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Abstract

This paper synthesises historical death toll estimates across the major categories of
human mortality: infectious disease, secular ideology, religious violence, military conquest,
and natural disaster. Drawing on mid-range scholarly estimates, it presents a ranked
comparative analysis of history's seventeen most lethal forces and derives key conclusions
about the nature of mass death across human civilisation. A central finding is that secular
ideologies of the 20th century — communism, Nazism, colonialism, and imperial economic
policy — caused approximately eight times more deaths than all religious violence across
1,400 years of recorded history. A further finding is that natural disasters are almost absent
from the top causes of death, suggesting that humanity's greatest existential threat has
always been humanity itself. The paper concludes with a unifying analysis: that the
common mechanism underlying every major atrocity — regardless of whether its
framework is religious or secular — is the treatment of people as members of a group
rather than as individuals, creating an 'us and them' dynamic that suspends normal moral
obligation. This framework is then applied to two contemporary debates — identity politics
and abortion — to examine where the same mechanism appears in modern political
discourse.

1. Methodology and Notes on Figures

All figures presented are mid-range estimates drawn from peer-reviewed demographic history and
widely cited scholarly works including R.J. Rummel's Death by Government, Courtois et al.'s The
Black Book of Communism, Mike Davis's Late Victorian Holocausts, Koch et al. (2019) in
Quaternary Science Reviews, and Andrew Holt's review of Crusades mortality estimates. Where
figures are especially contested, ranges are noted.

A critical methodological decision in this paper is the classification of colonialism as a secular
ideology rather than a Christian-driven cause. The reasoning is that the engine of colonial death was
racial hierarchy theory, mercantilism, and imperial power politics — not Christian doctrine. Christian
scripture contains no mandate for colonial enterprise. The colonising nations happened to be
culturally Christian in the same way the Soviet Union happened to be Slavic: the identity was
incidental, not causal. This distinction meaningfully changes the ideology-vs-religion comparison
and is more intellectually honest.

2. The Full Ranking — All Major Causes

Figure 1 presents a ranked horizontal bar chart of the seventeen most lethal forces in recorded
human history. Causes are colour-coded by category. The chart reveals immediately that disease
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and 20th-century secular ideology dominate the top of the ranking, with religious violence,
conventional warfare, and natural disasters occupying the lower half.
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Figure 1. Estimated deaths from the seventeen most lethal forces in recorded history. Bars are colour-coded by category.
Figures are mid-range estimates in millions. Smallpox figure covers the 20th century only; its full historical toll is estimated at
500M+.

Table 1. Summary data for all entries

Smallpox (20th c. only) ~400M 300-500M Disease

Black Death (1347-1353) ~138M 75-200M Disease
Socialist‘communist regimes ~118M 94-142M Secular ideology
Nazism + World War Il ~85M 75-105M Secular ideology
Spanish Flu (1918) ~75M 50-100M Disease

Great Dying (colonialism) ~56M 45-70M Secular ideology
Mongol conquests (13th c.) ~55M 40-70M War & conquest
Islamic conquests & wars ~41.5M 21-64M Religious violence
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3. Disease — The Silent Majority Killer

When considering the full sweep of human history, infectious disease overwhelmingly dominates the
death toll. Smallpox alone killed 300-500 million people in the 20th century. Over its
multi-millennium history, it is arguably the single greatest killer in human existence, having
devastated every major civilisation it encountered and wiping out up to 90% of Native American
populations on first contact with Europeans.

The Black Death of 1347-1353 remains the most proportionally devastating event in recorded
history: it killed roughly 30-60% of Europe's entire population in under a decade. Some Italian cities
did not recover their pre-plague population levels until the 19th century — five centuries later. The
plague also spread along Mongol trade routes, illustrating how human movement transforms
biological events into civilisational catastrophes.

HIV/AIDS deserves special mention as the only entry on the list that is still ongoing. With
approximately 40 million deaths since 1981 and roughly 600,000 deaths per year continuing today,
it represents a present-tense tragedy — not a historical one. Antiretroviral therapy has dramatically
reduced death rates since 2005 but has not ended the epidemic.

4. Secular ldeology — The 20th Century's Unique Horror

The most striking finding of this analysis is the dominance of secular ideologies in the 20th century.
Communism, Nazism, colonial racial ideology, British imperial economic policy, and Japanese racial
nationalism collectively account for roughly 486 million deaths — more than all other human-caused
categories combined, achieved in under 200 years.

Socialist and communist regimes alone account for approximately 118 million deaths. The majority
of these — particularly under Mao Zedong and Joseph Stalin — came not from direct execution but
from deliberately engineered famines. The Great Leap Forward (1958-1962) caused 30-55 million
deaths by food confiscation and forced collectivisation. The Khmer Rouge killed approximately 25%
of Cambodia's entire population in four years — a rate of killing with almost no historical parallel.

Colonialism, correctly classified as a secular ideology rather than a Christian cause, contributes two
major entries: the Great Dying (56 million indigenous Americans killed by European colonial
expansion between 1492 and the 1600s) and British India famines (12-29 million deaths by
conservative estimates, possibly 100 million by recent scholarship). The mechanism in both cases
was the same: an ideological framework — racial hierarchy and imperial economic extraction — that
assigned lesser value to non-European lives, enabling deliberate inaction or active harm during
crises.
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Figure 2. Proportional breakdown of estimated deaths by category across all entries. Disease and secular ideology together
account for the vast majority of all deaths.
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5. Religious Violence — Real but Comparatively Modest

Religious violence — meaning killing explicitly mandated or justified by religious doctrine or
institutional authority — is real and historically significant, but comparatively modest when set
against secular ideologies or disease.

Islamic military expansion over 1,300 years (632 AD to the early 20th century) accounts for
approximately 41.5 million deaths using mid-range academic estimates. This includes the early Arab
conquests, Ottoman campaigns into Europe, the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal conquests of India,
and Timurid wars — plus the Islamic share of the Crusades. It is important to note that the very high
figures cited in popular media (80-270 million) are not accepted by mainstream academic
historians, who note that such figures conflate all deaths occurring under Muslim-ruled states over
13 centuries — including natural deaths, famines, and wars fought by converts for non-religious
reasons — with religiously-motivated killing.

Christian holy wars — defined as wars explicitly fought over Christian doctrine or under Church
institutional authority — account for approximately 8.5 million deaths. This includes the Christian
share of the Crusades (~1.5M), the Thirty Years' War 1618-1648 (~6M, fought over Catholic vs
Protestant authority), the Spanish Inquisition (~200K), and medieval pogroms against Jewish
communities (~500K). The Atlantic slave trade and colonial killing are explicitly excluded from this
category, as they were driven by secular racial and economic ideology, not Christian doctrine.
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Figure 3. Left: Individual entries for secular ideology and religion-driven violence. Right: Total comparison. Secular ideologies
killed approximately 8—10 times more people than all religious violence combined, and did so in a fraction of the time.
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6. Natural Disasters — Almost Absent from the List

Perhaps the most striking structural feature of this analysis is that natural disasters are almost
completely absent from the top causes of death. Only one pure natural disaster appears in the top
rankings: the 1556 Shaanxi earthquake with approximately 830,000 deaths. All major earthquakes
in recorded history combined total roughly 4 million deaths — less than a single mid-tier ideological
event.
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Figure 4. Natural disasters on the same scale as human-caused death. All major earthquakes in recorded history combined
(~4M) are dwarfed by individual events in the human-caused column. Note: both charts use the same x-axis scale.

Why nature barely registers — five structural reasons:
1. Scale is capped by geography

An earthquake or tsunami can only affect the area it physically reaches. A plague, an ideology, or a
conquering army faces no such limit — they can spread globally and persist for decades or
centuries.

2. Duration amplifies death

The Shaanxi earthquake killed ~830,000 in minutes. The Black Death killed 138 million over 7
years. Communist famines killed 118 million over 70 years. More time equals more death, and
human causes sustain themselves indefinitely.

3. Nature has no intent

A famine under Stalin killed millions because grain was confiscated by deliberate policy. A natural
drought Kkills far fewer because it lacks the human machinery that blocks relief. Intent and
organisation are force multipliers for death.

4. Humans have adapted to nature over millennia

We have built seismic codes, tsunami walls, hurricane shelters, and early-warning systems. We
have not yet learned to reliably protect ourselves from our own ideologies. The 20th century was
simultaneously our most technologically advanced and our most lethal.

5. The deadliest 'natural’ disasters are partly human
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The Black Death spread along Mongol trade routes. The 1918 Spanish Flu spread via WWI troop
movements. The Great Dying was accelerated by colonial enslavement. Nature often pulls the
trigger — but human systems load the gun.
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7. Death Through the Centuries — A Timeline View

Figure 5 shows estimated deaths by cause category across historical periods. Several patterns are
immediately apparent. Disease dominates across all centuries until the 20th, when secular ideology
surges dramatically. Religious violence is most significant in the 7th—13th centuries, corresponding
to the period of Islamic expansion and the Crusades, but drops sharply thereafter. The 20th century
stands as a profound outlier: it is simultaneously the most technologically advanced era and by far
the most lethal in human terms.
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Figure 5. Estimated deaths by category per historical period. Note the dramatic spike in both disease and secular ideology
deaths in the 20th century. Figures are approximate and intended to show relative magnitude, not precision.

8. Conclusions

Conclusion 1: Disease is history's greatest killer — by far

Across all of human history, infectious disease has killed more people than all wars, ideologies, and
natural disasters combined. Smallpox alone may have killed 500 million or more. The Black Death
remains the most proportionally devastating event in recorded history. The elimination of smallpox in
1980 was arguably humanity's greatest single achievement.

Conclusion 2: Secular ideologies are the 20th century's defining horror

Communism (~118M), Nazism/WWII (~85M), colonial racial ideology (~85M), and Japanese
imperialism (~20M) collectively account for roughly 486 million deaths — more than all religious
violence across 1,400 years of history, achieved in under 200 years. The deadliest of these —
Mao's Great Leap Forward and Stalin's collectivisation famines — used starvation as their primary
weapon, not guns.
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Conclusion 3: Colonialism is correctly classified as a secular ideology,
not a religious cause

The engine of colonial killing was racial hierarchy theory and imperial economic extraction — not
Christian doctrine. This reclassification is not semantic: it increases the secular ideology death toll
by ~85 million and is more intellectually honest about the actual causation. The Bible mandates no
colonial programme.

Conclusion 4: Religion-driven violence is real but comparatively
modest

Total deaths from explicitly religious violence — Islamic conquests (~41.5M) and Christian holy wars
(~8.5M) — amount to roughly 50 million over 1,400 years. This is dwarfed by what secular
ideologies achieved in the 20th century alone. The common narrative that 'religion is the cause of
most wars' is not supported by the data.

Conclusion 5: Natural disasters barely register on the scale of
human-caused death

Only one pure natural disaster appears in the top rankings. All major earthquakes in recorded
history combined (~4 million) represent less than a single mid-tier ideological event. The key reason
is that nature is bounded by geography and duration, while human causes — particularly ideologies
— are not.

Conclusion 6: The most lethal human-caused events are amplified by
deliberate policy

The mechanism that distinguishes the deadliest human-caused events is not military power but
deliberate policy choice: the decision to export grain during a famine, to collectivise agriculture by
force, to categorise a population as subhuman. The greatest killer in most of these events was not a
weapon — it was a decision.

Conclusion 7: The 20th century is a profound outlier — and a warning

History's most lethal century was also its least religious and most scientifically advanced.
Secularism did not make ideologies safer — it gave them new vocabularies and modern industrial
tools. The implication is sobering: the danger is not specifically religion or specifically secularism.
The danger is any totalising ideology — religious or secular — that assigns lesser value to human
life.
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9. The Universal Mechanism — Us and Them

Having established the scale of death across history's major causes, a deeper question emerges:
what do all of these events have in common? What is the single structural feature that unites the
communist famine, the crusader massacre, the colonial dispossession, and the ethnic cleansing —
regardless of the ideology that justified each?

The answer, supported by multiple disciplines including moral psychology, genocide studies, and
political philosophy, is this: in every case, the killing was enabled by the prior step of treating the
victims as members of a group rather than as individuals. Once a category of people is defined as
'them' — and placed outside the circle of nhormal moral obligation — the psychological barrier to
harming them collapses. This is true whether the framework used to create the category is racial,
economic, religious, or national.

The five stages from classification to atrocity:

Stage 1: Classification
People are sorted into categories by race, class, religion, nationality, or ideology. The group label
becomes their primary identity — overriding their individuality.

Examples: Jews. Kulaks. Infidels. Savages. Bourgeoisie. Heretics. Colonials.

Stage 2: Dehumanisation
The group is assigned lesser moral worth — portrayed as subhuman, dangerous, a disease, or a
threat to civilisation. Language strips them of individual humanity.

Examples: Nazi propaganda: rats and vermin. Colonial theory: 'primitive races'. Stalin: ‘enemies of the people'.
Crusade sermons: ‘enemies of God'.
Stage 3: Moral exclusion

The group is placed outside the moral community — the circle of people to whom normal ethical
obligations apply. Harm to them is no longer felt as harm in the same way. This is the critical
threshold.

Examples: 'They are not like us.' 'They do not value life as we do.' 'God wills it.' 'History demands it.'

Stage 4: Bureaucratisation of killing

Once moral exclusion is complete, death becomes administrative. Ordinary people carry out
extraordinary violence because it is framed as duty, necessity, or righteousness — not personal
cruelty. No single person feels fully responsible.

Examples: Eichmann scheduling trains. Soviet grain quota officials. Colonial governors setting famine policy
deliberately.

Stage 5: Ideology provides the justification

An overarching belief system — religious, racial, economic, or national — provides the moral
language that makes all of the above feel not just permissible but obligatory. The ideology is the
engine; the us/them division is the fuel.

Examples: 'The revolution requires sacrifice.' 'The race requires it.' 'God commands it.' "'The market demands it.'
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Table 2. The us/them division across every major cause

Cause

Communist regimes

US (in-group)

The proletariat
/ the Party

THEM

(excluded)

Kulaks, class

enemies, count

er-revolutionari
es

Exclusion mechanism

Economic class assigned moral
unworthiness

Nazism / WWII The Aryan race Jews, Roma, Racial science gave 'biological’
/ the Volk Slavs, disabled authority to exclusion
Colonial ideology ‘Civilised' 'Savage', Racial hierarchy theory —
European ‘primitive’ Spencer, Gobineau
peoples colonial
subjects
Islamic conquests The umma — Kafir — Theological world division: realm of
believers unbelievers in Islam vs. war
dar al-harb
Christian holy wars God's chosen Saracens, 'Deus Vult' — killing reframed as

Japanese imperialism

Mongol conquests

people

The Yamato
race — divine

Mongol Empire

heretics, Jews
Chinese,
Koreans —

racially inferior

All who resist

sacred duty

Kokutai: divine racial and imperial
hierarchy fused

Conquest as natural order;

/ the Khan's —to be resistance as transgression
people destroyed or
enslaved

A critical and uncomfortable finding of this analysis is that education and intelligence provide no
reliable protection against this mechanism. The architects of the Nazi racial laws were lawyers and
doctors. The Khmer Rouge leadership were Paris-educated intellectuals. The Soviet planners who
engineered the Holodomor were economists trained in modern demographic methods. The Crusade
preachers were theologians of considerable learning. In every case, the cognitive capacity to see
individuals was present — it was the willingness to exercise it that was suspended by ideological
commitment to the group framework.

The Deadliest Forces in Human History Page 13



10. Application to Contemporary Debates — Identity
Politics

The framework is applied here not to suggest equivalence with historical atrocities in scale — the
difference in magnitude is enormous and must not be minimised — but because the early-stage
mechanisms are recognisably present and worth examining precisely because they were present in
the early stages of every historical case examined in this paper. Scale matters; but recognising the
mechanism before it scales is the entire point.

Contemporary identity politics — broadly called 'wokeism' by its critics — presents a structural
paradox that the us/them framework makes visible with unusual clarity.

The paradox of identity politics:

The movement began as an effort to expand the moral circle — to include previously excluded
groups (Black Americans, women, LGBTQ+ people) into full moral consideration. That is, in
principle, the precise opposite of the historical atrocity pattern. The goal was to extend individual
recognition to people who had been denied it by being treated as members of a lesser group.

However, the mechanism it uses — defining people primarily by group membership — carries an
inherent risk of replicating the very structure it opposes. Specifically:

Classification by group: People are increasingly defined first by race, gender, sexuality, or class
— not as individuals. 'Privilege' frameworks assign moral weight based on group membership rather
than individual conduct or character. This is structurally identical to the first stage of moral exclusion
— even when applied with the intent of redressing historical injustice.

Collective guilt: The concept that individuals bear responsibility for the historical actions of their
demographic group — regardless of their personal beliefs or actions — applies group logic to
individuals. This is precisely the mechanism that has historically enabled persecution: the judgment
of persons by category rather than conduct.

Moral exclusion of dissenters: Cancel culture removes people from participation in public
discourse based on group-level categorisation of their views. Binary frames (‘silence is violence',
'you are either anti-racist or racist') leave no room for individual complexity, ambiguity, or good-faith
disagreement — the markers of a mature moral community.

The central irony: Martin Luther King's stated vision was the explicit inverse of the group-first
framework: judge people by individual character, not group membership. That vision is claimed by
both sides of the current culture war and practiced consistently by neither at their most polarised.

The anti-woke reaction:

The framework applies with equal force to the reaction against identity politics. The term 'woke' has
become a political category that functions as a dehumanising label — stripping individuals of
complexity and treating anyone placed in the category as a monolithic ideological threat rather than
a person with specific views on specific issues. This is the same mechanism operating in mirror
image: a group label ('the woke") replaces individual faces, enabling dismissal without engagement.
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Some anti-woke rhetoric additionally assigns collective disloyalty, stupidity, or cultural threat to
entire demographic groups — urban elites, academics, minorities — as monolithic blocs. The
us/them dynamic is fully present on this side of the debate. Both sides of the culture war are
competing versions of group-first thinking, not alternatives to it.
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11. Application to Contemporary Debates — Abortion

Abortion is different from the identity politics debate in one critical respect: it is not primarily a culture
war issue dressed up as philosophy. It is a genuine, unresolved philosophical question about where
to draw the circle of moral consideration — which is exactly the us/them question in its purest and
most difficult form. Both sides are sincerely applying the framework. They simply disagree on who
belongs inside the moral circle.

The pro-life application of the framework:

The pro-life position is a direct application of the moral circle expansion argument. It holds that the
unborn are individual human beings from the moment of conception, and that defining them as
'not-yet-persons' is precisely the mechanism of moral exclusion — placing a category of humans
outside the circle of moral obligation based on a characteristic (developmental stage) rather than
intrinsic worth.

The historical parallel invoked is explicit and coherent: every major expansion of the moral circle in
history — the abolition of slavery, the recognition of women's full personhood, the rights of the
disabled — involved the recognition that a previously excluded group was fully human all along. The
pro-life argument is that the unborn represent the next such group awaiting inclusion. The logic of
the framework fully supports this concern. The contested premise is not the logic but the underlying
question of when personhood — and therefore individual moral status — begins.

The pro-choice application of the framework:

The pro-choice position is also a direct application of the individual-over-group argument. It holds
that compelling a woman to carry a pregnancy to term treats her as a means to an end — a vessel
defined by her reproductive function — rather than as an individual with full bodily autonomy and
moral agency. This is also a form of moral exclusion: the woman's individual circumstances, history,
pain, and agency are subordinated to a group-level policy that applies uniformly regardless of
individual situation.

The historical parallel invoked here is equally coherent: women have historically been excluded from
full moral and legal personhood, their bodies controlled by state and church institutions. The
pro-choice argument is that abortion bans continue this pattern — treating women as a category
(potential mothers) rather than as individuals with unique and morally relevant circumstances. The
logic of the framework fully supports this concern too. The contested premise is not the logic but
whose individuality takes priority when two individuals are in conflict.

Table 3. The framework applied to both sides of the abortion debate

Pro-life position Pro-choice position

Who is 'them' (morally The unborn — excluded from the moral Women — excluded from full individual
excluded)? circle by the label 'not-yet-person’ agency by group-level reproductive
policy
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Pro-life position Pro-choice position

Historical parallel invoked

The individual at stake

The philosophical crux

What the framework cannot
resolve

Slaves, the disabled — excluded
groups later recognised as full persons

The specific foetus — a unique genetic
individual from conception
When does individual personhood —

and moral status — begin?

The question of personhood is prior to
the framework — it must be settled first

Women under coverture — historically
denied individual legal personhood

The specific woman — with unique
circumstances, health, history,
relationships

When two individuals conflict, whose
claims take precedence and why?

The conflict of rights between two
individuals is genuine — not a false
dilemma

The Deadliest Forces in Human History

Page 17



12. Final Synthesis — The Protection Against Atrocity

The research assembled in this paper suggests a conclusion that is both simple and
profoundly difficult to act on: the single most reliable protection against the kinds of mass
atrocity documented in the preceding sections is the discipline of seeing every person as
an individual first — with a name, a face, a family, fears and hopes of their own — before
they are a member of any group.

Every major ethical tradition that has historically resisted atrocity is built on exactly this foundation.
Kant's categorical imperative demands that persons never be treated as mere means. The Quaker
tradition insists on 'that of God in every person'. Mandela's Ubuntu philosophy — 'l am because we
are' — grounds community in the recognition of individual dignity, not its subordination. The
Talmudic principle that 'whoever saves a single life saves an entire world' is the most direct
statement of the anti-atrocity principle in any religious tradition.

The question this paper suggests asking of any political or religious movement — contemporary or
historical, left or right, secular or devout — is not primarily ‘what do they believe?' It is: do they
allow their opponents a full human face, with individual circumstances, complexity, and
dignity? The moment the answer becomes no — the moment opponents are spoken of only as
members of a category, only as a threat, only as a problem to be solved — the historical pattern has
begun, regardless of what the ideology calls itself.
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Notes on Sources and Estimates

« All figures are mid-range scholarly estimates. Where figures are especially contested, ranges are noted. These are orders
of magnitude, not precision counts.

* Communist regime deaths: R.J. Rummel, Death by Government (1994); Courtois et al., The Black Book of Communism
(1997). The Courtois figures have been disputed by some historians for including deaths from civil wars and non-regime
causes.

* Great Dying / colonial Americas: Koch, Brierley, Maslin & Lewis (2019), 'Earth system impacts of the European arrival and
Great Dying in the Americas after 1492', Quaternary Science Reviews. Mid estimate: 56 million.

« British India famines: Mike Davis, Late Victorian Holocausts (2001), conservative estimate 12-29M for Victorian era.
Sullivan & Hickel (2022) claim ~100M excess deaths 1881-1920 — this figure remains contested.

* Crusades death toll: Andrew Holt, Ph.D., review of historical estimates. Range: 1-9 million total, mid estimate ~3 million.
Modern historians are generally sceptical of precision estimates given methodological challenges.

« Islamic conquests: No consensus figure exists. Academic mid-range estimates of 20-60M used. Figures of 80-270M cited in
popular media are not accepted by mainstream academic historians.

» An Lushan Rebellion: Census records imply 36M deaths but this is contested. Conservative scholarly estimate of ~13M
actual deaths used (see Fitzgerald 1973; discussion in Pinker, The Better Angels of Our Nature, 2011).

* Black Death: Various sources including Ole Benedictow, The Black Death 1346-1353: The Complete History (2004). Range
75-200M; mid estimate 138M.

* Natural disasters: EM-DAT international disaster database; USGS earthquake data.

» Us/them mechanism and genocide stages: Gregory Stanton, Genocide Watch (1996-2022); Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in
Jerusalem (1963); Philip Zimbardo, The Lucifer Effect (2007); James Waller, Becoming Evil (2002); Jonathan Haidt, The
Righteous Mind (2012).

* [dentity politics and the group/individual tension: this section draws on original analytical synthesis rather than specific cited
sources, applying the genocide studies framework to contemporary political discourse. It is intended as philosophical
analysis, not empirical claim.

All figures should be treated as approximations. Historical death toll estimation is inherently uncertain — populations were not
always counted, records were destroyed or never kept, and the boundaries of any given cause are disputed. The purpose of
this analysis is to illuminate relative magnitudes and structural patterns, not to assert false precision.
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