshima_______
John Hersey's powerful work of New Journalism focuses on the experiences of
six survivors of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. It humanizes the
devastating impact of a weapon of mass destruction deployed by a government.
The book provides a stark, personal look at the immediate and long-term
suffering caused by a singular act of state-sanctioned violence.

5. _______The Road to Serfdom_______
Friedrich Hayek's seminal work argues that the road to totalitarianism, and
by extension, potential democide, begins with increasing government
intervention in the economy and society. He contends that centralized
planning and the suppression of individual liberties inevitably lead to
oppression and loss of freedom. The book serves as a warning against the
dangers of unchecked state power.

6. _______The Black Book of Communism_______
This comprehensive study by Stéphane Courtois and others details the crimes
of communism throughout the 20th century. It estimates that communist regimes
were responsible for the deaths of over 100 million people through
executions, forced famines, deportations, and forced labor. The book provides
extensive historical evidence of systematic state-inflicted mortality across
various communist states.

7. _______The Killing Fields_______
Written by Christopher Hudson, this book is based on the documentary film of
the same name, which chronicles the Cambodian genocide under the Khmer Rouge
regime. It provides a graphic and deeply moving account of how a radical
ideology, implemented by a totalitarian government, led to the systematic
murder of millions of its own citizens. The narrative highlights the
devastating consequences of political extremism.

8. _______Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution
in Poland_______
In this groundbreaking study, Christopher Browning examines how ordinary
German men were transformed into mass murderers during the Holocaust. He
explores the psychological and social pressures that enabled them to
participate in state-ordered killings. The book sheds light on the mechanisms



by which individuals carry out government-sanctioned atrocities.

9. _______State Crimes: Punishment and Responsibility in International
Criminal Law_______
While more focused on the legal ramifications, this book by Ruti G. Teitel
examines instances where states commit grave crimes against their own
populations. It delves into the nature of state responsibility and
accountability for acts that cause mass death and suffering. The book
provides a framework for understanding and prosecuting government-perpetrated
violence.
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