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These are the people killed in the Parkland High School shooting  

 

 

 

There are 17 of them. 
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This massacre may catalyse movement toward stricter gun 

control laws in the US, saving future lives. 

 

 

A lot is riding on the debate this horrific event has generated. 
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So maybe it would be helpful to exaggerate the number of people 

killed in the incident. 

 

 

If this massacre of 17 would lead to some package of gun control 

measures then, surely, inflating the number to 50 would lead to a 

stricter, hence better, package.   

 

 

Why not? 
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In fact, let’s just make it an even 100. 

 

 

Raise your hand if you pledge to join me on social media pushing 

the line that 100 people were killed at Parkland. 

 

 

If someone challenges us we’ll get really angry and insist that the 

mainstream media is covering up the true size of the massacre. 

 

 

Shame on the denialists who say it’s only 17! 
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When I wrote the last slide I assumed that nobody would raise 

his/her hand – hopefully this turned out to be true. 
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When I wrote the last slide I assumed that nobody would raise 

his/her hand – hopefully this turned out to be true. 
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But why shouldn’t we exaggerate the death count in this 

massacre? 
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Off the top of my head I can think of three main reasons not to do 

this. 

 

1.  It’s wrong to lie. 

 

 

2.  It dishonours the true victims to lard up their numbers with 

fake ones. 

 

 

3.  We would never get away with it (well, aside from convincing a 

fringe of crazies).  Where are the names and faces of our 

additional 83? 
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Yet, when referring to wars in faraway places people often make 

such exaggerations. 

 

 

Conditions 1 and 2 are still true but condition 3 may not hold – 

exaggerators might get away with it. 
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The war in Kosovo (1998-99) 

 

 

We know with great certainty that the number of people killed was 

around 13,500 (see this paper of mine) 

 

 

Yet look at these headlines that appeared during the war: 

  

http://www.kosovskaknjigapamcenja.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Michael-_Spagat_Evaluation_of_the_Database_KMB_December_10_2014.pdf
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In fairness, Cohen hedges but this still looks like official US 

support for an estimate of 100,000 murders. 
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But why stop at 100,000? 

 

Again, I acknowledge the distinction between missing and killed 

although I think that many will see this as 200,000 killed. 
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David Scheffer, United States Ambassador-at-Large for War 

Crimes Issues describes a back-of-an-envelope calculation 

leading to the 100,000 number as “conservative.”  

 

 

He notes that US intelligence agencies released estimates 

between 225,000 and 400,000.   
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In his book, Scheffer writes: 

 

“Given the murderous track record of the Bosnian Serbs in the 

Srebrenica genocide, we had to assume the worst and sound the 

alarm.  With so many men missing what exactly was their fate? We 

never stated that they in fact were killed, only that such massacres 

could have occurred.  I personally put the number out there with 

considerable emphasis, to try to deter further killings.  We were 

sending the message that with so many men missing, we had better 

not find out that all or any significant number of them had been 

killed.” 

 

But he never acknowledges the fact that all these estimates, from 

the “conservative” 100,000 on up turned out to be way too high.   

https://www.amazon.co.uk/All-Missing-Souls-Personal-Tribunals/dp/0691157847
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To be clear – 13,500 violent deaths is a lot, especially in such a 

small country like Kosovo. 

 

 

But I’m saying that it’s not OK to convert this into 100,000 or 

200,000 or 400,000 deaths in an attempt to try to get an outcome 

you want – in this case NATO military intervention.    
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The Democratic Republic of Congo  
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The last slide was a New York Times headline – here are the 

opening paragraphs of the story. 
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Key points. 

 

 

1.  The International Rescue Committee (IRC) did a survey and 

found 5.4 million deaths in the Democratic Republic of Congo 

(DRC) 

 

 

2.  Only a small percentage of these are claimed to be violent.  

 

 

3.  Almost ½ of the deaths are said to be of children. 



20 
 

4.  The IRC’s number is based on comparing the DRC’s death 

rates with the average death rates of countries in its region… 

although the DRC has long done much worse than its 

neighbours. 

 

 

This approach would be like measuring the number of Mexicans 

killed in Mexico’s drug war by comparing Mexico’s death rates 

with those of the US and Canada. 

 

 

So the 5.4 million number is highly dubious. 
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5. The IRC claims suggest that the huge efforts by the 

international community to help the DRC have been to no avail – 

billions in aid, a huge peacekeeping force, elections…. 

 

 

This seems really demoralizing. 

 

 

But international agencies also put a lot of effort into doing high 

quality surveys of child mortality and these surveys show high but 

steadily declining child mortality in the DRC (see the next slide). 
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6.  Moreover, these surveys do not show a massive and 

sustained spike in child mortality rates between 1998 and 2007. 

 

 

(One survey does suggest a big and temporary spike in 1998-99.) 

  

But there must be such a spike if the IRC is even close to correct 

about its 5.4 million claim – remember nearly ½ of these deaths 

are supposed to be of children. 

 

Yet the headline grabbing 5.4 million circulates widely including in 

IRC fundraising (ironically, since the work that created this 

number suggests that aid wasn’t working in the DRC.) 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=democratic+republic+of+congo+5.4+million+deaths&source=lnt&tbs=qdr:y&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwijvu3rgcnZAhVFCuwKHbqzD3QQpwUIIQ&biw=1920&bih=925
https://www.rescue.org/article/helping-forgotten-children-forgotten-conflict
https://www.rescue.org/article/helping-forgotten-children-forgotten-conflict
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7.  The IRC and the outside researchers who spearheaded the 

work will not share their data. 

 

 

Specifically, I requested the data from the two main researchers 

on these surveys and from the director of research at the IRC. 

 

 

One researcher ignored my request, the other one turned me 

down and the IRC director said that the IRC doesn’t have the 

data.   
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To be clear once again, the DRC has many serious problems and 

is highly deserving of economic aid. 

 

 

I just don’t think it’s helpful to exaggerate the death tolls there and 

it may actually be harmful by portraying the DRC as an exotic 

place where people just kill each other no matter what and there’s 

no point in pouring money into it.   
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Finishing Up 

 

I’ve used my 15 minutes to attack exaggerated numbers which I 

consider to be quite a big an underappreciated problem. 

 

 

But, of course, there are also many cases of people denying well 

established war-death numbers. 

 

 

This denial happens with pretty much any solid genocide number. 
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I picked out two cases of exaggeration but I had many to choose 

from. 

 

 

For example, just two days ago I published a paper showing that 

a widely publicized estimate of ½ a million excess deaths in Iraq 

is another exaggeration (See also this) 

 

 

In fact, I do this sort of thing all the time on my blog – it’s called 

“War, Numbers and Human Losses: The Truth Counts” 

 

  

http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2053168018757858
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2053168017732642
https://mikespagat.wordpress.com/
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So let’s continue this discussion! 

 

Feel free to contact me at: 

 

 m.spagat@rhul.ac.uk 

 

@Michael_Spagat 

 

https://mikespagat.wordpress.com/ 

 

Thank you very much for listening. 

 

mailto:m.spagat@rhul.ac.uk
https://twitter.com/Michael_Spagat
https://mikespagat.wordpress.com/

