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Executive Summary 

As of January 2015, 220,000 people had died in the civil war raging in Syria since 2011. Shortly 

before the United Nations published its death toll, the Syrian Human Rights Observatory 

announced a number of 202,354 civilian deaths, whereas the Violation Documentation Center 

listed “only” 116,504 victims on their website. The diverging tolls suggest that counting 

casualties is far less straightforward than commonly perceived. In fact, actors involved in, or 

concerned with death counts widely disagree on the suitability of the different methods applied 

in mortality studies and thus on the credibility of their results. While the field has significantly 

developed within the past decades, the controversy surrounding death “counts” is revisited with 

each new conflict, epidemic or natural disaster that appears. 

 

This white paper attempts to explore the controversy around “counting the dead”, addressing 

the question ‘Why are attempts to ‘count’ the dead and the numbers that such efforts produce 

so controversial?’ The qualitative and quantitative analysis of a vast body of primary research 

and secondary literature, as well insights gained in interviews with ten leading researchers in 

the field, have allowed us to map the linkages between different actors, interests and methods 

involved in producing casualty numbers. The implications of these numbers go far beyond the 

technical debate, having serious ramifications for policy decisions, accountability and public 

debate. 

 

To approach the controversy, we assume that the “reality” of mortality data is subject to social 

construction, and that this constructive process shapes and is shaped by whatever purpose 

motivates a study. Our analysis shows that in the field of “counting” the dead, there is little 

general consensus among researchers on how casualty studies shall be conducted. On the 

contrary, small, rather isolated networks of actors consolidate around three dominant 

methodological approaches: multiple systems estimation or capture-recapture methods, 

mortality surveys, and direct and indirect real-time counts. Each of these research designs has 

its advantages - and limitations - concerning a particular context, and the type of the data 

analysed. Regardless however of how rigorous a method is being applied, unexpected and 

uncontrollable challenges appearing during data collection or processing tend to pose 

limitations to the quality of results. 

 

Even though it thus appears that mortality studies are incapable to access external objectivity, 

they nonetheless represent political realities, serving as important points of reference for the 

understanding of a crisis and subsequent action by different actors. We claim that the way in 

which a casualty number is being perceived and utilized by an actor is often related to an 

underlying purpose rather than based merely on its reliability. Numbers become stories, stories 

that are convenient for their narrators. Beyond the creation of myriad narratives around a single 

casualty number, this number may serve as the justification upon which political action is built, 

reaching from humanitarian aid to military intervention. In the wake of an armed conflict, 

casualty numbers can further be relevant for reconciliation and accountability efforts, thereby 

contributing to the building of sustainable peace. 

 

Mapping out the scope and elements of the controversy leads us right to its origin: Sought for 

and researched by scientists to grasp an objective reality on the one side, the sensitivity of 

casualty numbers and their far reaching political implications make them incredibly powerful 

and thus prone to exploitation. Hence, the controversy arises from the dilemma of casualty 

numbers between scientific claim and political motive - between the access to and the political 

appeal of objectivity. 
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I. Introduction 

 

During World War I (1914-18), over 16 million military and civilians died; World War II 

(1939-45) is believed to have killed 60 million people; the Second Congo War (1998-2003) 

would have caused 5.4 million deaths. These figures are now all well-known. Less known, 

perhaps, is that each of these events was examined by a range of studies attempting to measure 

the human cost of the conflict, often producing widely different results with widely different 

methods. Counting the dead is not as straightforward as one might assume and involves a whole 

range of scientific disciplines (for example epidemiology, statistics, the social sciences) and 

methodological considerations (classification, scale, sample selection, etc.). The results often 

remain quite disparate. In the ongoing civil war in Syria, which started in 2011, the UN released 

the number of 220,000 victims in January 2015 (Hadid, 2015), although it had decided in the 

summer of 2013 that it would stop ‘updating its death toll due to concerns about its accuracy’ 

(Taylor, 2014). In December 2014, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR) recorded 

202,354 deaths but the director of the organization Rami Abdul Rahman believed this number 

could actually be as high as 280,000, as many incidents and deaths could not be verified and 

therefore recorded. Other organizations such as the Violation Documentation Center display a 

real-time count on their website that is much lower, recording “only” 116,504 victims (VDC, 

2015). Additionally, experts also disagree on the number of civilians and combatants killed, 

the number of victims on the side of the regime or the rebels, and on many other aspects of 

classification. This is only a snapshot of the numerous discussions surrounding death tolls, final 

counts and definitive numbers, and is an area that we will explore further in this project.  

 

We begin by outlining the theoretical framework around this controversy. Numbers may appear 

self-evident, but a cursory glance at the history of statistics — and the history of the pursuit of 

objectivity in the sciences more broadly — reveals that a possible source of controversy in 

counting the dead is the sheer difficulty of gaining methodological access to an objective, 

external reality. This is particularly true when statisticians cannot feasibly confront everybody 

and count them manually. Even if we consider the possibility of accurately reflecting the reality 

of a death toll with what is ultimately a science based on estimation, the mere assertion that 

one’s results are more objective than another’s has a discursive power. The way in which these 

claims are substantiated, through both the notion of the (scientific) access to objectivity and 
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the (political) appeal to objectivity, is a driving force behind the vehemence of the discussions 

surrounding body counts. 

 

On a second stage, we will look closer at the production of the numbers: how are estimations 

and counts done? Discussions on the methodological processes create divisions and intense 

debates between various actors. Our final part highlights why the controversy has turned out to 

be so impassioned and widespread. The reliability of the method influences the credibility of 

the number that comes out of it. However, these disagreements on methods create tensions for 

the reason that once a number has been produced, it has enormous implications. A number is 

quoted, referred to, used as evidence in various decision-making processes with profound 

ramifications. Not only understanding how the number is produced but also how it can be 

utilized is a key element of describing the controversy.  

 

Ultimately, discussions of the methodological nuances of counting the dead and an analysis of 

how death counts are received and used in the context of broader interests and debates provide 

the most interesting lines of inquiry. In explaining the controversy, however, the key is in the 

synthesis of these two inquiries — once we have acknowledged that objectivity is socially 

constructed, that process of construction between systematic methodologies and competing 

interests becomes more interesting than the reality of the final results themselves (i.e. the 

counts) for explaining the epistemological controversy. 

 

I.1. Our method 

 

To analyse the controversy, an entry point had to be chosen. The Lancet studies of 2004 and 

2006 regarding the mortality rate in Iraq following the US invasion were our first point of 

contact with the controversy. The two studies directed by Les Roberts and Gilbert Burnham 

had tremendous repercussions on the disciplinary literature, triggering intense debates on the 

numbers produced and on the methods used by the researchers, implicating a variety of actors 

(governments, the media and academia.). The advantage of starting with the Lancet studies 

consisted in the vast critical literature, from which we were able to draw out the most pertinent 

methodological and epistemological issues and pursue them into other case studies, most 

importantly through a large-scale canvassing of the major actors and the conducting of in-depth 

interviews about the issues that came up from the controversy itself. 
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With the Lancet studies (2004, 2006) at the centre of our controversy, we did have a selection 

bias in the dataset and realised early on that bibliometrics and data visualization were going to 

yield us little when it came to a controversy this large and unsettled. Consequentially, we 

decided to take a different approach to enlarge our analysis. Most of the discussions regarding 

the Iraqi studies were between particular individuals or groups that we mapped in the first 

chapter of this paper. The most effective way to highlight the controversy was to understand 

the interactions of actors within it. This interaction was revealed through interviews with the 

actors. In selecting relevant actors, we took into consideration a wide range of factors from 

background and affiliations to experience and prominence. In our selection process we also 

included the number of publications attributed to the authors and the number of times an author 

was cited in other publications. Our final list of actors to be contacted included 27 individuals 

and organisations. We managed to interview 10 of them. They each represented a different 

facet of the controversy. Our interviews were designed to be comprehensive providing insight 

of the three following dimensions: the theoretical frame of counting and estimating, the 

production of numbers (i.e. methods) and the reception and use of the number. The interviews 

were also aimed at highlighting the network of actors and their various associations, which 

constitute part of the controversy.  

 

As a result, our description of the controversy relied on a primary dataset of publications 

regarding the specific case of the Iraq war to give us a background of the stakes at play in the 

controversy. We later expanded our scope through a series of interviews which offered the 

possibility for the actors involved to introduce their position. The result of our investigation is 

this paper.  

 

I.2. Terminology 

 

We would like to clarify here the terminologies used in the paper. Death counts speak about 

estimation and counting of victims in a general manner. It is not attached to a particular method 

or group of actors. Death counts may be used interchangeably with mortality data and casualty 

figures throughout our paper. Mortality surveys, body counts, capture-recapture, multiple 

systems estimation, direct and indirect real-time refer to specific methods of collecting data.  

 

In terms of the case studies we use as references, we restrained ourselves to complex emergency 

situations. Disaster refers to disaster by natural causes including but not limited to earthquakes, 
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tsunamis and floods. Regarding anthropogenic disasters we created single category, which 

included: war, armed conflict, civil war, rebellion and any events involving the use of armed 

forces. This categorization was created in order to clarify the respective different stakes at play. 

 

Regarding the actors involved, we decided on broad categories including academics (affiliated 

to university and research), NGO members, and government. Other distinctions may arise 

according to the field specialization of each actor. 

 

II. Establishing statistical realities: access and appeal to objectivity in counting the dead 

 

Conflict mortality statistics are the product of a scientific process composed of techniques that 

have been developed through a particular history, ostensibly with objectivity as its desired 

destination. Statistics become reference points in debates about politics, history, public health, 

and many other spheres. For Alain Desrosières, the statistics are ‘routinized practices’ that 

provide ‘a stable and widely accepted language to give voice to the debate [and] help to 

establish the reality of the picture described’ (2002: 1) — in other words, that it is problematic 

to speak of the “facticity” of statistics without reference to the way they are produced, the 

purpose of their production, and their reception, use, and influence thereafter.  

 

Somewhat self-evidently, many kinds of phenomena referenced in contemporary politics find 

their expression through statistics and numbers. Since Durkheim, a ‘perspective of 

objectification’ (Ibid.) guided the search for ‘social facts’ in the social sciences. Sociology, to 

draw on Bruno Latour, has in particular been ‘obsessed by the goal of becoming a quantitative 

science’ (2010: 145). But this obsession is arguably common to all forms of substantive 

discussion in today’s post-enlightenment, “modernist,” secular politics. The obsession with 

quantification comes from a pervasive quest for scientific objectivity, in an attempt to gain 

access to an external reality.  

 

The epistemological difficulty of accessing an external “objective” world has been present in 

the development of the field of statistics from the start. The historically recent scientific 

emphasis on methodological consistency has led to a situation in which quantification is ‘based 

on clearly formalised synthetic concepts: averages, standard deviations, probability, identical 

categories or “equivalences,” correlation, regression, sampling, national income, estimates, 
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tests, residuals, maximum likelihood, simultaneous equations’ (Desrosières 2002: 2). For 

Desrosières, the development of this technical language alongside the history of the natural 

sciences has led to a kind of de facto transformation of ‘social facts into things’ through the 

prism of statistics. This, he argues, means that ‘statistical reasoning can only be reintegrated 

into a reflexive scientific culture on the condition that we return to these translations and 

debates’ that are embedded in its own history (Ibid.).  

 

But this work of elaboration needs to be done on two levels, both in the discrete history of 

statistics and more broadly in how it has co-opted and worked from concepts of objectivity. 

We argue that this frames the first locus for the controversy around counting the dead: 

methodology. With this theoretical terrain for statistical reasoning laid out, its application to 

the very particular case of mortality reveals a dazzling array of interests at play. Apparent from 

this discussion is the fact that approaching the problem of conflict mortality statistics from our 

first difficulty - access to objectivity - narrows one’s gaze into a comparative analysis of the 

epistemology of the various methods for counting the dead. The second, appeal to objectivity, 

is less a difficulty than simply a characteristic of ‘science’ as a whole.  

Having begun by enunciating the historical complexities hidden behind notions of objectivity 

and quantification, this section will end with a presentation of this terrain of competing interests 

that form the concrete epistemological project of counting the dead. 

 

II.1. The pursuit of objectivity through history 

 

In the 19th century the photograph became a powerful symbol of a neutral, exquisitely detailed 

truth. It was able to capture the world exactly as it was, without interference of ideas and beliefs 

of an outsider. It was without a doubt the most objective image possible. The trust that numbers 

inspire today is not dissimilar from the trust that was placed in photography in the 19th 

century.  Death tolls circulated in the media are presented as facts that are hardly challenged, 

and frame a call for “immediate action”, aid expansion and increased media presence. This 

section examines the conceptual history of objectivity in the West; how it evolved and how it 

relates to the trust we have in numbers and statistics. It concludes by arguing that reality appears 

as a product of a series of assertions that are justified through particular techniques; even when 

we know statistics and truth are not coextensive, the dream of a numerically quantifiable reality 

is still compelling.  
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The practice of mechanical objectivity, as an expulsion of the idealised descriptions of “reality” 

and a corresponding turning away from human senses and interpretation of scientific 

instruments of measurement, emerged at the end of the 19th century. However, before this 

mechanical turn in the 17th and 18th centuries, the pursuit of objectivity in the sciences was not 

so much to access a “reality” in the way we think of it today. It was less “external”: access to 

objectivity was about standardization amongst observers, with a strong emphasis on the 

idealizing gaze of the human and an orientation towards “the typical”.  

 

Two important variants emerged prior to the mechanical turn; the ideal and the characteristic. 

The “ideal” images were not only about identifying the typical, but focused on the perfect. 

“Idealists” recognized the diversity of nature, but since science was unable to reflect this, a 

choice was made to use the ideal patterns of nature as representative. “Characteristic” images, 

on the other hand, located the typical in perception’ (Daston & Galison, 1992: 88). They 

presented individual cases as typical and illustrative. ‘Paradoxically,’ writes Porter, ‘until the 

eighteenth century these [objects of truth] were usually objects of consciousness rather than 

physical things; real entities existing outside of us were called subjects’ (1995: 3). In the 

intervening centuries, this object-subject distinction was flipped with the perception that access 

of objectivity required a particular methodology, that the reality human beings perceived was 

filtered and obscured by the ideal rather than revealed by it. This is the shift that gave rise to 

mechanical objectivity as a systematic attempt to access a reality external to human beings. 

 

This mechanical turn in the late 19th century attempted to displace the presence of the observer, 

who distorts reality through perception (Daston & Galison, 1992: 83). The search for 

mechanical objectivity thus necessitated a systematic methodology for eliminating bias and 

personal interests in favour of fairness and impartiality, through consensual methods of 

measurement and quantification. In doing so, patterns of predetermined rules emerged for 

“good science” which would correspond closely to a nonhuman reality. Thus, the methods used 

to illustrate reality became more abstracted from perception; in effect, artists became 

statisticians, able to hide behind confidence intervals, regression and normal distributions. The 

access to objectivity simply became, and still is, the ability to prove that one is producing as 

exact a reflection of an indisputable reality as is possible. Creating a picture of that impartial 

reality is now the consensus object. 
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When the media reports that 2,500 people are killed in the Nepal earthquake this helps to 

establish the reality of the picture being presented in the article (Guardian, 2015). This number 

is presented as objective, reflecting an on-the-ground reality in Nepal (even if it is a rough 

estimate, it still grapples with the task of being an accurate depiction). Once established in this 

context, the number calls for action. Action is thus assumed to follow from an accurate 

description of the reality of mortality, to which statistics give us privileged access. This follows 

a central assertion of Desrosières, that statistical tools ‘allow for the discovery or creation of 

entities that support our description of the world and the way we act on it’ (2002: 3). The more 

firmly the numbers are built into large-scale processes — such as governance, for example — 

the more they operate to shape behaviour, action and reaction. As soon as numbers are 

perceived as objective, they are real in their consequences. Objectivity becomes the link 

between reality and action and the power of statistics is its ability to objectivise an assertion. 

Death counts are as much a proof of this as any case study, and an examination of how they 

present data gives us insight into the realities they attempt to produce. This is not a question of 

their reality or accuracy per se, but rather an attempt to understand why statistics are so 

contestable and contested when it comes to mortality. It is not a question of interests, too, but 

rather of the social construction of a scientific practice that has real and far-reaching 

consequences. With few modifications, mechanical objectivity is still the ruling principle of 

statistics, and its practice provides an answer to a moral demand for impartiality and fairness 

that is peculiar to the subject-matter (Porter, 1995; 8). Statistics have developed alongside these 

turns and shifts in the methodological goals of scientific practice over history, and an 

elaboration of the discrete history of statistics as a discipline and practice also reveals a lot 

about the contemporary controversies surrounding statistical data. 

 

II.2. Statistics: A Historical Account 

 

Statistics, as a science, originally developed in order to answer questions pertaining to the state, 

in particular questions about population. John Graunt, who worked in England in the 17th 

century, is usually dubbed the father of modern statistics. His sole work, Observations Made 

upon the Bills of Mortality (1662), used weekly bills of mortality that had been collected since 

1603 in order to identify plague outbreaks. Using the raw data provided in these bills, Graunt 

was able to study fluctuations in the population, analyse demographic information and make 

predictions about the present and future size of the population. Most interestingly, his work 

discussed the reliability of numbers and their potential use as the basis of political action. As 
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previously mentioned, a semblance of objectivity in a number gives it the authority of fairness 

and truth. This then translates to political action. Using the recent example of the 2015 Nepal 

earthquake, a rising death toll will naturally lead to more aid being requested and (presumably) 

received. A higher death toll in some areas will lead to more emergency services being sent to 

those areas. The numbers that are used in the reporting of a tragedy, therefore, have a direct 

effect on what actions are taken to assuage the effects of the disaster. Graunt’s numbers, 

although in a different context, will also have undergone this transition to a state of objectivity 

to a state of authority, which will then have led to the numbers’ use in political action, such as 

medical services, with areas of denser population receiving more medical facilities. 

 

It was Graunt who first made the connection between seemingly cold, disparate data sets and 

their possible employment in other domains. He was the first to emphasise a reliance on 

numbers as the starting point for calculations which could then be manipulated for use in other 

fields such as economy, taxation and civil service. Similarly, his work showed that statistics is 

not restricted to data collection, but also to the analysis of existing data. 

 

The course of statistics as a science has not wavered unrecognisably in the nearly 400 years 

since. Statisticians are still restricted by practicalities: Graunt could no more count the body of 

each dead plague victim himself than a statistician today can count every casualty that has 

resulted from the Iraq War. Predictions are therefore based on calculations which are in their 

turn based on raw numbers. These predictions are used for decision-making: based on data 

about the spread of Ebola, which hospitals or even entire towns should be quarantined? What 

does the “excess mortality” of the Lancet study imply about the actions of the U.S. government 

during the Iraq war? How do body counts have an effect on the handling and judgement of 

genocide judicial processes in inter-state human rights cases? The controversy around the 

Armenian genocide provides a timely example. The genocide is still hotly contested by Turkey, 

which primarily disputes the body count, in turn disputing the label of genocide as a whole. 

The Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs states on its website that ‘Demographic studies prove 

that prior to World War I, fewer than 1.5 million Armenians lived in the entire Ottoman Empire. 

Thus, allegations that more than 1.5 million Armenians from eastern Anatolia died must be 

false’ (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs). The main thrust of the controversy 

derives from the body count used, and what that number means. 
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If anything, the field of statistics has become murkier since Graunt’s day. It is now patent that 

statistics can be distorted, as other scientific and mathematical fields can - as Egerton poetically 

puts it, ‘Statistics can be like a ventriloquist’s dummy: they can be made to say whatever their 

manipulator wants said’ (Egerton, 1970: 13). Statistics, like any science, is prone to controversy 

in that data can be manipulated according to the goals of the researcher. Interestingly, Porter 

notes that attacks leveled at the use of statistics rarely doubt the objectivity or truth-value of 

the science itself, ‘but rather at pretenders who use it to mask their own dishonesty, or perhaps 

the falseness and injustice of a whole culture’ (1995: 3).  This is clear from our research — the 

controversy of numbers is determined largely by the context in which they are understood, and 

for what purpose. We see that body counts can be inflated to generate public condemnation of 

military action, or to encourage international aid. It is increasingly evident that a global 

standard cannot exist, even across seemingly analogous situations, and that the reliability and 

surety of Graunt’s “factual” numbers are no longer feasible in the 21st century.  

 

Despite this, the use of statistics is almost ubiquitous in government agencies all over the world 

today. There are still shades of grey over the function and usefulness of statistics agencies, and 

a nascent ‘historical assumption that official statistics [existed] mainly to meet the needs of 

government’ (Dunnell, 2007: 1). If governments integrate statistics bureaux into their 

organisations, then this will naturally impinge on public opinion of their use and necessity. A 

survey carried out in the UK by the Office for National Statistics in 2005 revealed that 59% of 

those surveyed thought that the government used statistics dishonestly, and only one-third felt 

that government figures were accurate. This is just based on findings in the UK, but it shows 

that Graunt’s reliance on the trustworthiness of numbers is no longer a given, and there actually 

exists a deep mistrust over the possible manipulation of data. In a highly politically-charged 

context, such as during conflict or after a genocide, public trust in numbers may be even less 

certain. Ultimate objectivity and surety when counting is almost impossible to attain.  

 

II.3. Beyond objectivity: why count?           

 

The sum lesson from the history of objectivity and statistics is that the “reality” of statistical 

data is subject to social construction, and that this constructive process shapes and is shaped 

by whatever purpose motivates a statistical project. As previously seen, the understanding of 

objectivity has changed throughout history. The perception of what objectivity is, then, is 

subject to a socio-historic discourse, which has empowered numbers with a socially accepted 
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explanatory capacity. The question “Why do we count?” is answered in a basic manner by the 

notion that counting helps to grapple with an external “reality” that is hard for us to access or 

conceptualise at a sufficient scale, without the assistance of quantitative tools. As our historical 

inquiry has shown, however, the true accessibility of this “reality” is questionable. What 

certainly has not vanished, however, is that all statistical projects appeal to objectivity in the 

sense that they self-present and self-justify as being representations of an objective and external 

reality. This is their motivating force, and their explanatory power.  

 

If we look at conflict environments, then counting the dead works as a means of verification 

by channelling accountability. Accountability in counting the dead not only refers to who is 

responsible in a political sense, but is also closely related to the way statistics classifies its 

objects. As O’Lovejoy remarks, ‘the application [of classification] to objects constitutes the 

prerequisite condition of the possibility of experience’ (1907: 589) and thus in conflict 

environments statistics serve a valuable descriptive function by making sense of large-scale 

phenomena. The object in our case, and what statistics attempt to explain, is the conflict 

environment or a humanitarian crisis — but there are different ways of accounting for it. 

 

Principally, there is an important qualitative difference between counting and recording. On 

this distinction, Spagat tells us that ‘recording casualties is not just about counting them [...] 

but to the extent that there is a moral obligation it is more about reporting/re-coding [...] and 

the spirit of doing this is somehow preserving some aspects of their humanity [which] you 

address little by [simply] counting’ (Spagat, 2015). In short, Spagat stresses an ethical 

imperative located in reporting on death that compels one towards accuracy — in this sense, 

one is obligated to classify or qualify the data being produced in such a way as to record death. 

An estimation that produces a nominal “count” - as in, say, the Lancet study of mortality in 

Iraq - has a different epistemic quality than a systematic effort to collect the names and stories 

of the dead, then producing something like, for example, the Kosovo Memory Book.  Further 

recording the victims of a conflict can be part of a healing process in the post-conflict 

environment. This is particularly true for the individuals who have lost family members or 

friends throughout the course of the conflict.  

 

Numbers in this case seem to substantiate remembering, which itself reiterates the importance 

we have assigned to numbers and the trust we have placed in them. The qualitative difference 

between “count types” is often dictated by the methodological constraints of the field in 
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question. For example, a settled conflict like Kosovo is in many ways riper for an effective, 

historical recording of mortality than, say, an open conflict like Syria where field access is 

limited and the situation changes rapidly. As such, this distinction draws out the ethical 

dimension of these controversies, where different actors work from different opinions of what 

a count should do in an operational sense. Beyond this, the distinction also warns that one must 

be very aware of context, time scale and methodological constraints when looking at conflict 

data.  

 

The way that data is qualified in a mortality study obviously bears a great deal of importance 

when it comes to shaping our understanding of the conflict or crisis itself. The way data is 

qualified and classified is closely related to the configuration of the socio-technical network 

involved in the study, as well as to the methodological challenges that emerge from the field. 

For example, the work of the anthropologist Elisabeth Claverie on body counts at the 

Yugoslavia tribunal (ICTY) demonstrates how the identification of ‘retrieved remains, 

including body parts, once identified, make it possible to reclassify the “missing” as “victims”, 

[which] changed the name used to characterise the conflict, from a struggle between 

combatants to ethnic cleansing’ (Claverie, 2011:1) and thus changed the reception of mortality 

statistics at the ICTY. The added dimension of materiality (in the form of physical bodies and 

body parts) is obviously something of a game-changer when it comes to counting the absent 

through estimation. Martin and Lynch remarked that ‘to count is to classify as well as to 

enumerate’ (2009: 246) and in this sense an effort to count the dead requires a clear 

identification of the object, and how it will be identified, before the work of quantification can 

begin. This qualitative component will always be open to controversy and re-evaluation, as 

Claverie’s (2011) case study shows.  

 

These numbers that are produced are always placed within a larger context through a process 

of qualification. A look at the encoding of the causes of deaths by processing death certificates 

through the International Classification of Diseases (Fagot-Largeault, 1989), for example, 

highlights the difficulties faced to build a global categorization; to establish agreed-upon 

criteria and typologies for consistent methodological replication. An overall number doesn’t 

mean anything until we classify the deaths, and even then is likely to pertain only to a specific 

context or debate that is being mobilised by the researcher. 
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To take this a step further, Martin and Lynch argue that counting is highly consequential in that 

it is of interest for research into social problems - but it also identifies and in a way produces 

social problems themselves (2009: 262). More than simply evidencing an ethical relationship 

between the crisis and the researcher that can shape his or her methodology, the operational 

importance of counting the dead is (particularly when combined with the methodological 

difficulties of accessing a verifiable and objective reality)  potentially a crucial issue when it 

comes to explaining why death counts can be so controversial. Numbers may both support a 

policy agenda in a political context, and provide the impetus for decision-making in an on-the-

ground, up-to-date operational context. 

 

Agents working in conflict zones or dealing with epidemics, natural disasters and similar 

situations need to have up-to-date information about how the crisis is affecting the population 

for the sake of operationality. Conflicts are time-sensitive and incredibly complex events that 

require ready access to comprehensive information or “intelligence” to allow for the effective 

allocation of resources. Ball supports this view partially, arguing that statistics is not about the 

ultimate number of people killed in a conflict, it is about observable and quantitatively 

verifiable patterns. If NATO would have to assess the success of its airstrikes on territories 

taken in by ISIS as a resource to either adjust or increase air strikes, it would have to rely on a 

statistical proof applying a level of comparison, aiming at finding a pattern. In this sense 

statistics need not even be about an ultimate truth but instead can be judged by their utility, in 

a specific context or community, as an operational tool. If a high count will assist fundraising 

and thereby assist a humanitarian effort, it certainly becomes more permissible to de-emphasise 

the imperative of mechanical objectivity and produce an imperfect, exaggerated count. When 

describing his greatest frustration with mortality statistics in humanitarian crises, Rony 

Brauman, a former director of Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), said:  

 

I am probably more [annoyed] when it comes from NGOs just for the sake of supporting their operations 

[...]. NGOs should have a duty of rigour, of honesty that is higher. At least that’s what we expect when 

we enter this world. And so, when NGOs or humanitarian persons tend to grossly hide certain figures, 

certain situations, I’m asking myself why they think that it is graver, it’s more serious if they say 1 million 

than if they says 500,000 [...] So they multiply by ten. That means for them, that thousands of people 

who died, ten thousands of people who ran away from their home is not enough to support their assistance 

program. (Brauman, 2015) 
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This confirms that, at least in certain circles, death counts produced by interested aid 

providers are treated with automatic suspicion. Actors thus understand the original insight 

from Desrosières: that statistics are inseparable from the debates in which they intervene 

(2002: 1). 

 

As we have established, the effort to produce death counts for conflicts and humanitarian crises 

always takes place in the context of some kind of operation (whether nominally to allocate 

humanitarian assistance, shape policy, or simply in the interests of good science). While 

falsification is a real danger in any scientific enterprise, it is important to keep in mind that 

false data and exaggeration are not always evidence of some kind of ulterior agenda, we have 

found that actor types have a strong influence over both the way the data is produced, and the 

nature of the critiques it generates. The United States government, for example, mobilises very 

different interests when it tries to create a statistical picture of the human costs of war in Iraq 

than the researchers who worked on the Lancet study.  The way that actors who produce death 

counts are embedded in the fields they study clearly has some kind of correlation to their 

position in the broader controversy. Our interview with Spagat pointed to the way embedded 

interests can distort data; ‘I don’t want to say that it is impossible to have something like 

scientific objectivity’ he said, ‘but it is not at all clear that that viewpoint can win out at the end 

of the day’ (Spagat, 2015).    

 

Objectivity, as we have presented it, supports a social reality that is defined primarily by utility. 

This is to say that even socio-technical networks with “scientific” ambitions — like those who 

count the dead — can appeal to the notion of accuracy or of objectivity for reasons ulterior to 

the search for a kind of pure scientific truth. The practice of counting the dead persists in its 

claim to objectivity despite these frequently encountered methodological quagmires because 

mortality data is useful to a variety of actors operating in and around the conflicts that it 

describes. This is not to say that interested actors produce or cite data only as suits their 

operational objectives and ideological or political baggage (though, equally, it is not to deny 

the possibility) but rather, in acknowledging that access to objectivity and the appeal to 

objectivity are different aspects (the former denotes a methodological challenge, the latter a 

political claim), we set up a clear typology for investigating the instability of our controversy. 

Why do so many actors disagree over the numbers produced by the various studies? Under 

what conditions do they agree, and are these instances of solidity representative of “good 
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science”? These questions are a fundamental part of the question of why we are counting with 

who is counting. 

 

II.2. Shaping the controversy: who counts? 

Figure 1: Map of Co-author Networks 

As was evident from early in the exploration of our dataset, the controversy we are researching 

is distinctly divided. Small, isolated networks of actors consolidate around particular 

methodological approaches with little consensus among them. A visualisation of co-author 
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networks (Fig. 1) captures this archipelago particularly well in relation to the Lancet studies of 

Iraq war casualties, led by Roberts and Burnham (2004, 2006).  

 

In Figure 1, the Lancet co-authors where network alliances form the most prominent cluster at 

the centre of the actor-map. The size of the individual nodes is relative to the number of studies 

that the actor has participated in, reflected in the prominence of Roberts and Burnham in the 

literature. Islands around this cluster represent consensus around both different approaches, 

and in relation to different objects of study. The cluster around Michael Spagat to the right of 

the Les Roberts cluster, however, represents an epistemic community that is highly critical of 

the co-author cluster around the originators of the Lancet study. The controversy’s highly 

divided visual logic presented a methodological difficulty for our inquiry, where bibliometrics 

and data visualization largely failed to provide anything that would be responsive to analysis. 

What the effort did illustrate however, as is clearly visible in Figure 1, is that the controversy 

in academia seems to have settled around a kind of “agree to disagree” stalemate.  

 

We therefore proceeded to investigate the field by reaching out to the major actors — who are 

producing the mortality studies that make up our corpus — via interviews. We did this to pull 

out the significant areas of disagreement. Methodological critiques of the Lancet studies were 

common when it came to interviewing members of the outlier clusters, and all of the 

interviewees returned in some way to the impact of vested interests on the objectivity of the 

studies. The solidity of the little network clusters described above is of primary interest from a 

theoretical point of view when it comes to the epistemology of statistics, which leads to a final 

point about the relation between network solidarity and the appeal to objectivity. 

 

In an influential study of objectivity, the philosopher Richard Rorty wrote: 

 

Those who wish to reduce objectivity to solidarity — call them “pragmatists” — do not 

require either a metaphysics or an epistemology. They view truth as, in William James’ 

phrase, what is good for us to believe. So they do not need an account of a relation 

between beliefs and objects called “correspondence,” nor an account of human cognitive 

abilities which ensures that our species is capable of entering into that relation… For 

pragmatists, the desire for objectivity is not the desire to escape the limitations of one’s 

community, but simply the desire for as much intersubjective agreement as possible… 

(1991: 22-23) 
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Given that mortality statistics to do with conflict and crisis are so bound up with ethical and 

operational influences, as we have established, Rorty’s definition of “pragmatic” objectivity 

very much corresponds to what we have identified as the (stated or unstated) goal of most of 

the actors in the dataset. In short, this controversy takes the shape we have just described 

because actors assert the reality of their work based on what Desrosières calls ‘the solidity of 

[the] system, and [...] its ability to resist criticism’ (2002: 3).  

 

This “system” is defined by methodological consistency, where the development of specific 

methods for counting the dead operate nominally on the criteria of access to objectivity in the 

sense of mechanical objectivity described at the beginning of this section. The second plane, 

the appeal to objectivity refers to the combination of these methods, their results, and the debate 

into which they intervene. It is with this in mind that we approach the task of evaluating 

methodologies for counting the dead, and then the reception and use of established death 

counts. The result is a picture of how this controversy coheres within it’s scattered and opposed 

“communities” (Porter, 1995: 217) of what are ultimately scientific “pragmatists” (Rorty, 

1991). The goal of actual truth works first only nominally, but as with all sciences it remains 

the backbone of the entire epistemological project — however lost it may become in conjecture.  

 

III. Estimating and counting deaths: a discussion of methods 

 

In this chapter, we will discuss the main methodologies designed to produce mortality data 

including death counts and statistical estimation of mortality. There are four primary 

methodologies for counting and estimating conflict-related deaths, which are: census-

demographics, multiple systems estimation and mortality surveys and body count (P. Jewell, 

Spagat and L. Jewell, 2013: 200). The comparative studies of these methods in the cases of 

Kosovo, Peru and East Timor suggest that when there is a reasonable quality of data and an 

application of the methodology they will tend to produce similar results (P. Jewell, Spagat and 

L. Jewell, 2013: 201-2). This allows us to conclude, at least on a preliminary basis, that all the 

aforementioned methodologies have a validity in producing a death count or an estimation.  

 

In reality, the question of the method selection depends on the type of data that is available in 

a specific context and the difficulties that may be encountered on the ground, as Megan Price 

indicates:  
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I don’t think it is any better or worse. I think it tends to be better suited to the kinds 

of data that are readily available in this phase. And I think that really leads the 

researchers towards one of those three methods (Price, 2015). 

 

In short, it is the available data in a specific context and the context itself that guides the 

researchers to choose a method over another to conduct data collection and its statistical 

manipulation respectively. For example, in conflict circumstances, the consistent census-

demographic data of government is often not available and there is a lack of proper state 

recording of deaths, which usually makes it necessary for external actors to conduct the 

mortality estimation and count. It is then necessary for the researchers to come in, in order to 

substitute the work of the state. In such cases, the researchers are left to exploit the data 

voluntarily collected by non-state actors, or to design a set of surveys themselves. The identity 

of these individuals and groups collecting data varies: from a UN mission and conventional 

international NGOs such as Médecins sans Frontières, to local individuals and associations 

(Price, 2015). Additionally, what guides them and allows them to carry out the work depends 

largely on their ability to document the deaths in a given situation. Megan Price said her group 

once worked with a Catholic church that collected data in Guatemala, as in that specific region 

the religious groups are an influential force (Ibid).  

 

The purpose that motivates a death count study to be made can also influence the methodology 

chosen, depending on the type of information looked for. Epidemiologically and 

demographically trained researchers and human rights and criminology researchers tend to use 

different methodologies for tallying the deaths. While the former usually estimate “excess 

mortality rates” by subtracting the “expected deaths” from the “observed deaths”, such 

methodology would be problematic for researchers that are concerned with identifying 

perpetrators and patterns of violations. Indeed, many people among the so-called “expected 

deaths” may very well have died of a violent cause, even though they were expected to die 

naturally in the statistics.  

 

The implication is that although designating such deaths as expected or normal may be quite useful for 

some analytic purposes – such as charting the timing and scale of a humanitarian emergency, it is 

misleading for other purposes – such as the legal documentation of the form and extent of human rights 

crimes and war crimes (Hagan & Rymond-Richmond, 2010: 194). 
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Methodologies, figures, reasoning and conclusions from both groups of actors are thus often 

contradicting. However, whenever an external team of researchers enters a country to produce 

mortality numbers, the question of sovereignty arises. Rony Brauman formulates the problem 

quite clearly: ‘Imagine that a French researcher sets up an investigation team working on 

unemployment in the UK or on infant mortality in the US. That would be taken very seriously, 

it would be an insult - you do not do these kind of things’ (Brauman, 2015). The production of 

such numbers by foreigners are subject to the authorization of a state or could imply an 

important loss of autonomy for the state. This element is worthy of attention in this section of 

methodology, as it is when the state apparatus is not functioning properly, for example in 

conflict situations where the diverse methods are rigorously employed, examined and explored 

by different actors to produce more reliable mortality data. In the subsequent sections the four 

primary methodologies mentioned above will be discussed. 

 

III.1. Census and demographics survey 

 

As Stephan Schmitt and Rony Brauman underline, our identity and consequently our mortality 

belongs to the state in the Western societies (Schmitt, 2015; Brauman, 2015). Identification 

details, birth date, place of birth, citizenship, inheritance are also provided by and verified by 

the state. Censuses are a first method of accounting for mortality rate. Usually, in a stable state, 

there is a national statistic institution in charge of conducting censuses and demographic 

surveys. It will measure the total number of inhabitants, and account for death and birth over a 

specific period. In most Western states, censuses are automatically generated through the 

available information that each citizen provides through his or her interaction with the state, 

such as paying taxes and the respective declaration of their civilian status. The obligation to 

declare births and deaths is the basis of the construction of a census. Obviously, its reliability 

will vary from one country to another. This will depend on the strength of the institutions, the 

cultural traditions of the state, its population and the history of its formation. In some states, 

the most reliable information concerning demographics are church records. In other states, 

existing reliable censuses are not available or have not been for a while. Moreover, as Patrick 

Ball (2015) mentions: ‘government’s sources are almost always the most biased. And by biased 

I specifically mean a technical statistical bias’. This implies that even in normal circumstances 

the state data may not be reliable. Actors in peaceful times such as human rights defenders or 

NGOs challenge the authority of the state data (Ibid). This element needs to be kept in mind 
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when conducting research on mortality data. However, whether an accurate census exists or 

not, the need for pre-existing demographics is crucial for assessing mortality data.  

 

As mentioned above, a conflict situation often does not allow the consistent collection of 

census-demographic data, which poses a great challenge to having a reliable mortality rate. 

However, there are exceptions where the census-demographic data are available in some 

ongoing or post-conflict situations. In these cases researchers can take a direction to exploit the 

data either as a primary source to produce a mortality estimation or as a means of comparison 

to other methods that they use.  

 

III.2. Multiple systems estimation 

 

Also known as the capture-recapture method, the multiple systems estimation (MSE) method 

originates from the usage of capturing elusive wildlife and human populations. This method 

was only applied relatively recently to produce mortality estimations (P. Jewell, M. Spagat and 

L. Jewell, 2013). Conflict situations where the method was employed for mortality estimation 

include Guatemala from 1960 to 1996, Kosovo in 1999, Peru from 1980 to 2000, East Timor 

from 1974 to 1999, Casanare of Colombia from 1998 to 2007, and Bosnia from 1992 to 1995 

(P. Jewell, M. Spagat and L. Jewell, 2013). 

 

Among the available methods that are used to produce mortality figures, the multiple systems 

estimation is often used in conflict situations. The fact that the method was originally used for 

capturing elusive populations gives an idea about why the method is favoured in conflict 

contexts. The unstable security situation makes the recording of each death very difficult, and 

therefore producing accurate mortality data becomes problematic. In these circumstances, the 

estimation of mortality is made possible by the MSE method using a specific sort of data and 

applying rigorous statistical tools which will be briefly explained in the following paragraphs. 

 

 

III.2.1 Data 

 

The very first step to start estimation naturally begins with collecting data, which in this 

specific method, consists of integrated lists of identified deaths (Ball, 2015). A primary 

condition for a list to be made is that there should be at least one observer who witnesses the 
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occasion of death or who could confirm the death and can write down the information, which 

normally includes the name, date, location and occasionally the cause of death. In a normal 

situation, the documentation happens quite naturally as a person’s death is normally observed 

and reported by his or her family, relatives, friends and if not, by hospital personnel or 

government. As such, a well-functioning state can keep track of the deaths of its people with 

apparatus such as death registries to record and document the deaths. However, the situation 

becomes radically different in a conflict situation. Not only are mortality rates higher in such a 

context, but the observation and documentation of death is also difficult to carry out effectively. 

Conflict situations often hinder a state from systematically documenting the deaths of its 

population, leaving many deaths unobserved, unrecorded and thus unknown. 

 

One of the factors that greatly affect the ability of data collectors is the security situation on 

the ground (Ball, 2015). For example, in an ongoing conflict situation data collectors often do 

not have access to all conflict areas. They are unable to go into certain areas, sometimes because 

of the high intensity of violence that will put their lives in danger, or because of the technical 

problems such as lack of logistics or the destruction of existing infrastructure (Ibid). It may 

also be a matter of trust towards data collectors (Ibid). They may confront hostilities from the 

inhabitants in a certain area if they are seen as a member of the opposing side of the conflict, 

whereas in some areas they would enjoy a strong network and hospitality from the people. As 

a result, the security situation on the ground is a significant determining factor of the 

information landscape by affecting the ability of data collectors in documenting the deaths 

considerably. 

 

Different groups might collect data in different ways. For example a group will look for names, 

dates and locations of deaths by making a list while another group could collect additional 

information such as gender and age of dead people. Hence the content of data can be 

heterogeneous depending on the decisions of data collectors, even though the pattern is unique 

to the situation. The risk is that incorrect data will reiterate a wrong pattern. Furthermore, how 

can these lists, which often cover a fraction of occurred deaths both in geographical and 

temporal sense, and thus could be seen as rather random, yield a reliable mortality estimation 

that accounts for deaths in a conflict region as a whole? How can an aggregate of heterogeneous 

lists of deaths be transformed into a valid mortality estimation? The Multiple Systems 

Estimation method does so by accounting for missing and unknown deaths out of the lists 

through statistical manipulation.  
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III.2.2. Estimation  

 

As not every death can be observed in a conflict situation, accounting for undocumented deaths 

is one of the essential procedures of this method. It is a process where the calculator chooses a 

statistical model that produces estimation out of the dataset constituting several lists of 

identified deaths. In the MSE method, the number of possible statistical models to choose 

grows as the number of lists to compare increases. This is because the possible list 

dependencies grow as the number of lists increases (P. Jewell, M. Spagat and L. Jewell, 2013). 

While each of the possible models could yield very different results, there is no validated rule 

to exclude all other models against one specific model (P. Jewell, M. Spagat and L. Jewell, 

2013). However, as Price notes, there are a handful of standards and measures which can direct 

researchers to a reasonable choice. 

 

Another important step is to assess the accuracy of an estimation made, including the 

consideration of what would be the possible effects of inaccuracies in the dataset. In doing so, 

the knowledge of statistician regarding the data collecting procedure, including the 

assumptions and practices of data collectors would help the statistician to make more sensitive 

assessments of estimation. Consequently, facilitated communication between data collectors 

on the ground and statisticians would contribute to the quality of the estimation made. On the 

other hand, it is very difficult for a statistician to account for unknown factors, occurring in the 

field, which have affected the accuracy of data. Price suggests that one of the ways to improve 

this would be continuous data monitoring or data collection in various contexts (Ibid.). 

 

III.2.3. Interpretation  

 

Statistics seek to identify patterns, which help to capture an accurate picture of a given 

situation. Their utility can vary from policy responses, operational purposes for humanitarian 

NGOs to evidence proving human rights violations. Mortality estimation that is in the range of 

the scientifically accepted 95% confidence interval, accompanied by the assessment of possible 

errors in calculation is ready for a pattern analysis that would convey meaningful 

interpretations regarding a specific conflict situation. Such pattern analysis can answer 

questions like “Were there more people killed in 2012 or 2014? Were more people killed in 

Aleppo or Homs?” The answers to these questions can contribute to the knowledge of a given 
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conflict context, and can also serve for practical purposes such as an evidence in a court case. 

Such an application of statistical mortality estimation will be explained in more detail at a later 

stage of this paper.  

 

III.3. Mortality surveys 

 

Mortality surveys are a quantification process that aims at producing a number, which is 

representative of the mortality of one population in a certain situation. They measure excess 

deaths - by comparing “expected deaths” from baseline mortality with “observed deaths” and 

refer to the way in which the occurrence of a particular event impacted on the “normal” or 

“expected” mortality rate prior to the event. The measuring of excess mortality indicates the 

severity of the events (Spagat, 2015).  While they can be nationwide and aim at producing 

crude mortality rates, they can also target a particular group of the population producing 

gender-specific mortality rates, age-specific mortality rates or even cause-specific mortality 

rates. Hence, the choice of a particular target to measure already gives some indication to the 

future pattern that will be exemplified in the research (Brown, 2007). We will tackle first the 

complexity of conducting mortality survey, then give a more detailed description of the 

methodology, and we will conclude with more observations to be made about mortality 

surveys.  

 

III.3.1. Mortality surveys and the data production process 

 

We will provide an overview of some of the intricacies in the production of data referring to 

the dead count through mortality surveys, depending on the context and on the actor conducting 

them. We will start with the technical obstacles and pursue with further limitations.  

 

 

III.3.1.a. Technical obstacles to mortality surveys 

 

First, it is important to bear in mind that in order to produce a mortality rate a good knowledge 

of the demographics of the specific surveyed area is required, which includes the repartition of 

the population, the age and gender of the surveyed people, the total number of households, and 

other variables (Seybolt, 2013).   
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One of the main obstacles is that, usually, when there is a state structure with strong institutions 

and centralized information structures (or datasets), demographical data is easily accessible, 

which allows for a more accurate estimation of the mortality rate. Nevertheless, such a situation 

does not occur in conflict areas with weak institutions and information centers; thus, bringing 

one of the main issues when conducting an excess death count, how can we estimate the excess 

mortality rate when we do not have reliable information on the mortality rates prior to the event. 

As a result, in complex situations in which the state apparatus is more vulnerable and less able 

to produce the relevant statistics on demographics, external actors are called upon to undertake 

the estimation and produce the data (Seybolt, 2013). 

 

Thus, based on this absence of available data, Rony Brauman identifies in La Médecine 

Humanitaire (2010) four main factors of uncertainty that would render the production of 

accurate estimates more difficult. Firstly, without statistical data about the studied population, 

it is difficult to make sure that the samples chosen are statistically representative of the 

population and therefore difficult to extrapolate the findings to a larger population and period 

of time. Secondly, sometimes the size of the population studied is not even known. Thirdly, as 

previously mentioned, the baseline mortality rate - number or rate of “expected” deaths - had 

the war not taken place - is often unknown. Lastly, the data gathered from interviews is not 

always reliable as some interviewees might exaggerate or minimize the number of deaths 

among their relatives, either for political reasons or because they believe they can receive more 

aid. Furthermore, families where all the individuals died cannot be taken into account in this 

kind of survey as no one is left to be interviewed. 

 

III.3.1.b. Other considerations 

 

It is evident that the methodology of surveys may be subject to various criticisms ranging from 

the risk that the personal motivation of the researcher influences the results to the 

methodological process. We will now address the latter factor. There is no general agreement 

on the steps to follow to conduct a successful mortality survey. For instance, the World Health 

Organization made an attempt to standardize mortality surveys and produced a manual on 

surveys assessing malnutrition and mortality rates, or as it is more known, the EPI-random 

walk, and it addresses the issues of survey designs, sampling, household selection and analysis 

of the data which has been detailed in a manual by the World Food Program published in 2005. 

Another common method used in mortality surveys is SMART, which is the Standardized 
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Monitoring and Assessment of Relief and Transitions. It is mainly used for operation purposes 

in terms of assistance. Both of these methodologies have different approaches aiming to limit 

bias and improve population representation and standardizing mortality surveys. 

 

Before going into the description of the method, there is still one element that needs to be 

addressed with regards to mortality surveys conducted in conflict areas. The risks to which 

researchers are exposed must be taken into account, not only because of  the obvious security 

issues, but also because it is fundamental that they understand the conflict and the situations 

on the ground in order to be able to successfully estimate numbers whilst interacting with 

communities to conduct the survey. Methodological limitations in terms of surveyed 

households and available tools arise due to difficulties in the field and the nature and intensity 

of the hostilities, which, as Gilbert Burnham stressed, need to be acknowledged when 

reviewing the results of a survey: ‘My colleague in Iraq had several threats on his life and there 

was an attempt to kill his son’ (Burnham, 2015).  

 

III.3.2. Description of methodology 

 

Before undertaking a mortality survey, it is necessary to ask if there is a need for a mortality 

survey and whether it will be useful in the decision-making process, and its level of feasibility. 

Once these questions have been answered, the process begins with the design of the survey; 

which includes the selection of geographical areas and population groups (SMART, 2006). For 

instance, in Iraq, it made sense to conduct a nationwide survey as the country was affected as 

a whole by the war. In contrast, in the Democratic Republic of Congo the majority of the 

conflict is concentrated in the east; thus, in the latter, a nationwide survey would have limited 

value (Roberts, 2003). 

 

Now, in respect to the population group to be surveyed, we go back to the question of the type 

of mortality rate to be produced. It can be organised into different types of rate: gender-specific, 

age-specific and so on. The selection of the population group can be crucial in determining the 

pattern of violence; for instance, the crude mortality rate provides us with a general picture of 

the death count, whereas other mortality rates may be more specific in terms of the cause or 

specific affected groups. Throughout this selection process, the existing baseline or the 

mortality rate prior to the occurrence of the event must be taken into account in order to 

properly evaluate the excess mortality (Seybolt, 2013). 
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After defining the location and the population to be surveyed, the sampling process of the 

survey must be designed. This means that, since it is impossible to conduct a survey on the 

totality of the selected population or the selected territory, samples will be made to extrapolate 

the results to the final observations and overall estimation of the death count. This, evidently, 

is in itself subject to several discussions, like the question of how to accurately represent the 

population (World Food Program, 2005). 

 

Ideally, a mortality survey is based on an existing census that provides a reliable number of 

households. As we already mentioned however, in situations where there are no strong (or none 

at all) national statistics agencies, a different approach must be taken to define the households 

and address the population’s representation (World Food Program, 2005). Most of the mortality 

surveys have consequently adopted the cluster sampling method, in which the population is 

separated in geographical clusters depending on their estimated size, and then the proportional-

to-size principle is applied. A number of clusters are then selected to conduct the survey. This 

selection is usually random in order to avoid biased questioning; the number of selected clusters 

vary according to the size of the population and of the country studied (World Food Program, 

2005). 

 

In the final stage of the sampling process the household selection process is conducted; yet 

again, this is simplified when there is an existing census on households. In cases where such 

statistics are not available or complete enough to be considered reliable, another process has to 

be designed in order to perform household selection within the cluster. The latter can be done 

through GPS-sampling or from the EPI-random walk method, which refers to the choosing of 

a central point in the cluster and a random direction, and then walk in that direction and survey 

the households encountered. Alternatively, the household selection can be carried out by 

choosing a street perpendicular to the main street in cities and surveying the households in that 

street. All these techniques present selection bias which is usually accounted for in the margin 

of error and in the final confidence interval (Brown, 2007). 

After the samples and households have been selected, the period that the mortality survey looks 

at must be defined; this is known as the “recall period” which is often chosen following 

particular well-known events. The survey questions may include births, deaths and migrations 

before, during or after the recall period. Once again, the questions asked will lead to different 
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data that will produce different mortality rates; the issue is how to obtain the most accurate 

estimation of deaths (Asher, 2008). 

 

III.3.3 Further discussion of mortality surveys  

 

Objectivity issues will certainly be present throughout the surveys, not only from the 

perspective of the interviewers and the subjects conducting the estimation, but also, from the 

perspective of the interviewed households, since they may have no knowledge of certain 

specific events, or they might even exaggerate on the amount of deaths; however, most 

researchers discard the issue of remembrance or exaggeration because they argue that, 

generally, people remember deaths and do not lie about the deaths of their relatives (Burnham, 

2015). However, there is also the risk of the misplacement of deaths as Spagat highlights: 

‘There is a tendency for people to displace deaths in time, but not just to be inaccurate about 

the dates of death but to make them more recent than they really were’ (Spagat, 2015). 

 

Unobserved deaths are accounted for in the confidence interval, and in such ways the final 

result is corrected. Nevertheless, one key element to be mentioned here concerns the baseline 

and the calculation of the excess death. It has been highlighted earlier that in the absence of a 

reliable demographic census, the question of baseline becomes very sensitive insofar that the 

estimated excess death will come out of an estimated baseline diminishing the solidity of the 

data. For the calculation of excess deaths, two factors are important to consider. First, the 

problem of recording the correct date of death in order to classify whether it falls under the 

category of pre-event, during-event or post-event. Second, the cause of death that is either 

direct death, imputed to the event itself or indirect death, resulting from the absence of critical 

infrastructures resulting from the event. Accounting for indirect death is a methodological 

choice and its usefulness debated in the academic discourse. 

 

Emerging from the design of the survey, the selection of a specific mortality rate and the 

selection of the households which would inevitably have an impact on the resulting estimation, 

there are multiple dilemmas and complexities deriving from the mortality survey method. For 

instance, a cause-specific mortality rate may be more useful in illustrating patterns of violence 

and will be able to identify the difference between the two by separating violent deaths and 

non-violent deaths (Brown, 2007). They become acute with the discussion which introduced 

this part on mortality survey.  
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III.4. Body counts  

 

Of all the major methods used to count the dead, the body count method generates a significant 

amount of data while being simple to understand and straightforward to operate. It consists of 

compiling lists of all reported violent deaths - in an armed conflict context - including the 

names of victims, location and date of death and cause of death. All the deaths recorded in the 

databases are corroborated by several sources that allow to crosscheck the data. Such method 

allows for high accuracy of the data as all deaths are identified and verified. The Iraq Body 

Count (IBC), a non-profit organization maintains their database of violent civilian deaths in 

Iraq since 2003, is one of the largest and most prominent user of the body count method. The 

Every Casualty project - initiated as an Oxford Research Group by the same researchers 

working at the IBC and that then became an NGO in 2014 - is an ambitious project to expand 

the practice of body counts worldwide in conflict areas. 

 

III.4.1. Methodology of body counts 

 

Organizations such as the Iraq Body Count (IBC) and the Syrian Observatory for Human 

Rights (SOHR) are among the leading organizations that use this method. Their databases 

compiling all recorded deaths come from a comprehensive and systematic survey of three kinds 

of sources: the news media, NGO reports and public records. All the deaths that are recorded 

and put in the database have to have at least two independent sources that can match and give 

concurring accounts. This allows to check the validity and credibility of the reports and avoid 

misreporting and multiple counting. The information boils down to these simple questions: 

who, where, when and how many - and sometimes why (cause of death). 

 

The news media is one of the main sources of information for the body count method. They 

rely on all news agencies reporting in the area where the conflict is taking place. The fact that 

no one single news sources is relied on and that multiple news outlets - whether English 

speaking or not - are used, lends credibility to the method. Organizations such as the IBC rely 

quite heavily on the professional rigour and ethics of the press. If the ethics of the press are 

questioned sometimes, the reliance on various sources of information ensures the credibility of 

the final data analysis. News media reporting in local languages are also used as sources which 

adds to the number of reports coming in.  
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The second largest source are the reports from NGOs operating in the region. Most of the data 

that those reports provide comes from primary sources of information such as eyewitnesses, 

members of families or survivors who might be injured. This data is usually reported rapidly - 

within a few days if not a few hours - so there is no recall bias factor in this kind of survey. 

The reports from the NGOs very often corroborate the reports of the news media because they 

both regularly have the same sources. This points towards authenticity of the information 

provided. 

 

The third most common source is the public records unit. Such data comes from local morgues, 

ministry of health surveys or other such government agencies. The data collected from these 

sources can be used when specific dates, names and other details are also provided. This data 

also helps to corroborate the information collected from other sources.  

 

While there is a clear distinction between the different types of sources, all of them are 

complementary and combine to provide a large picture of violence and causes of death in war.  

 

III.4.2. Discussion of the body count method 

 

The major advantage of having this kind of method to count the civilian deaths in a zone of 

conflict is that all incidents and deaths are verified and corroborated in a way that all the data 

is as accurate as possible and can be further investigated individually if needed. Multiple 

reporters on the ground are collecting data and information in real time which allows for the 

overall death count to be updated in real time. This systematic collection of data also ensures 

that as little information as possible is lost. The fact that all news reports are given equal 

consideration and importance is another positive. No one news agency is relied on, that ensures 

that the method is not hostage to just one source of information. The more sources there are the 

more accurately they can be cross checked.  

 

As good as the body count method is, it is not without its own set of flaws just as the other 

methods listed above. There are several problems with this method, the biggest one is 

inconsistencies in reporting. Often there can be different news reports that report different 

numbers of victims for the same event. This can be caused by on the ground uncertainties, 

political bias of the reporter or a bias from the source. It also depends on the timing of the 
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reports - some victims might die from their wounds a few hours after an attack and would not 

be recorded in those reports made directly after the attack. When there are several conflicting 

reports, the body count method tends to overstate or understate the number of deaths depending 

on the number of sources and their reliability. The organization gathering all the reports has to 

make the call on which number to rely on. There is also an uncertainty in establishing whether 

the victim can be classified as civilian or combatant because the line between a civilian and 

combatant are often blurred in a conflict zone. Some organizations, therefore, choose not to 

make the distinction. If unable to verify or corroborate an information - in instances where, for 

example, only one report can be found about a specific death, organizations often choose to 

exclude such deaths from their database out of concern for credibility, accuracy and reliability. 

Therefore, body counts often result in very conservative mortality numbers that often 

underestimate the real number of deaths. However, they have the advantage of providing the 

number of the least number of deaths that resulted from the war, since all these deaths are 

rigorously cross checked and verified. 

 

Another major flaw in this method is the event size bias. In a study titled Big Data, Selection 

Bias, and the Statistical Patterns of Mortality in Conflict researchers Patrick Ball and Megan 

Price (2014) lay out the argument that events of different sizes have different probabilities of 

being picked up and reported by the news media. Meaning that violent incidents with fewer 

victims receive less coverage from the media than incidents with a higher number of victims. 

This bias is especially applicable to organizations such as the Iraq Body Count project who use 

the body count method and rely on the media for their information.  

 

Another bias is that incidents and attacks tend to be more covered in the media in the cities 

than in rural areas. Patrick Ball has also voiced his concerns over the fact that unobserved 

deaths are not taken into account as the body count method only relies on deaths that have been 

observed and reported. While he is critical of the IBC and their methods he also specifies that, 

 

Iraq Body Count is an indispensable source of information about violence since the US-led invasion. In 

particular, the link from specific dates, locations, and in some cases, incidents back to the original press 

sources is enormously useful. However, we are sceptical about the use of IBC for quantitative analysis 

because it is clear that [...] there are deep biases in the raw counts. What gets seen can be counted, but 

what isn’t seen, isn’t counted; and worse, what is infrequently reported is systematically different from 

what is always visible. Statistical analysis seeks to reduce the bias in raw data by making an estimate of 
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the true value, and to calculate the probable error of the estimate. Without estimation, the analysis of raw 

data can be deeply misleading. (2014)  

 

What Patrick Ball means is that casualty numbers derived from body counts are not statistically 

representative as they might very well overestimate the number of urban deaths compared to 

rural deaths, or the number of victims of bombings compared to the number of victims of 

shooting, depending on the reporting biases mentioned above.  

 

Also commenting on the work of the IBC, Burnham comes to the same conclusions and 

qualified their figures as “totally unrepresentative”:  

 

There’ve been several interviews with newspaper reporters who said, “We never report any single 

assassination or any single death, we only report large events, like car bombs and the number of people 

that have been killed.” This gave ideas to people that were casual readers that the majority of deaths came 

from car bombs when in reality the majority of deaths came from weapons, from literally air-dropped 

weapons and subsequently gun shots. So I think this was a misconception (Burnham, 2015). 

 

Organizations involved in body counts often acknowledge these flaws in their methodologies 

and usually do not claim to offer an exhaustive and comprehensive database of all deaths, 

although they try to be as comprehensive as possible. Elise Baker from Physicians for Human 

Rights which compiles a list of medical personnel deaths in Syria recognizes that:  

 

We are missing people, we know that. Especially in [...] parts of the country where it’s just harder to get 

information. [...] There’s relatively good media coverage and our field source coverage is relatively good 

for areas like Aleppo, Idlib and Damascus and Daraa. But then like Homs, Eastern Syria where ISIS is 

in control, there are definitely events going on there where we just don’t have field sources, and access 

to internet is not as easy. [...] So we definitely are underestimating, but it’s hard to know by how much 

we are underestimating (Baker, 2015). 

 

In conclusion, while the body count method is an excellent source of primary on the ground 

information and is valuable for its high accuracy and reliability, it remains very difficult to 

make reliable extrapolations from that sort of raw data to establish patterns and pictures of 

violence. Moreover, the total number of deaths it usually records, is often underestimated. 
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III.5. Conclusion of methodology 

 

Whatever the purposes of data collectors or researchers in mortality estimates, methodology 

implies a scientific process that is open to everyone’s scrutiny. By rigorously adhering to the 

principles and good practices of each methodology, the participating actors in producing 

mortality data can prepare the firm scientific basis for their results. However, despite the 

application of all the possible measures in conducting a selected method, the actors face 

unexpected and uncontrollable challenges in the field or in the course of processing data. This 

is even more the case in the context of conflict situations. Nonetheless, it is important to 

remember that the persevering efforts to counterbalance the above mentioned challenges have 

developed and complement the existing methodology. It is to their credit that the methodology 

in “counting the dead” has evolved to such an extent, yet more improvements remain to be 

made. For example, one of the significant challenges that the methodology faces is ensuring 

the proper delivery of the meaning of produced mortality data, namely the reception of relevant 

methodology, in often highly tense political contexts. The following chapter will explore this 

matter in the bigger frame of the general reception of mortality data and its use by different 

actors.  

 

IV. One number, many stories: reception and use of mortality data 

 

Once a certain mortality rate is established, it is often disseminated to other actors. The way 

these actors receive and perceive the information is dependent on a large number of factors, 

often related to the way the information in question is being used. Mortality data can be used 

for a wide range of purposes, including the following: 

 

1)   the creation of a certain narrative of the crisis for which this data is produced 

2)   calls for certain policy responses  

3)   truth, reconciliation and justice mechanisms 

 

By looking at these three different ways in which mortality data can be used, the subsequent 

discussion will outline the different reactions to this data and answer the following question: 

“How are death counts used by different actors to serve different purposes?” The first section 

will give a theoretical overview of how quantified information is transformed into a narrative. 
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In explaining the different mechanisms that determine how people perceive scientific 

information, this section will serve as a background for the subsequent sections. The second 

section looks at the ways in which governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 

other actors use mortality data to call for certain policy responses. It will illustrate how death 

counts are employed to call for concrete actions on certain crises. The last part will deal with 

the use of death counts in truth and reconciliation mechanisms as well as in legal settings.  

 

IV.1. The creation of narratives around mortality data   

 

After mortality data is disseminated to other actors, the data is often qualified in a certain way. 

The translation of numbers to produce a certain narrative can lead to a wide variety of different 

narratives, including the acceptance of a certain number, the dismissal of this number, the 

countering of the number or the silence surrounding the number. Various theories try to explain 

how and why people produce certain reactions to scientific data and thereby create certain 

narratives concerning this data. The type of narrative that is produced is dependent on a large 

number of factors, including the content and context of the data on which this narrative is based 

and the actor that establishes the narrative in question. Processes internal to the actors creating 

a narrative (including personally held beliefs, understanding of the methodologies used and 

strength attached to previously heard information) as well as factors concerning the creation of 

a narrative (including the role of the media and government interests in the data in question) 

influences the way that quantified data is translated in reality. Moreover, the way in which the 

data reach the actor creating the narrative can play an important role. There are a wide variety 

of ways this data can reach the actor interpreting them and it is important to keep in mind that 

‘many NGO reports [containing mortality information] will be unpublished’ (Mills et al., 

2008). 

 

IV.1.1. The influence of psychological processes 

 

IV.1.1.a. Personal beliefs and convictions 

 

Personal preconceived notions and beliefs, group-held beliefs and the trust put in the sources 

of the information in question have an influence on the way people react to information they 

receive (Nettlefield, 2010: 183; Andreas & Greenhill, 2010: 18). In general, where information 
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does not contradict personal or group beliefs, this information is not rejected or questioned. 

Where information does contradict personal or group-held beliefs, the rejection or questioning 

of the data is more likely (Andreas & Greenhill, 2010: 18). An explanation for this might be 

found in the concept of framing which ‘refers to the “specific properties of [...] a narrative that 

encourage those perceiving and thinking about events to develop particular understandings of 

them”’ (Entman cited in Robinson, 2001: 531). Frames are used by people to process 

information and ‘offer ways of explaining, understanding and making sense of events’ 

(Robinson, 2001: 531).     

         

Examples of the power of personal and group-held beliefs in creating certain reactions to 

scientific information can be found in the work of three psychologists cited by Nettelfield 

(2010): Paul Bloom, Deena Weisberg and Geoffrey Cohen. Geoffrey Cohen states that the 

acceptance or rejection of information is dependent on ‘the perceived benefits of the event in 

question [and] “issue relevance to the group”. If the group’s view is not critical to the particular 

issue under consideration, it will not have a decisive effect on attitude change’ (Cohen, cited 

in Nettlefield 2010: 183-184). Another explanation for the role of personal and group-held 

beliefs concerning scientific data reception is given by ‘Bloom and Weisberg [who] argue that 

resistance to scientific ideas is reflected in biases that start in childhood and clash with common 

sense understandings of the world. The credibility of sources also influences how technical 

findings are received’ (Nettlefield, 2010: 183). Nettlefield explains the negative reactions 

towards the Bosnian Book of the Dead by the Sarajevo-based Research and Documentation 

Center (RDC) by quoting Bloom and Weisberg’s explanations: 

 

Resistance to science, then, is particularly exaggerated in societies where non-scientific ideologies have 

the advantages of being both grounded in common sense and transmitted by trustworthy sources. [...] 

myths had long dominated discussions about the war in Bosnia, and propaganda was used extensively, 

so that this transmission phenomenon was one of the project’s obstacles. (Bloom & Weisberg cited 

in Nettlefield 2010: 183). 

 

The negative reactions to the Bosnian Book of the Dead, which aimed at creating an extensive 

database of all the deaths in the Bosnian war of 1991 to 1995, can also be explained by looking 

at how the findings of this research went against victims’ victimization narratives, as explained 

at a later stage of this essay. 

 



38 

 

IV.1.1.b. Understanding the information 

 

The reception of scientific information is also dependent on people’s understanding of the 

methods used to produce this information and, in case of a lack of understanding, the sources 

the information relies upon. Cohen shows that trusted elites are looked at ‘in the absence of a 

personal understanding of the methods of science’ (Nettlefield, 2010: 183). As Burnham states 

in an interview conducted:    jjljljldsjfsldkfjsödfkjsödfkjösdkjfösdkjföskdjföskdjföskjdföskdfjö 

 

We can produce the numbers, but we can’t really help people understand what it means. … And those of 

us that have been counting the numbers, we were totally unprepared to be advocates for the numbers. 

And some people would argue that that’s OK. You know let somebody without a direct interest in the 

numbers to being the advocacy side of it. But on the other hand, I think that those of us who collect the 

numbers probably have the best understanding of what the numbers actually mean. (Burnham, 2015) 

 

IV.1.1.c. The strength of existing information 

 

The perception of data is also influenced by so-called “anchoring effects”, that is, ‘the tendency 

of people to fixate on numbers they have heard even if they are inaccurate’ (Nettlefield, 2010: 

184). These effects are even stronger ‘in cases where that number is “shocking and precise – 

like say, 601,027 violent deaths in Iraq”’ (Andreas & Greenhill, 2010: 17). Various examples 

illustrate how these “anchoring effects” influence what type of narratives are created 

surrounding a certain death count. As Dutch war correspondent Hans Jaap Melissen states in 

an interview: 

 

I found out that, along the way I started to work as a war reporter or a crisis reporter …. I discovered that 

there was usually … an initial number that everyone was sticking to … Usually also a few months later, 

the number would go down … rapidly. I had the feeling that it almost always at least doubles [from] the 

initial account. It struck me that it is very difficult to have the new number reinstated as the fact. The 

initial number has been quoted a million times, everybody would stick to it [emphasis added] 

(Melissen, 2015). 

 

Anchoring effects in combination with uncertainty and lack of accurate data can make it 

difficult to counter an existing narrative even if it is proven wrong. When Israeli Defense Forces 

entered the Jenin refugee camp in the West Bank in 2002, the army had ‘[blocked] all media 

access to have more operational freedom […] Nevertheless, […] if the fog of war (controlled 
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or otherwise) means good data are obscured or simply cannot be acquired, bad – and 

operationally damaging – data may be substituted’ (Greenhill, 2010: 144). It was the lack of 

information and uncertainty surrounding the data that created a faulty narrative that was 

difficult to counter: people started filling in gaps of what had happened in the refugee camp 

themselves. Reports started circulating stating that as many as 2000 people had been killed by 

Israeli forces (Greenhill, 2010). These ‘Hearsay reports were treated as facts and by the time 

the truth was established, […] the “Jenin Massacre” had become a social fact, already in the 

minds of millions […]’ (Greenhill, 2010: 145-146). Where data is widely embraced and 

replicated, this can reinforce their acceptance (Greenhill, 2010: 131). This shows that certain 

narratives can become more widely accepted than others as a result of the extent to which they 

prevail over these other narratives and of the extent to which they are replicated and 

reproduced. Moreover, it is important to note that, ‘once people proffer or adopt numbers, they 

will have strong tendencies to try to confirm them’ (Andreas & Greenhill, 2010: 18). 

 

IV.1.2. Why different actors create different narratives: the stakes at play 

 

Acceptance or rejection of data does not always result from internal processes, but can also be 

the result of external factors forcing actors to create a certain type of narrative. In an example 

of data produced during the Second World War, Andreas and Greenhill explain that ‘journalists 

were often not in a position to question official statistics. Correspondents covering the air war 

over Britain during World War II, for instance, had no option but to accept the official tallies 

provided by the Air Ministry, even though, as even the pilots knew, they were “hopelessly 

inflated” to heighten morale’ (2010, 14). One of the factors influencing the way in which 

different actors construct a narrative on death counts relates to the personal stakes they have in 

data being perceived a certain way.         

 

IV.1.2.a. Mortality data in the media   

  

‘[The] media may use findings to further their claims’ (Checchi & Roberts, 2008: 1029). 

Looking at how news sources frame information about wars, including mortality data, gives us 

information about the type of narratives they disseminate to the public. This can be especially 

interesting where it is often argued that support for a conflict is ‘driven by a sort of cost-benefit 

calculus’ of the consequences of the war, including the number of war deaths and ‘information 

about the costs and benefits of war reaches most people through the news’ (Althaus et al., 2014: 
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194/209). The way in which information can be used to confirm people’s preconceived notions 

and beliefs can be linked to the type of information delivered by the media.   

 

Althaus et al. do not consider how narratives about the total mortality rates are created by 

newspapers, but how war deaths in relation to five different wars (the First World War, Second 

World War, Korean War, Vietnam War and the Iraq War) are reported on in the New York 

Times. They find that the framing of war-related deaths during the five wars has several general 

characteristics:  

 

a) ‘the tendency to minimize the human costs of war’ (2014: 194)  

b) ‘war deaths are rarely personalized, rarely portrayed as an unreasonable cost, and often 

presented in the redeeming context of enemy deaths’ (2014: 203-204) 

c) ‘over time, [the] emphasis on war as a manly exercise has declined’ (2014: 194) 

Not only are media sometimes influenced by politics in deciding which information to report 

to the public, they are also influenced by what they assume the public wants to hear. As a result 

of this, the complete contexts and narratives of a conflict are often not reported to the public. 

Patrick Ball links the way statistics are used to confirm our beliefs to the type of information 

that media deliver to the public: 

 

We built statistics in order to test our assumptions, that’s why we have statistics. But instead we usually 

build statistics that confirm our assumptions. … if we only saw the things we were looking for, and we 

ignored all the things we weren’t looking for, the statistics simply confirm what we looked for. And this 

is precisely what the international media does all the time. I’m not criticizing the international media, 

their job is not to create a statistically representative picture of the world. Their job is to sell their 

newspapers […] And so they report stories that they think people will read (Ball, 2015). 

 

 

Moreover, ‘mainstream news media tend to structure their war coverage around whatever 

topics are being actively discussed by government officials’ (Althaus et al., 2014: 210). In 

discussing the power of the media, Robinson (2013) states that government control of or 

influence on the media might influence the construction of narratives by citizens: 

 

In addition to the power of ideological narratives, it is also the case that governments have devoted 

increasing resources and time to attempts to shape and influence public perceptions in ways conducive 
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to their preferred policies. Referred to variously as perception management, strategic communication, 

public diplomacy and, recently, global engagement, these activities involve the promotion of policy 

through carefully crafted PR campaigns, exploitation of links with journalists and media outlets and, 

most generally, taking advantage of the considerable resources at the disposal of governments in order 

to attempt to dominate the information environment. Some scholars argue that such activities amount to 

nothing less than propaganda (Robinson, 2013). 

 

Governments in turn have their own motivations for creating certain narratives related to war 

deaths and death counts. 

 

IV.1.2.b. Governments and their use of mortality data 

 

Governments, international organizations and non-governmental organizations may interpret 

data in ways which are beneficial to their policies and which can further their work. With 

respect to mortality data for conflicts, the nature of a conflict and a government's role in it, can 

have an influence on the type of narrative created by the government in question. As will be 

shown later on, mortality figures can aid the process of truth-seeking and accountability. Where 

these processes go against a government’s interest it might spread mortality studies that are 

conservative in their estimation of deaths, or even deny altogether the veracity of the mortality 

data produced. On the contrary, where the government’s legitimacy or the national identity are 

built upon showing the extent to which the government or the people have been victimized and 

were opposed to the alleged perpetrators of the crimes committed during the conflict, the 

government will likely support the victims’ narrative and participate in the inflation of 

mortality rates. By doing this, it might gain the political support of the local population and 

victims of the war and present its political opponents as war criminals.    

 

Two examples of the creation of a narrative to reinforce certain politically motivated narratives 

can be found in the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda. In these two examples, the acceptance, 

questioning or rejection of data was dependent on the political goals of the actors creating the 

narrative. After the Bosnian war, ‘all three sides in the Bosnian conflict, and particularly the 

Bosnian Serbs and the Bosniaks sought to portray themselves as having suffered a far greater 

loss of human life than they had caused, a strategy with a long history in the region’ (Aronson, 

2013: 32). According to press reports, the wartime Bosnian President, Foreign Minister and 

Commander of the Army met in 1992 and agreed arbitrarily on a number of 150,000 people 
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that had been killed by the Serbs (Nettlefield, 2010). This number was later on increased to 

250,000; a number that became ‘standard in most international and local reporting’ for many 

years and helped the government to picture the Serbs as the main culprits of the war 

(Nettlefield, 2010: 161). When the Bosnian Book of the Dead mentioned a lower number of 

wartime deaths, this lead to a lot of opposition to the number created. As explained before, the 

negative reception of RDCs numbers was due to a combination of different factors influencing 

the types of narratives that are created, including internal factors, in this case the adherence to 

a previously created narrative, as well as stakes of politicians and victims. This latter 

explanation will be explored in a later stage of this paper.  

 

Similarly, in Rwanda after the genocide, the government built its legitimacy on a strong 

narrative of victimization of the Tutsis in the hands of the Hutus. Therefore, even though the 

figure of victims that had been made public by the government eight years after the genocide 

is similar to other independent studies, the proportion of Tutsi victims mentioned by the 

government differs from the proportions mentioned by these other studies (Reyntjens, 2004). 

Such studies conducted by the UNHCR, the WFP and the UNDP, found the death toll to be 

around 1,100,000 victims including 600,000 Tutsis and 500,000 Hutus. On the contrary, 

 

The government figure claims that at least 94 percent of the victims were Tutsi, an assumption 

contradicted by demographic data (Tutsi numbered well under 1 million) and empirical fact (over 

200,000 Tutsi survived the genocide, and hundreds of thousands of Hutu died at the hands of other Hutu 

and the RPF) […]. These [government] data later allowed, on the one hand, to justify the conviction of 

over 1 million Hutu, and, on the other, to let RPF [Rwandan Patriotic Front] killings go unpunished in an 

exercise of victor’s justice, both before the ICTR and the Rwandan gacaca tribunals. (Reyntjens, 

2004: 178). 

 

Therefore, in this instance, the death toll – and especially the proportion of victims of different 

ethnicities – is politically used by the government to create a national narrative convenient to 

its political agenda. 

 

Apart from accepting and rejecting certain data, actors can create a narrative of silence, i.e. in 

the form of not acknowledging the existence of the data whatsoever. There are a few historical 

examples of governments actively participating in hiding the number of casualties of a conflict, 

even many years after a conflict has ended. In such instances, death tolls may remain unknown 
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and in some cases victims or their families are still fighting for the acknowledgement of what 

happened during a conflict as well as for official death counts. This is the case in Spain where 

the number of casualties during the Franco Regime (1939-1975) is still unknown and where 

the current government is still actively preventing an inquiry from being undertaken by not 

repealing an amnesty law (Junquera, 2013). When Baltasar Garzon, a Spanish judge, started a 

court investigation into the alleged 114,000 disappearances during the Franco Regime, he was 

accused by a Spanish Court of bypassing this amnesty law and prevented from continuing his 

work (Tremlett, 2012). Similarly, still a hundred years after the events, the Turkish government 

refuses to recognize that a genocide was perpetrated against the Armenians in 1915/1916. As 

the Republic of Turkey was founded right after these events, the nationally-created narrative 

denies the existence of a multi-ethnic heritage and therefore, the presence and killings of many 

Armenians (Arango, 2015). Taner Akcam, a prominent Turkish historian, told the New York 

Times: ‘It’s not easy for a nation to call its founding fathers murderers and thieves’ (Ibid.). 

Depending on the studies, the death toll ranges from 600,000 to 1.5 million deaths. Although 

‘the Turkish government acknowledges that atrocities were committed, [it] says they happened 

in wartime, when plenty of other people were dying. Officials stoutly deny there was ever any 

plan to systematically wipe out the Armenian population’ (Ibid.). It thereby creates a certain 

narrative surrounding these atrocities by contesting the fact that these killings had been 

orchestrated by the state in the first place.  

 

In analysing the United Kingdom’s government reactions to the different mortality figures 

produced during the Iraq war, Rappert explores whether ‘ignorance about fatalities was 

deliberately manufactured to deflect political criticism’ (2012: 43). He states that this is 

difficult to assess as there are many unknowns about the motivations and knowledge of 

government officials. Certain information obtained through Freedom of Information 

Legislation in the United Kingdom suggests that: 

 

Officials were deliberately working to manufacture ignorance […] in the face of the comparatively large 

and media prominent estimates advanced by The Lancet study [for instance by looking for] particular 

findings […] i.e. those that ran against the high The Lancet findings. (Rappert, 2012: 45-46). 

 

UK officials often stated that obtaining reliable deaths tolls was not possible. However, ‘it is 

difficult to assess and determine whether staff consciously intended to produce ignorance 
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surrounding [The Lancet study]’ or because of their potential ‘lack of knowledge about the 

possibility of estimations’ (Rappert, 2012: 46). In conclusion Rappert states that 

 

This analysis has juxtaposed the twists and turns of public statements against back region government 

and civil service deliberations. In doing so, ‘covering moves’ (Goffman, 1970) by government officials 

to public health surveys have been identified. These were likely to foment ignorance by: - seeking to 

raise doubts about only certain types of figures; - not acknowledging information that ran counter to this 

end; - proposing the need for meta-studies not then supported; -changing positions in unremarked upon 

ways; - using ambiguous terminology. (2012: 53). 

 

Where this is just one example, it shows that it is difficult to determine the extent to which 

silence surrounding a certain event is deliberately created. Nevertheless, the end result of 

creating a narrative of silence remains in certain cases, even without it being deliberately 

created.  

 

IV.2. From a number to action: shaping policy response  

 

In this chapter, we will discuss the responses to casualty numbers by looking at different sets 

of actors with decision-making powers. To contextualize the use of casualty data for policy 

responses, we will first assess the role mortality data might play in the behaviour of different 

actors during a conflict with respect to their international obligations. Secondly, we will 

consider operational use of death counts by governmental actors in the international 

community. In the modern international order, especially under the UN system, states around 

the world have a role to play in maintaining world peace and security, which entails the 

responsibility to intervene in conflicts taking place abroad. Moreover, foreign governments can 

also participate by giving humanitarian aid to people who are suffering in armed conflicts. 

Thirdly, we will consider the use of casualty figures by civil society actors. These consist of 

mainly NGOs from both the domestic and international, all of whom might take their own 

initiatives to make a difference in conflicts. 

 

IV.2.1. Conflict parties and casualty numbers: strategy, responsibility and accountability 

 

As we stated in the theoretical framework, counting the dead might be done to serve operational 

purposes, be they military or otherwise. Apart from playing a role in the collection of casualty 
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figures, warring parties often manipulate casualty numbers during or after the conflict and use 

them in a way that suits their own purposes, be it to change the narrative and perception of the 

war as we have discussed before, or to avoid responsibility.  

 

That being said, we need to acknowledge the evolution of warfare in the modern world. Wars 

are now regulated to some extent by international humanitarian law, which gives some 

protection to those who are not, or no longer, taking part in fighting and put restrictions on the 

means of warfare, i.e. in particular weapons and the methods of warfare that can be used. 

International humanitarian law distinguishes between international and non-international 

armed conflict. International armed conflicts involve at least two states subject to a wide range 

of rules, including those set out in the four Geneva Conventions and Additional Protocol I. A 

more limited range of rules apply to non-international armed conflicts and are laid out in Article 

3 common to the four Geneva Conventions as well as in Additional Protocol II, which states 

that:   

 

(1) Persons taking no active part in the hostilities, including members of armed forces who have laid 

down their arms and those placed 'hors de combat' by sickness, wounds, detention, or any other cause, 

shall in all circumstances be treated humanely... (2) The wounded and sick shall be collected and cared 

for. (ICRC, 2004)  

 

Even though this body of law applies during times of extreme violence, principles of 

international humanitarian law are often violated. However, measures have been taken at an 

international level to end impunity in armed conflicts: as we will discuss later on, tribunals and 

international courts have been created to punish acts committed in recent conflicts (ICRC, 

2004). Theoretically, those people responsible for the atrocities committed during a war no 

longer enjoy complete impunity, and they should feel pressured to cause as little civilian deaths 

as possible, to keep an eye on the casualties they cause and respond to their other obligations 

under international criminal law. In this respect, death counts can be used by actors to keep 

track of their own commitments to international obligations, but also by outside actors to hold 

others accountable for their actions. Accountability in different judicial or non-judicial settings 

will be discussed in a subsequent section.  

 

 

 



46 

 

IV.2.2. Governmental actors in the international community 

 

Countries tend to regard armed conflicts taking place in other nations as the internal affairs of 

sovereign states, thus consider it inappropriate to interfere. As shown in the United States’ 

response in the Rwandan genocide, foreign states’ concerns about the conflicts occurring in 

other regions are often related to their own national interests, be it strategic, economic, political, 

moral, ideological or legal. Without those national interests, countries often do not have strong 

incentives to care about what is happening on the ground or to intervene.  

 

Only very few countries, among which are the United States and the United Kingdom, have 

made independent efforts to estimate the casualties related to conflicts taking place in a foreign 

country. They have their own intelligence system that is responsible for estimating the number 

of deaths and giving policy recommendations to their own national government. Those figures 

can be used with clear foreign policy intention. They might even be framed by policy 

considerations, such as in the Darfur case, where the US government seems to have partly 

changed its methodology, figures and therefore the narrative of the war according to its 

diplomatic needs. ‘It appears that the reduced mortality estimate and the temporarily suspended 

references to genocide were part of a cooperative strategy. President Bush did not mention the 

genocide in Darfur for over four months in 2005’, while Sudanese officials made several secret 

trips to the White House (Hagan & Rymond-Richmond, 2010: 206).  

 

IV.2.2.a. Humanitarian intervention in the face of mass atrocities 

 

In recent years, there is a raising discourse on intervention based on humanitarian or human 

rights reasons. On June 22, 1994, the United Nations Security Council passed the 

groundbreaking Resolution 929 authorizing “Operation Turquoise” on the basis of Chapter 7 

of the U.N. Charter: “protection of civilian populations and humanitarian aid.” More recently, 

the international society has even developed a doctrine named the “Responsibility to protect” 

to urge the international community to shoulder the responsibility to prevent or stop large 

atrocities, such as genocide or ethnic cleansing. However, this doctrine is more of a moral 

constraint that can function only when the nations are willing to do so.  

 

Generally speaking, apart from their international responsibility to react in certain extreme 

cases, the international community’s reaction is related to the nature and importance of the 
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conflict. Actors in the international community might be concerned in many cases, but they 

might need certain numbers to figure out the magnitude of the situation in question. 

Nevertheless, it is more the nature of the conflict and its relevance to themselves, that makes 

them decide whether or not they are obligated to do something.  

 

A relevant example here would be the use that was made of a study by Médecins Sans 

Frontières (MSF) in Somalia in 1992 (Brauman, 2010). Concerned with the increasing number 

of cases of malnutrition, MSF conducted an excess-mortality survey which found that a quarter 

of the displaced children under the age of five had died of malnutrition in the previous six 

months. Along with the release of these findings, MSF called for a massive food distribution 

that never took place. Nonetheless, six months later, former UN Secretary General Boutros 

Boutros-Ghali referred to the MSF report in the Security Council to call for a military 

intervention. However, he extended this figure to the whole population in Somalia – instead of 

the displaced population only. He then came to the wrong conclusion that most of the food 

assistance was looted and did not reach the targeted population. Therefore, instead of providing 

support to the displaced populations that MSF had identified as the most in need, the Security 

Council decided to establish a military operation, “Restore Hope”, to protect the delivery of 

humanitarian aid. MSF’s findings were thus distorted to pressure permanent members of the 

Security Council – especially the United States – to agree to send troops to Somalia. 

 

A further example can be found in the Syrian case. In 2013, the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, said that the death toll in Syria was ‘probably 

now approaching 70,000’ (UN News Center, 2013). There was an increase of 10,000 from the 

end of November of the previous year, when a UN-commissioned report found 60,000 

individual instances in which a name, date and location of death could be determined (Los 

Angeles Times, January 2013). Even though the data set from the previous report had already 

suggested that the true number of deaths in the Syria conflict was even higher than that, Pillay 

and the news media were still using the 60,000 or 70,000 figure without any meaningful 

qualification. The conflict's true humanitarian scope was thus being unintentionally yet 

insidiously distorted. As a result of this, the misleading number was woven into a debate of 

global importance. 

 

Armin Rosen has argued, figuring out the death toll during a conflict has practical utility ‘if 

you're going to have serious needs assessments for humanitarian purposes’ (Andrew Mack 
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cited in Rosen, 2013). Yet, “In terms of political and moral impact, the aforementioned 

difference between 70 or 100 or 500 thousand deaths is disturbingly hard to identify. Even the 

question might itself be distracting’ (Rosen, 2013). Debates over the ‘death counts [...] can 

have the effect of deflecting attention from the cultural and political factors that help shape 

society's response’ to atrocity (Rosen, 2013). 

 

We could think, why is this case, whether it's 60 or 70 thousand, leading us to the brink of this debate 

about intervention, when this really wasn't something that concerned us in other cases?" Instead, there's 

a need "to make sure we're not getting misled by our outrage and our attempt to quantify," and to "think 

hard about what's really driving our response". (Moyn cited in Rosen, 2013).  

 

Moyn did not mean that the death count was irrelevant; it is the degree of public attention 

towards it that feeds into and hints at other, more fundamental questions, some of which could 

have direct connections with the US's actions in Syria. ‘Ultimately the people who are still 

alive and what kind of regime they get in the long run is what matters’ (Moyn cited in Rosen, 

2013). That is to say, it is the legitimacy of the regime involved in the conflict rather than the 

concrete casualty number that has dominated people’s judgment and their government’s 

response to a certain conflict. However, for this particular case, to maintain their credibility as 

well as not to undermine the real suffering of the Syrian people, the UN has stopped publishing 

numbers on Syria out of concern for their lack of capacity to conduct thorough investigations 

and data gathering and the resulting inaccuracy of the figures (Baker, 2015). 

 

IV.2.3. Domestic and international actors in civil society 

 

Civil society actors who are outside the ongoing conflicts participate with the intention to 

reduce the harm that the conflicts have produced and/or to hold those who are responsible for 

those atrocities accountable, and to raise people’s awareness of the suffering caused by the 

conflicts and boast people’s determination to fight against all wars. Some NGOs conduct 

research on death counts themselves, while many others are not involved directly in body 

counting but instead rely on the numbers produced by other actors. In this part, we divide these 

actors into three different types according to their different roles in the conflicts and their ways 

to deal with casualty numbers. They are NGOs specialized in body counting, humanitarian 

NGOs, and human rights NGOs. 

 



49 

 

IV.2.3.a. NGOs specialized in body counting  

 

Compared to the long history of wars and conflicts, the existence of humanitarian organizations 

and human rights is a rather recent phenomenon, with the latter coming into being even later, 

therefore humanitarian and human rights NGOs’ roles as active participants in body counting 

are rather new and they have shown their importance only in recent decades. For specialized 

NGOs such as the Human Rights Data Analysis Group (HRDAG) and Iraq Body Count (IBC), 

they play a more active role in dealing with the casualty numbers and the conflicts in general. 

Rather than just passively commenting on ready-made data, they respond to casualty numbers 

by examining the credibility of existing data and by producing further data from the existing 

data.  

 

People working in these NGOs are doing body counts or casualty estimations because they feel 

there is a responsibility to ensure that the human cost of the conflicts are not neglected, and 

knowledge of war deaths must be available to all to promote a human-centred approach to 

conflict (IBC Website, About the IBC). Their work is not completely neutral, as HRDAG puts 

it: ‘we are not neutral: we are always in favour of human rights’ (HRDAG, About Us). They 

work closely with human rights organizations by producing unbiased, scientific results that 

bring clarity to human rights violence. 

 

Their common functions  include: a) to ‘invent and extend scientific methods [so as to] better 

understand patterns of mass violence’; b) to reveal the truth about the war or conflict and 

educate people about the suffering of the people involved in the war or conflict through 

speaking engagements and publications, c) asking for accountability by establishing 

‘scientifically defensible historical records of human rights abuses [...] and providing expert 

testimony in war crimes trials d) to ‘help those working in the human rights community to 

better understand the role and power of statistical data and reasoning’ (HRDAG, About Us). 

 

In addition to recording what is happening during the conflicts, by digging deeper into the 

reality of conflicts and establishing more concrete images of the conflicts, their work also helps 

people outside the conflicts to have deeper understanding of the conflicts and empower them 

to question the human consequences of armed conflicts in a more targeted way. 
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IV.2.3.b. Human rights NGOs 

 

Human rights organizations usually embrace a mission to expose human rights violations and 

hold perpetrators accountable. Human rights NGOs refer to NGOs that can use the body counts 

method at times, or rely on studies made by other organisations, but are not primarily involved 

in such activity. To achieve this goal, casualty counts or estimates might be useful to expose 

the extent of the suffering of the victims but human rights groups are usually more concerned 

with the patterns of violations and establishing evidence of certain types of violations – i.e. 

widespread deliberate or indiscriminate targeting of civilians – or identifying the perpetrators 

rather than producing and communicating accurate numbers. In this regard, organizations that 

are for instance investigating the ongoing war in Syria and compiling lists of victims – 

including names, location, age, cause of death, etc. – such as the Violations Documentation 

Center in Syria, the Syrian Network for Human Rights or Physicians for Human Rights all 

acknowledge the flaws of their methodologies due to lack of access to certain war zones and 

difficulties in corroborating the data. None of them pretend to offer a realistic estimation of the 

number of casualties in Syria but rather, they want to show trends of violations – such as the 

deliberate targeting of hospitals and medical personnel by the government forces – and provide 

evidence that can ultimately be used for accountability of the perpetrators. 

 

However, when it comes to their communication and advocacy campaigns, human rights 

organizations can use casualty figures to appal public or policy-makers and get support for their 

cause. Figures, in that sense, serve to show how concerning a war is and why the international 

community or the government needs to intervene, or stop perpetrating abuse. For example, 

Kelly Greenhill shows how, even with the best intentions, many human rights NGOs have used 

completely inaccurate data coming from a United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) report. 

For example, the NGO Campaign Against Arms Trade (CAAT) asserts on its website, ‘In the 

last decade child victims of armed conflict include 2 million children killed, 4-5 million 

children disabled, 12 million children left homeless, more than 1 million children orphaned or 

separated from their parents, and some 10 million children traumatized’ (Greenhill, 2010: 128). 

As Greenhill points out, although this data seems highly inaccurate as it covers a 10-year period 

for the whole world, many NGOs, international organizations and media have quoted these 

figures, often failing to report that they refer to the 1986-1996 decade and not the 2000s. 

UNICEF has in fact never explained where the data came from, simply stating ‘“UNICEF has 

compiled the estimates from a diversity of sources”, with nary a source nor a method of 
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obtaining said information identified’ (Greenhill, 2010: 129). As Greenhill points out, ‘these 

are arresting and terrible statistics, mustered with the best of intentions, to catalyze support for 

programs designed to alleviate human suffering and mitigate conflict-related misery’ 

(Greenhill, 2010: 128). Many organizations, in the same way, use number of deaths in a war to 

justify their advocacy campaigns for better respect of human rights treaties and humanitarian 

law. Accuracy of the statistics therefore do not matter as long as they can support the cause of 

these organizations. 

 

IV.2.3.c. Humanitarian NGOs 

 

Committed to the mission of relieving the sufferings of the people trapped in natural disasters 

and man-made atrocities, the primary goal of humanitarian organizations in obtaining accurate 

numbers is usually for operational purposes, i.e. to calculate the actual need for humanitarian 

aid. In an interview with Rony Brauman (2015) he states that MSF would establish their own 

team to do casualty estimation. Due to their need to be neutral in the conflict in order to gain 

trust and cooperation from all the conflicting parties, humanitarian organizations like MSF and 

the Red Cross simply do not release these numbers to the public. However, there are several 

exceptions when the magnitude of the atrocity far exceeded their capacity to help. When 

fundamental principles that enable them to work in the conflicting areas are ruthlessly violated 

and their own presence is threatened, humanitarian NGOs are forced to tell the world what was 

happening. For instance, during the 1994 Rwandan Genocide, several international 

humanitarian organizations did speak out. For example, ‘on several occasions, MSF 

communicated strongly to force states to stop the extermination of the Tutsi population, rather 

than using “aid” as an alibi for inaction. On 17 June 1994, MSF called for an armed 

intervention, stating: ‘you can’t stop genocide with doctors’ (MSF, 2014). 

 

Further, we need to acknowledge the fact that, since leading humanitarian organizations like 

MSF and the International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) and 

their 189 National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies have their own stable funding 

networks to support their ground work, they can be more independent while dealing with 

casualty numbers. Many other humanitarian organizations with different funding structures 

need to rely on public donations to carry out their aid work, thus numbers that reflect the 

magnitude of the disaster or conflict need to be published to call for public donations. 
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Humanitarian and human rights NGOs can sometimes have competing purposes when working 

in emergency situations. Mukkesh Kapila, the former UN President and Humanitarian 

Coordinator for Sudan was confronted with this incompatibility when he had to cooperate with 

the Sudanese government to be able to organize the logistics of the humanitarian assistance 

while this same government was the main perpetrator of crimes against the people the UN was 

helping. In such a situation, what should be the priority: relieving the people’s suffering by 

working hand in hand with the government to provide assistance? Or trying to stop the 

atrocities by strongly denouncing the abuses perpetrated by that same government? As John 

Hagan and Wenona Rymond-Richmond note,  

 

The “Humanitarian International” – the complex of NGOs and relief agencies that respond to 

humanitarian emergencies – often finds itself engaged in a compromised strategic embrace with states 

that commit the human rights abuses and war crimes whose consequences they seek to alleviate. 

Accessing and treating the urgent and deadly consequences of these emergencies can obscure if not 

obstruct efforts to identify and hold their instigators responsible (2010: 195). 

 

Therefore, mortality data can have various concrete uses that can sometimes be opposed to 

each other. 

       

IV.3. Casualty data and peacebuilding: reconciliation and accountability  

 

IV.3.1. Acknowledgment of the victims’ suffering 

 

In many conflicts, victims, families of victims and associations of victims are usually among 

the first to push for recognition of their suffering, often through a quantification of deaths.  Of 

course, the nature of the conflict might not always allow them to voice their grief, get organized 

and ask for accountability. In some cases they might be entirely occupied with trying to survive 

and might be too weak to be able to demand acknowledgment. Nevertheless, asking for 

accountability seems to be a goal for most victims in the longer term (Schmitt, 2015). At a very 

local level, victims sometimes try to have lists of casualties compiled after a bombing or a 

massacre in a village so the losses they suffered do not go unnoticed. Even though locally they 

might be the only and most reliable witnesses of the atrocities committed and of the numbers 

of people injured or killed, they usually lack scientific methods and resources to produce larger 

scale databases or estimations of deaths. However, the pressure they impose on different 
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national and international institutions to have their suffering acknowledged and quantified at 

the national level can be so strong that NGOs or institutional actors often feel obliged to publish 

estimated figures quickly, even though those figures are often highly inaccurate as data has not 

been gathered comprehensively. The requirement to produce the first figures or estimates 

promptly, unfortunately does not match with the long-term needs to investigate and corroborate 

data to establish accurate figures. Therefore very inaccurate estimations are often produced on 

an ongoing basis in order to satisfy the demands of victims, while the war is taking place (Ibid.). 

 

Secondly, after the war has ended, associations of victims often seize those figures and 

incorporate them in their narratives of the war, as if they were undeniable factual truths. 

Numbers of deaths then become a part of their victimization speech and of the argumentation 

they use when seeking acknowledgement and compensation for what happened to them. As 

explained before, when data is incorporated into a narrative of victimization, it is very sensitive 

and difficult to refine those numbers without being accused of denying victims’ suffering. This 

is in part because of the so-called “anchoring effects” explained before. In the long term, the 

first figures that have been produced often become “anchored” in the victims’ narratives and 

are instrumental to victimization speech. In this sense, the previously discussed example of 

Bosnia and the “Book of the Dead” research project by the Research and Documentation Center 

(RDC) is striking. The researchers travelled all over the country, thoroughly compiled lists of 

names of victims from various sources and cross-checked the data to make sure no death was 

counted twice. They eventually came up with a number far below the one politicians and 

newspapers had spread around. They estimated the number of casualties to be around 100,000 

instead of 200,000 and 250,000 as was initially claimed (Nettelfield, 2010: 159-187). As stated 

before, the findings of this study were very badly received, also among the victims. Without 

any scientific argument or interest, many victims and people associated with them spoke up in 

the media to denounce the ‘suspicious methodology of the study’ (Ibid.). The Norwegian 

government who had helped finance the project was accused of voluntarily undermining the 

genocide the victims claimed had happened. As Nettelfield states: 

In some Bosniak circles there, [this] project was viewed as a threat to the dominant narrative of the war, 

the future political goals of certain politicians, and the status of Bosniaks as the biggest victims of the 

war. The strong response illustrated just how strong their narrative of the war in Bosnia - that aggression 

was committed on the republic of Bosnia and Herzegovina resulting in genocide - was fused to casualty 

estimates (2010: 168). 
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Therefore, not only do figures of casualties have to be published at the appropriate time, they 

also have to be consistent with the narrative of the victims in order to be accepted. Among the 

populations who suffered a war, scientific arguments are not authoritative, mainly because 

most people do not understand – or do not bother to understand - the arguments’ technicalities. 

Therefore, as explained in section 1, people tend to turn to moral terms, ideologies and trusted 

elites to approve or reject death tolls. In Bosnia, as the findings of the “Book of the Dead” 

contradicted the victims’ versions of the story, they interpreted the decrease in the number of 

deaths in moral terms and massively rejected it, although it still provided great evidence of the 

mass atrocities against Bosniaks (Nettlefield, 2010: 159-187). Therefore, death tolls that are 

published really matter for the victims and have to be consistent with their narratives of the 

war. In other words, figures, to be accepted by the victims, have to acknowledge their suffering 

- as if the number of deaths could showcase their suffering. 

 

IV.3.2. Use of mortality data in truth commissions 

 

As official bodies established to create an independent and objective narrative of the war, truth 

commissions produce and use death counts to determine who did what to whom or, in other 

terms, to identify the victims, the perpetrators, the patterns of violence, its timing and scale. 

They can be an essential actor for the peacebuilding and reconciliation process in a country by 

including actors at all levels - from the international to the local. The victims’ stories and 

accounts are also heard and they feel included in the reconciliation process. As Seybolt (2013) 

shows:  

where they are properly framed and conducted, truth commissions draw on public testimony and 

scientific investigation of past violations of human rights to reveal and officially acknowledge a 

comprehensive account of who the victims were; where and when they died, disappeared, or suffered 

abuse, and who was responsible for the abuses. (2013: 15-28)  

 

The accuracy of the figures revealed does not matter as much as the transparency of the process, 

the acknowledgment of the victims’ suffering and the identification of the perpetrators. In short, 

the story behind the numbers is more important than the numbers in themselves as they are 

only useful insofar as they help understand what happened during the war.  
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For example, the Peruvian Truth and Reconciliation Commission provided an estimation of the 

number of victims of the war between the Shining Path guerrilla movement and the national 

military and most importantly, they tried to shed light on the role the government and the 

military played in committing atrocities. The nature of violence and its perpetrators were not 

known in the capital, Lima, prior to the Commission’s findings. 

 

In cases like Peru, where the objectives is restorative justice rather than retribution, the very act of 

creating records and estimates of those who died can be as important as the accuracy of the final numbers 

produced. Roht-Arriaza argues that when such a process includes the local population and accepts 

imperfect knowledge, it can facilitate reconciliation through shared understanding of recent traumatic 

events. For communities that experiences the trauma, using the evidence to acknowledge past trauma 

that had been denied can be more important than pursuit of scientifically rigorous results. (Seybolt 

2013: 23). 

Therefore, if truth commissions really uphold their independent and apolitical mandate, the 

process of their work is often as important as the results because, by investigating into past 

abuses, victims already feel their voices are heard and taken into account. On the contrary, a 

total absence of data on the war will keep resentments high and may result in the multiplication 

of conflicting accounts of the war, creating an environment conducive to vengeance.  

 

However, reconciliation does not always mean justice. If truth commissions are allowed to get 

a neutral account of the war and the abuses committed, the prosecution of perpetrators might 

feed resentments and be harmful to national reconciliation. Some would argue that amnesty 

needs to be granted to leaders and fighters on both sides of a conflict for reconciliation to be 

fully achieved: 

 

The argument for leniency rests on the need to achieve national reconciliation so that a conflict-torn 

society can proceed to build a new democracy based on tolerance and accommodation of factions that 

have very recently tried to destroy one another. (Mendez, 2001: 27). 

 

If reconciliation is the ‘long-term setting aside of disputes between factions that have divided 

a nation’ (Mendez, 2001: 28), it should not be a substitute to justice ‘at the expense of the 

victims’ right to see justice done’. Therefore, ‘if a truth commission is set up for the purpose 

of avoiding the indispensable task of doing justice, it will be discredited from the start’ 
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(Mendez, 2001: 29). More than a tool in the reconciliation process, death tolls are therefore 

instrumental in justice itself. 

 

IV.3.3. Use of mortality data for accountability and retributive justice 

 

Civilian casualty estimates may have a significant potential for national, international and ad-

hoc criminal tribunals. Such forms of retributive justice were introduced after World War II 

with the Nuremberg Trials. In the trials for prominent Nazi officials, individuals were initially 

held accountable for actions that had previously merely been defined as state aggression 

(Seybolt, 2013: 21). The establishment of the international criminal tribunals for the former 

Yugoslavia (1993) and for Rwanda (1995) gave way to the establishment of the International 

Criminal Court (ICC) in 2002 as the first permanent institution of international criminal law. 

Since its establishment, 22 cases in nine situations have been brought before the court. In 

addition, special tribunals have been created for the crimes committed in Sierra Leone, 

Lebanon, Cambodia, and East Timor. 

 

Criminal trials for atrocities such as genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, and crimes 

of aggression require information on human rights violations and civilian deaths. This is all the 

more relevant considering that such trials do not simply render verdicts, but intend to establish 

a definite history, or truth (Hoover Green, 2010: 348). According to Seybolt, their accuracy 

‘can make the difference between accountability and impunity’ (Seybolt, 2013: 22). To restore 

at least ‘some measure of justice to the victims of the abuses’ (Saxon, 2013: 

219), accountability is crucial. In this respect, statistical estimation appears to be especially 

promising, as it might, through the method of hypotheses-testing, provide evidence about fact 

patterns and associations, for instance of killings or conflict migration, where documentation 

or testimonies are missing. International criminal tribunals, other than “normal” criminal 

proceedings, are not concerned with the question “Did the defendant kill someone?”, but rather 

with officials’ responsibility for a policy that ultimately led to the killing of many people. The 

role of statisticians in this context is to demonstrate whether the patterns of killings are 

consistent with the hypothesis about the policy at stake (Ball, 2015). 

 

Despite their significant potential however, the differences between statistical reasoning and 

legal argumentation pose obstacles to the effective application of human rights statistics in 
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legal settings (Hoover Green, 2010: 324). As Hoover Green concludes in her analysis of the 

International Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) dealing with the large-scale killings 

and migration of Kosovo Albanians in the Milutinovic et al. Case (IT-05–87), the difficulties 

of applying statistical evidence in court result from a core difference between science and 

justice. While the former seeks to establish truth, the latter claims to assign responsibility. In 

practice, these different self-conceptions lead to diverging approaches towards the creation and 

interpretation of evidence (Ibid.). The discrepancies between judiciary and scientists become 

most apparent in court, where Hoover Green identifies an “information environment” that 

impedes the effective presentation and interpretation of statistical evidence. 

 

In international criminal trials, just as in domestic law, the prosecution bears the burden of 

proof. For the Defence on the other hand, it is sufficient to simply point out the limitations of 

the Prosecution’s evidence without having to prove the validity of their account in turn. This 

is especially problematic in the Anglo-Saxon system applied in the ICTY, with respect to which 

Patrick Ball (2015) criticizes the role of the Defence in an interview, as simply creating doubt 

rather than establishing truth. In any case, it is left to the Court to assess both parties’ arguments 

(Hoover Green, 2010: 335/340). Dealing with statistical evidence and the criticism towards it, 

this task is accompanied by a number of difficulties. 

 

‘Some of us studied the law because we were bad at maths’ (quoted by Ball, 2015). These were 

the words of a judge in the ICTY, when confronted with statistical evidence produced by the 

Prosecution’s expert witness Patrick Ball from the Human Rights Data Analysis Group 

(HRDAG). The statement points to a major obstacle to the effective application of human rights 

statistics in trial: in terms of their profession, judges may lack the expertise required to 

understand and evaluate statistical calculations and their results, as well as the relevance of the 

objections to them uttered by the Defence. This is especially problematic when data is 

incomplete and potentially biased, which is usually the case with demographic data, for 

instance with civilian casualties, or unconventional methods of statistical estimation are being 

used, as was the case with the evidence presented before the ICTY. Lacking the knowledge 

and background information required to assess the statistical evidence presented, the Chamber 

was left with grounding its judgement on ‘perceptions of experts’ trustworthiness, professional 

reputation or likeability’ (Hoover Green, 2010: 335). The complexity of the Kosovo case and 

the sheer volume of information the Court had to consider, further negatively affected its 

capacity to assess the evidence. 
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In the Milutinovic et al. Case, the Chamber ultimately found that the statistical evidence 

presented by the Prosecution was unconvincing, basing its conclusion on doubts about ‘the 

integrity and completeness of the underlying data; the soundness of the applied methodology; 

and, most importantly, the persuasiveness of the conclusion reached’, amongst other things 

(ICTY, 2009: 14). Considering this withering assessment, can estimations of human rights 

violations still play a valuable role in bringing war criminals and the like to justice? To take an 

optimistic stance, it can. The application of statistical evidence is only in its early stages. In 

order to live up to its full potential for retributive justice, considerable efforts are required both 

on the side of scientists and the judiciary. As Hoover Green suggests, statisticians should 

approach the court with greater sensitivity for the information environment judges are facing, 

making their evidence as easily accessible as possible. This may include the provision of 

relevant background information to enhance understanding and transparency, the application 

of exhaustive hypothesis-testing using simple methods to identify causations, and finally better 

training of statisticians for the situation in trial (Ibid.: 342). 

 

Finally, without claiming to provide accurate or representative statistics of a conflict, some 

rights organizations which gather data about deaths in conflict contexts - including lists of 

names of victims, causes of deaths, location, etc. - intend their databases to be a tool for future 

judicial investigations. Physicians for Human Rights, for instance, has created a map of Syria 

featuring all the violent deaths of medical personnel since the beginning of the conflict in 2011 

including as much information as possible about the circumstances of the deaths and about the 

victims. Elise Baker describes how such a map could be useful for future investigations, even 

though the evidence they gather is not sufficient to be used in courts as such: 

 

The more long term goal is for prosecutors and investigators, later on, to be able to use this map as sort 

of a roadmap for their investigations for the attacks against health care in Syria. […] In our data 

management research, we think about ways to document in a way that will be easier for investigators to 

use later on when they're doing their own investigations. (Baker, 2015) 

 

Although such a database might only represent a partial picture of the patterns of violence and 

deaths in a conflict, it can therefore be a good tool to further investigate specific accounts of 

illegal killings within the framework of international humanitarian law.  
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V. Conclusion 

 

A paradox lies in the fact that numbers are supposed to represent one factual truth, an objective 

measure of reality often blindly trusted by many, while they can also be distorted to illustrate 

what the researcher is looking for or trying to demonstrate. Numbers are thus scientific and 

political objects at the same time: they are sought for and researched by scientists to be able to 

better objectively understand social issues and respond to them but they are also used and 

manipulated politically to justify certain policies and actions. The scientific methodological 

challenge of accessing objectivity is therefore confronted by the political appeal to objectivity 

as a means to assert and justify political narratives or ideas. Such a paradox is particularly acute 

when counting the dead, as this issue is very sensitive to a whole range of actors in often highly 

intense contexts. By quantifying the costs of a conflict or a natural disaster, a casualty number 

helps to get a better idea of these phenomena and to grasp a more concrete sense of the 

consequences of the crises. 

 

Different kinds of information can be looked for in mortality data: how the population is 

affected by the conflict overall, who are the most affected strata of population, what and where 

are their humanitarian needs, what are the concrete effects and consequences of a military 

intervention, what are the patterns of human rights violations, etc. Therefore, depending on the 

context, the data available and the kind of information looked for, researchers might choose 

one of the four main methodologies identified to count the dead: census-demographics, 

multiple systems estimation, mortality surveys or body counts. Each of these methodologies 

presents its own advantages and disadvantages. While body counts enable us to record each 

death with a high level of detail around the exact circumstances and, in some way, humanize 

the numbers, they often underestimate the overall number of casualties. Conversely, mortality 

surveys allow for better accuracy but are highly dependent on available data such as overall 

demographic census or baseline mortality rate. Multiple systems estimations similarly rely 

heavily on the data already available and, if relatively reliable, can only be produced in the 

longer term. 

 

No matter how sound the methodology might be, the way casualty figures are perceived, 

interpreted and used after publication is hardly based on their scientific objectivity but rather 

on individual psychological reasoning and on the political opportunities they might offer. 

Numbers become stories, but stories that are perhaps politically convenient for their narrators. 
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Usually, in conflict situations, mortality data is either used as evidence to confirm the narratives 

of the conflict or rejected and denounced for its lack of objectivity if it isn’t able to relay the 

preferred narrative. Numbers are also used to justify or call for concrete political action – be it 

humanitarian response, foreign policies, military intervention, or calls for the respect of 

international law and accountability. After the cessation of hostilities in a war context, casualty 

numbers can be instrumental to the building of peace and reconciliation or the bringing about 

of accountability through justice. If, in the process of reconciliation, the gathering of data and 

agreement on a number seems more important than the accuracy of the number in itself, the 

reliance on strongly designed methodologies is essential for numbers to be used as evidence in 

courts. 

 

There is a distinct discrepancy between the huge controversy the Lancet studies triggered about 

the death toll in Iraq and the very few criticisms that the International Rescue Committee (IRC) 

study on the 5.4 million deaths in the DR Congo received. Rony Brauman’s observation that 

‘other things than figures matter in the way we see a situation’ (Brauman, 2015) goes some 

way towards explaining this discrepancy. Indeed, while the death toll in Iraq was a sensitive 

question in the US and the UK, the situation in Congo was not so much on the political agenda 

and so the findings of the IRC were not questioned as much. The controversy about death 

counts often rests on issues that go beyond the mere number of deaths, and are linked to politics. 

Numbers can take the role of instruments used in political disputes, meaning that they are fixed 

to a certain time, place and political context. 

 

We have highlighted the challenges involved in obtaining numbers at a ground level; this 

difficulty is compounded after the data collection stage with the complexities around our 

reliance on, and subsequent trust in, numbers. It is problematic to place absolute trust in 

numbers as we cannot clearly define the relationship between these numbers and our notion of 

absolute objectivity. At the start of our paper, we analysed the issues around objectivity, and 

have explored objectivity’s place in history. Objectivity is rooted within historical context, and 

as such, its very definition shifts with each new conflict.  

 

This paper has aimed to explore both the conceptual issues around the controversy of counting 

the dead, and the physical realities of work in this field. Our project has highlighted the 

challenges that governments, observers and humanitarian organisations face in not just the 

compilation of data, but also its application in the analysis of a conflict. Transparency and 
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accessibility of data from all actors are paramount in going some way towards establishing as 

objective an ideal as possible. This is particularly the case for the future of counting the dead. 

With new technologies and the refinement of existing methods, we imagine that numbers will 

attain a greater level of scientific solidity. Despite this, we propose that our approach to 

conflicts should not only be done with a focus and reliance on numbers as they can only ever 

artificially frame the reality of the conflict. Numbers and body counts can never provide us 

with the full picture if viewed in isolation from their social context. 
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