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The following analysis is mainly based on statistical data collected by Swedish 
authorities under a long period of time. 
 
The quality of official statistical information is often doubted by the public as well as 
by experts. 
 
However, in the Swedish case there are arguments that speak in favour of the 
(relative) quality of official statistics. 
 

1. Sweden is a small country (even today less than 10 million inhabitants). 
2. Sweden is characterized by a long political stability (e.g. stable borders for  

more than 400 years; no participation in wars for 200 years; no experience of 
revolutions or civil wars). 

3. Sweden is a centralized state. 
4. There is a long tradition of official statistics. Regular population statistics go 

back to the 1750s. 
5. There is a strong tradition of the “Rule of Law” and of bureaucracy, which 

facilitate the collation of statistical data. 
6. In summary, there is reason to believe that Swedish historical statistics are 

usable. This is also confirmed by statistical quality control methods.
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The graph describes the development of (1) the number of executed persons 
between 1750 and 1921 as well as (2) the number of yearly admitted ‘lifers’ (i.e 
person sentenced to life imprisonment) between 1858 and 2010. 
 
To keep it simple, the graph displays the actual number of persons – not 
corrected for population increases during the period.  
 
Since both the death penalty and life imprisonment have been rarely applied, we 
see a lot of haphazard variation in both curves. 
 
However, there are also clear patterns. Both sanctions have decreased over the 
years. 
 
The death penalty was applied for the last time in 1910. It was abolished in 1921 
for peacetime crimes and in 1973 for wartime crimes. The abolishment in 1921 
was connected with the break-through of democracy in Sweden after World War I. 
The abolition of the death penalty in wartime (1973) was a consequence of a 
Council of Europe agreement to abolish the death penalty in (Western) Europe. 
 
Since the early 1800s, the death penalty has been applied in murder cases only. 
We can also see from the graph that the death penalty was replaced by life 
imprisonment. 
 
Interestingly, even life imprisonment had almost disappeared in the 1970s, but re-
emerged in the 1980s and 1990s. The future of life imprisonment is presently 
debated in political circles. The sharp drop at the very end of the period is due to 
a ruling by the Supreme Court that limited the use of life imprisonment. 
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This graph describes the historical development of deadly violence from 1754 to 
2012. The data have been collected from vital statistics. 
 
The yearly data have been standardized for the population growth during this long 
period and display the number of killed persons (i.e. cases of intentional 
homicide) per 100,000 of the population. 
 
Again, we see a lot of annual haphazard variation, but we see also some kind of a 
‘wave’, and, importantly, a very stable basic level of deadly violence at the rate of 
1 per 100,000 of the population. This level is nowadays observed in many 
countries in north-western Europe. 
 
The yearly haphazard variations are ‘explained’ by random events of very 
different kinds. It is not possible to enumerate them. 
 
Is there a simple explanation for the ‘wave’ structure in the series? Yes, there is. 
See the next graph. 
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This graph depicts the relationship between deadly violence and alcohol 
consumption in the Swedish society. The time span is shorter than in the 
previous graph. The reason is that there is no reliable information on the alcohol 
consumption available before the 1860s. 
 
That there is such information at all is explained by the fact that alcohol 
consumption developed into an important social problem in Sweden during the 
first half of the 1800s which culminated in the 1850s, when an explicit State 
alcohol policy was formulated for the first time. As a consequence statistics on the 
consumption of alcohol started to be collected. 
 

It is not probable that alcohol is a ‘direct’ causal factor of deadly violence, but 
there is much empirical evidence – at least in the Nordic countries – that alcohol 
is an important ‘contributing’ factor. 
 

Technically, the graph depicts the ratio of ‘homicide’ divided by ‘litres of pure 
alcohol’ consumed in the population. This method of standardization is very 
simple and it is the same method that is applied when we standardize the number 
of homicides for the population growth in the previous graph. 
 

The graph shows that, if we take the consumption of alcohol in society into 
consideration, the level of deadly violence is stable during a period of 150 years – 
despite many basic changes in the structure of the Swedish society. This is a very 
remarkable result. Only three deviating periods of limited duration are visible: peri-
od 1 around 1870; period 2 at the end of World War I; period 3 during the 1980s.  
 

The limited use of the death penalty during the second half of the 19th cent-
ury and its final abolition in 1921 is not visible in the graph. Thus, the devel-
opment of deadly violence was evidently not affected by those changes. 
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Now we extend our view and include Finland, a neighbouring country, into the 
discussion. Even Finland has a long series on deadly violence, because Finland 
has been a part of Sweden until 1809, when she became a Grand Duchy within 
Imperial Russia. 
 
The graph compares the development of deadly violence in Sweden (SE) and 
Finland (FI) between the 1750s and 2010 (standardized for population growth in 
both countries). 
 
The scale of the graph differs from the previous graph on page 4. This explains 
why the Swedish curve in the graph shows less variation than in the previous 
graph. 
 
The graph depicts important similarities and dissimilarities between Sweden and 
Finland. Both countries are characterized by a stable basic historical level of 
deadly violence. This level is lower in Sweden and higher in Finland. Furthermore, 
the period of stability is shorter in Finland. 
 
There is one important deviating period in Finland: roughly the years between 
1905 and the end of the World War II. The first half of the period shows a 4-fold 
increase of deadly violence and the second half a corresponding decrease. The 
main explanation is the political instability prior and after a civil war in 1918 
(triggered by the collapse of Imperial Russia in 1917). 
 
Most importantly, the death penalty became practically abolished as early 
as 1826 when death sentences were commuted into transportations to 
Siberia. Deadly violence did not increase in the long run after the 
introduction of deportations in 1826. 
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This graph extends our view to two additional Scandinavian countries: Denmark 
and Norway. The time scale is shorter (1950-2010) because longer historical 
time series were not easily available. 
 
The graph shows two important facts. (1) The level of deadly violence in Finland 
is higher than in the other three countries. (2) By and large, the development of 
deadly violence is very similar in all four countries: an increase until the late 1980s 
and a decrease thereafter. Note, however, that the level of deadly violence is 
generally low in Denmark, Norway and Sweden: circa 1 per 100,000 of the 
population. 
 
It is important to notice that the application of sanctions as regards deadly 
violence differs between the countries. No country, however, applied the death 
penalty after World War II. 
 
Norway has abolished even life imprisonment in the early 1980s. 
Denmark has few ‘lifers’ (relative to the population). 
Sweden has considerably more ‘lifers’ than Denmark. 
Finland has most ‘lifers’. 
 
Despite these differences, the level of deadly violence does not vary accordingly. 
Finland does not have the lowest frequency of deadly violence and Norway not 
the highest. There is no difference between Denmark and Sweden despite the 
fact that the number of ‘lifers’ is higher in Sweden compared with Denmark. 
 
In summary, there is no causal correlation in the four Scandinavian 
countries between the sanctions handed down for deadly violence and the 
level or development of deadly violence considering the years 1950-2010. 
 

  



 8 

 

 
This graph extends our discussion to a comparison of deadly violence between 
Sweden and the United States of America (the US). The comparison may be 
viewed as problematic since the US is a country with over 300 million inhabitants 
while Sweden has only 10 million inhabitants. Furthermore, the US consists of 51 
states/districts with widely varying homicide rates and varying legal systems, 
while Sweden is a centralized state. 
 
For the sake of simplicity the US is treated as one aggregated entity. 
 
The graph shows two facts. (1) The development of deadly violence is highly 
similar in the US and Sweden. (2) The level of deadly violence differs greatly 
between the two countries. 
 
The second observation is not directly visible in the graph. As we know from 
earlier graphs, the actual level of deadly violence in Sweden is about 1 per 
100,000 of the population. For reasons of easy comparability the Swedish curve 
has been inflated 6.67 times (which represents the level difference of deadly 
violence between Sweden and the US). 
 
The system of sanctions differs between the US and Sweden. The US still uses 
the death penalty and the number of lifers is considerable higher in the US than in 
Sweden (relative to the populations). 
 
As in the Nordic case, there is evidently no causal correlation between the 
sanctions handed down for deadly violence and the level or development of 
deadly violence considering the years 1950-2010. 
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Finally, we focus on the development of deadly violence in Eastern Europe. 
 
The data have been published by the World Health Organization’s European 
branch. 
 
The time perspective is shorter compared with previous time series, but the graph 
comprises quite many states – all of them more or less closely tied to the former 
Soviet Union. 
 
The graph looks pretty much like the earlier graph describing the development of 
deadly violence in Finland during the first half of the 20th century. The explanation 
then was the civil war and its aftermath, i.e. political instability. 
 
The same explanation seems to be valid for the development in Eastern Europe. 
The Soviet Union dissolved in December 1991. Around this time, even deadly 
violence peaked in many Eastern European countries as a consequence of the 
political instability in the region. As time goes by and new forms of political 
stability are established, even deadly violence contracts again to its “normal” 
country levels. 
 
Especially noteworthy is that all Eastern European countries that joined 
subsequently the Council of Europe co-operation were bound to abolish the 
death penalty. Despite the abolition of the death penalty, deadly violence 
did not increase. It decreased. 
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Summary 
 

1. This short presentation discussed the impact of the death 
penalty on deadly violence in Sweden, Finland, (Denmark, 
Norway), the US, and Eastern Europe during varying time 
periods. 

 
2. The simple result is that the application as well as the abolition 

of the death penalty in these countries evidently exerted no 
impact on the level or development of deadly violence during the 
periods studied. 

 
3. Thus, the use of the death penalty as an efficient deterrent is not 

proved as an empirical fact in these countries. 
 

4. The use of the death penalty appears first and foremost as a 
question of values and political considerations. 

 
5. The death penalty has been abolished in all the countries 

studied here – with the exception of the US. 
 

6. Alcohol consumption and political instability appear as strong 
determinants of deadly violence. 

 

 

 

 


