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Putting the Numbers in Proper Perspective 

Gregory H. Watson 

During recent weeks, the number of Americans dying every three days from the COVID-19 has surpassed 

the total number of people that were killed on September eleventh. The accumulated deaths since the 

first death caused by this coronavirus was registered on February 29th of this year has now surpassed the 

total number of Americans who have died as a result of all wars fought since the Second World War by 

almost 80%. These coronavirus deaths are not the same as naturally occurring deaths – these have been 

created as a result of special causes much like the deaths and injuries that are caused in battle. However, 

even these bad numbers create too rosy a picture as they estimate lower-than-actual events. Just taking 

them at face value, however, should cause everyone to pause and think. If these COVID-19 deaths are, in 

a great measure preventable, then why have we not really taken a comprehensive approach to removing 

potential causes as was the consensus of Americans on the decision that instigated the “War on Terror” 

after the 9/11 tragedy? Perhaps a large part of the answer lies in the numbers themselves – the reported 

numbers only provide an illusion of knowledge. 

We hear statistics such as “it is only a 1% mortality rate.” That does not sound too bad, we make many 

decisions based on being 95% confident in an outcome. However, these mortality statistics quoted for 

this pandemic are very often slanted to provide optimistic news and are not properly-made estimates. 

We should remember that death is only one of three “exit conditions” from this disease. If we compare 

deaths to the total infection rate, then we calculate this low number. However, if deaths are compared to 

the statistics describing “recovery” and “discharge” then we see that this “exit rate” is just over 6% - or 

over 1 in 20 people will die from catching the coronavirus. That seems a lot higher. But even this number 

does not fully describe the real situation. Exit does not really mean “full recovery” from illness. In many 

cases health complications exist afterwards for heart, kidney, and lung conditions that can also prove fatal 

over time. This is a little like consideration of disabled veterans who return home from war and need 

medical attention for recovery. While 90,447 Americans died in combat (including the deaths on 9/11 of 

‘non-combatants’) another 325,001 Americans were wounded among veterans of these wars – wounded 

but not dead. We understand from examining these battle statistics the simple truth that the number who 

were wounded will exceed the number who died. This same is true in this pandemic. In fact, looking at 

the war statistics the number is three-fold the death rate. Is it the same with this pandemic? We do not 

know. 

But in statistics regarding COVID-19 only the total of “recovered and discharged” is regularly reported. 

These two categories are not equivalent and should not be combined. Discharged only means that further 

hospitalization is not required immediately, it is not an indicator that someone has returned to their 

original state of health or recovered. Whereas recovered implies that the patient has been returned to 

their prior state of health – in other words, there are no aftereffects. Anecdotal evidence seems to imply 

that up to 35% of recovered COVID-19 cases result in permanent health conditions that could eventually 

lead to fatalities. These are conditional effects of the illness or the acceleration of poor health conditions 

that occurred due to the contraction of the coronavirus. In addition, data has also suggested that a similar 

number of asymptomatic individuals who may not even have tests may actually have the coronavirus but 

not severely enough to feel abnormally unhealthy. But these people may also have hidden cases which 

create enduring conditions of poor health. Finally, we must recognize that those tested and diagnosed as 

having the illness have not completed a treatment plan that exits them from the illness so we could make 
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an accurate final judgment so they actually may end up either dead or with permanent damage. In this 

case we do not know how it will turn out for them – and we will not know until some future time. From 

these comments it appears that we are not doing good math when it comes to accounting for the actual 

effects of this illness. 

Scientific knowledge is only profound within the context from which its data has been observed. If new 

data comes forward due to either better measurements or increased understanding, then science will 

make new predictions about its understanding as conditioned by those discoveries. Thus, what we call 

“scientific knowledge” is never settled or fixed, it is always subject to restatement as our knowledge of 

the situation becomes more clarified. What appears to be profound knowledge in one age appears to be 

trivial in the next age because we have advanced in our understanding based on our system of tests and 

measurement. As we learn more about anything – especially something as elusive as the novelty of this 

coronavirus – we must be prepared to mature in our thinking as we understand the observations from 

our data more clearly. 

Therefore, we must stop reporting “illusions” about the effects of the virus and start reporting the actual 

facts. In this way “profound knowledge” about the conditions that we are facing may have an opportunity 

to influence public behavior and enable all Americans to see more clearly and understand the nature of 

this existential threat to our nation. The late Stephen W. Hawking famously commented that “the cost of 

bad data is the illusion of knowledge … the greatest enemy of knowledge is not ignorance it is the illusion 

of knowledge.” 

 

Note: The next page provides the data for the casualties of war that are stated in this paper. 
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Sources of Statistics: 

• https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/ 

• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_military_casualties_of_war  

• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Casualties_of_the_September_11_attacks 
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War/Conflict Dates Combat Deaths Other Deaths Total Deaths Wounded

Chinese Civil War 1945–1950                     14                   150                 164                 51 

Berlin Blockade 1948–1949                     31                   31 

Korean War 1950–1953              33,686                2,830            36,516          92,134 

U.S.S.R. Cold War 1947–1991                     32                   32                 12 

China Cold War 1950–1972                     16                   16 

Vietnam War 1955–1975              47,424              10,785            58,209        153,303 

1958 Lebanon crisis 1958                       1                       5                     6                   1 

Bay of Pigs Invasion 1961                       4                     4 

Cuban Missile Crisis 1962                       1                     19                   20 

Dominican Republic 1965–1966                     27                     20                   47               283 

USS Liberty incident 1967                     34                   34               171 

Iran 1980                      -                         8                     8                   4 

El Salvador Civil War 1980–1992                     22                     15                   37                 35 

Beirut deployment 1982–1984                   256                     10                 266               169 

Persian Gulf escorts 1987–1988                     39                      -                     39                 31 

Invasion of Grenada 1983                     18                       1                   19               119 

1986 Bombing of Libya 1986                       2                      -                       2                  -   

Invasion of Panama 1989                     23                   40               324 

Gulf War 1990–1991                   149                   145                 294               849 

Operation Provide Comfort 1991–1996                       1                     18                   19                   4 

Somalia 1992–1993                     29                     14                   43               153 

Haiti 1994–1995                       1                       3                     4                   3 

Colombia 1994–present                      -                         8                     8 

Bosnia-Herzegovina 1995–2004                       1                     11                   12 

Kosovo War 1998–1999                       4                     14                   18  N/A 

War in Afghanistan 2001–present
1,833               383                  

             2,216 
20,050         

Iraq War 2003–2011                3,836                   961              4,497          32,222 

9/11 Terrorism 2011                2,977          25,000 

Intervention against ISIS 2014                     16                     60                   76                 81 

Raid on Yemen 2017                       1                     1                   3 

Total 1945-2019 90,447             15,491             102,678        325,001       

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_military_casualties_of_war
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Casualties_of_the_September_11_attacks

