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PREFACE
My decision to pick up vigilante violence and lynching as a research topic is based on
a real incident of lynching. It was the 15th of August 2010, I was studying in my hostel
room at the University of Punjab. Suddenly, a fellow student came and told me about a
tragic and unfortunate incident that was being broadcasted live on TV. We immediately
turned on the television and on it saw some people beating up two teenagers. Apparently,
the teenagers were suspected of robberies in a neighborhood near Sialkot city. Their
punishment was so ruthless and brutal that we had to stop watching after a while. . In fact,
I had never witnessed such brutal violence in my life. After some time, we did return to
the broadcast and the scenes we saw were so intense we remained in a state of shock for
days after the event. At the time, I was pursuing a master’s degree at the university and
was looking for a research topic for my masters’ thesis. Following this incident, I decided
to work on the phenomenon of why people punish alleged offenders by themselves. While
reading some scientific literature (such as, Tankebe, 2009; Senechal de la Roche, 1996,
1997; Johnston, 1996; Rosenbaum & Sederberg, 1974), I encountered the term “vigilantism
and lynching” which was defined as self-help by ordinarily citizens. I then completed
master and MPhil theses on said topic relating it to weak state-level intervention, and
police illegitimacy in the eyes of the public. However, I was still curious to understand
more about the phenomenon and the various other causes and factors that can also lead
to such acts of violence.
After obtaining an MPhil degree, I served in a college, where during my job I
succeeded in getting funding for a PhD abroad. I began looking for the right institution
to apply to. During my search on the internet, I encountered the Group Violence Research
Program at the University of Amsterdam, Department of Sociology. After reading about
the group thoroughly, I contacted my prospective supervisor Don Weenink who is the
principal investigator of the program. Following a discussion and an interview with
Don Weenink and Peter Mascini, they encouraged me to apply formally for admission. I
eventually got admitted and joined the group at the university of Amsterdam. During my
Ph.D. training, I learned about alternate explanations for violent behavior. For instance,
I learned about emotions and micro-sociological processes escalating up to violence that
enabled me to look at the situational dynamic during vigilante violence and lynchings. As
described earlier, I had been working on vigilante violence as a phenomenon related to
weak state-level intervention, and police illegitimacy before. But now, during my PhD, I
have developed a broader theoretical understanding of vigilante violence and lynchings.
This was only possible because of the support and guidance of my supervisors. I pushed
further and explored other factors contributing towards support for vigilante violence and
actual incidents of lynchings. I can’t claim that I know everything about the phenomenon
and that this dissertation is the final verdict on it but hope that this dissertation contributes
to understand vigilante violence and lynchings

Finally, I would like to share my experience of working during COVID-19 pandemic.
It was a great challenge indeed, especially the last one and a half years, because, when
the pandemic broke out initially, I was on fieldwork for the 2nd phase of data collection
in Pakistan. I had to stay there for a longer span of time than I had planned. Besides
that, I had to face some obstacles that halted my progress. The first one was related to my
workplace because I didn’t have an office or a space where I could concentrate and work
for hours without getting disturbed. Second, I had to change my fieldwork strategy to
reach out to research respondents. I redesigned and created an online survey form then,
instead of face-to-face surveys. Eventually, after 5 months of staying there, I made my
way back to Amsterdam and found the situation more or less similar to that of being
in Pakistan regarding lockdown. Since then, working from home had been the norm,
and had been staying at my studio most of the time. After such a long stay and intimacy
with this studio, it can now be termed as a “total studio” borrowing Goffmanian total
institution conceptualization where people work, dine, and sleep in the same place. I had
to face a great loss of concentration, and feelings of monotony, and loneliness. Even then,
I didn’t lose hope and adhered to self-discipline and self-motivation during the testing
times of COVID-19. Finally, thus, I learned a lot from the experience of writing the Ph.D.
dissertation, even though it was tough during the pandemic.

Muhammad Asif
Amsterdam, October 2021
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
The aim of this dissertation is to understand vigilante violence and lynching. Specifically,
this dissertation revolves around two questions: why and how are vigilante violence and
lynching enacted? Vigilante violence is defined as “taking the law into one’s own hands”
(Rosenbaum & Sederberg, 1974: 542). Vigilantes can be either a group of people (Baker,
2002; Abraham, 2008) or single perpetrators (Johnston, 1996). Vigilante violence might
begin with ordinary slapping and punching, escalating to more intense extrajudicial
punishment of the offender (Adinkrah, 2005; Bateson, 2021). Vigilante violence, when it
takes the particular form in which alleged offenders are punished and killed extrajudicially,
often by torture and mutilation, is defined as lynching. Scholars have defined the goal
of vigilante violence and lynching. For instance, Abrahams (2003: 26) defines it as “an
organized attempt by a group of ‘ordinary citizens’ to enforce norms and maintain law
and order on behalf of their communities”. Others define lynching as situational and
spontaneous self-help to attain social control (Senechal de la Roche, 1996: 104; Black,
1983). Following earlier definitions, this dissertation conceptualizes vigilante violence
as a spontaneous emotional reaction by people who are easily angered (chapter 4) while
lynching as an orchestrated form of self-help when it is related to moral imperatives such
as the avoidance of blasphemy (making derogatory remarks about religion) in Pakistan
(chapter 5). Moral imperatives are core values that are perceived as constituting the
social identity of the group. Moreover, this dissertation conceives of vigilantes (i.e., law
violator/s) as heroes and/or defenders of their moral imperatives who allegedly impose
righteous punishments.
Vigilante violence relates to some broader social scientific themes: state monopoly
on the use of force, state legitimacy, self-help as social control, emotions, and political
encouragement for violence. I now describe some of the most relevant theoretical approaches
to these themes of study in order to position my thesis. In what follows, I summarize
these approaches and show how they relate to each other and to vigilante violence and
lynching. Then, in the concluding chapter, I note what this dissertation contributes to
these approaches and to our knowledge of vigilante violence and lynching in particular.
First, most earlier theories link vigilante violence to the lack of a state monopoly
on the use of force in maintaining social order. For instance, Weber originally defined
a state as follows: “a compulsory political organization with continuous operations
(politischer Anstaltsbetrieb) will be called a ‘state’ insofar as its administrative staff
successfully upholds the claim to the monopoly on the legitimate use of physical force
in the enforcement of its order” (Weber, 1978: 54). He opined that the commands of a
modern state are believed to be legal and valid and are obeyed in a geographically defined
territory. In that given territory, even institutions (such as the police) can legitimately
wield the use of force only if it is permitted or prescribed by the state (Weber, 1919/1978).
This indicates that a monopoly on the legitimate use of force is a distinctive feature of a
modern state and is a right that the state can exercise to control social order. An important
12
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goal of modern states is thus to curtail the powers of nonstate actors by providing impartial
justice to its citizens rather than vengeful retaliations (Weber, 1919/1978; MacCormick &
Garland, 1998). Following Weber and building on his work with respect to violence, Elias
(1939/2000) described the macrolevel civilizing process of state formation and its impact
on human self-control. He stated that a centralized authority in the form of a state reduces
violence by rendering unacceptable the use of force by people as a means to settle disputes.
Instead, such use of force becomes the function of specialized agents of the state, such as
the police and military. In civilizing processes, the state becomes the legitimate political
and administrative center that curtails the physical use of violence by local leaders and
pacifies their political conflicts in courts. It allows for larger networks or interdependency
among individuals in performing their tasks and achieving goals within the state’s
territory. Moreover, chains of interdependencies place social constraints upon individual
behavior that results in the internal constraints of shame and repugnance with respect
to violence. Consequently, individuals are induced to control their impulses, and the use
of force stops being an individual entitlement. Rather, citizens look for court settlements
for pacification. According to Weber and Elias, recourse to vigilante violence to settle
disputes recedes during the unfolding of the civilizing processes in state formation.
Moreover, the monopolization of the means of force by the central state not only reduces
vigilante violence but also increases the legitimacy of the state and its institutions. This
suggests that in addition to a negative relationship between the state monopoly on violence
and vigilante violence, the state monopoly on violence is also assumed to be positively
correlated with state legitimacy.
However, legitimacy cannot be taken for granted. Citizens will accept and comply
with the state monopoly only if the state is legitimate in their eyes. Practically, it is
hard to find a state that is completely legitimate. Therefore, it can well be argued that
complete state legitimacy and a state monopoly on force remain an ideal that perhaps
cannot be fully achieved in practice. Thus, arguably, when the state of Pakistan or its
institutions loses legitimacy in the eyes of the people as being unaligned with their values
and expectations regarding accusations of blasphemy, its claim to a monopoly on force
becomes problematic, and the people create a conflictual dialog with the state by taking
recourse to vigilante violence or lynching. In the following, I describe the state legitimacy
approach and illustrate what it entails and how it relates to vigilante violence.
As regards the second approach to vigilante violence that is linked to legitimacy,
Weber famously described three forms of legitimate authority, namely, legal rational
authority, traditional authority, and charismatic authority. I explain here only the legal
rational authority because it is linked to the monopoly of the use of power to enforce
legal orders. According to Weber, the legitimacy of a legal rational authority “rests on
belief in the legality of enacted rules and the right of those elevated to authority to issue
commands” (Weber, 1978: 215). Alternatively, Tyler (1990) viewed legitimacy differently
and proposed a normative conceptualization of state legitimacy. He suggests that the
state might not attain legitimacy on the basis of legality or rational legal procedures
13
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only; instead, it also needs to be normatively aligned with the values and expectations
of the public to receive their voluntary compliance. Based on his view of legitimacy, his
conceptualization includes two key components: people’s general sense of an obligation
to obey the law and their support for legal authorities (i.e., the police and courts). This
means that legitimacy is granted to the state by its citizens through a (democratic)
process, unlike earlier theorizations of legitimacy as a claim of legal rational authority.
Following Tyler’s conceptualization of legitimacy, Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) offered
a more dynamic view of legitimacy. They argued that legitimacy is an ongoing dialog
between power holders (i.e., legality) and their audience (i.e., norms holders). They built
their argument upon Beetham’s (1991) conceptualization, which entails three conditions
for a legitimate authority: 1) legality concerns whether the state follows its own laws, 2)
shared values ensure that the laws are congruent with the society’s beliefs and values,
and 3) consent demonstrates citizens’ expressed consent to the laws. They then offered
their multidimensional model in which police legitimacy comprises lawfulness, that is,
whether police work within the boundaries of law set forth in society, procedural fairness,
that is, whether police behave respectfully and dispense fair outcomes across the board,
and effectiveness, that is, whether police provide sufficient safety and security to citizens.
Following Bottoms and Tankebe’s conceptualization of legitimacy as an ongoing dialog,
it can be assumed that when the state authorities in Pakistan do not sufficiently punish
the offenders of citizens’ moral imperatives (i.e., core values) such as the avoidance of
blasphemy, the latter take recourse to vigilante violence to compensate for the lack of
action by the state authorities.
Third, Donald Black provides another approach to vigilante violence. His theory of
social control argues that people define and respond to unwanted moral violations as a
form of self-help in attaining social control (Black, 1976, 1983). Black further specifies
the conditions under which people use self-help to enforce social control. He argues that
as such, incidents of violence happen in traditional societies in which the state is weak or
even within modern states in which the state is absent, which he names “virtual stateless
locations”—places where people do not rely on the law but rather have a hostile attitude
toward legal authorities (Black, 1983: 327). Building on Black’s theory of social control,
Senechal de la Roche conceptualizes vigilante violence as comparatively organized,
whereas lynchings are spontaneous acts of self-help in attaining social control (Senechal
de la Roche, 1996: 104). Black and Senechal de la Roche predicted a negative relationship
between state absence and weakness with regard to self-help in social control. This implies
that when people perceive the state as absent or weak in Pakistan, they take recourse to
vigilantism and/or lynching as a way to help themselves attain social control. However,
there seems to be a gap in their theorization because self-help cannot be linked to state
conditions only, perhaps because it can arise due to emotions and/or microsociological
processes that might also lead to support for vigilante violence.
Fourth, Randall Collins (2008) conceptualizes the significance of emotions and
microsociological processes that lead to the occurrence of violence. He argues that in
14
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a situational encounter, people build up confrontational tension and fear (ct/f) during
the interaction. When either party overcomes the ct/f barrier by dominating the other, it
results in a forward panic that leads to the occurrence of violence (for an empirical and
theoretical evaluation, see Weenink, 2014). This suggests that vigilantism and lynching
in Pakistan are phenomena attached to the emotions that drive public support for acts
of violence. Collins’s theorization rightly points out the significance of emotion, but still
there remains a gap regarding how emotions evolve into action and who exploits those
emotions and sets microsociological processes in motion toward violence.
Fifth, Charles Tilly uncovers the role of political actors in organizing violence. He
argues that acts of collective violence are politically driven, with violence “emerg[ing]
from the ebb and flow of collective claim making and struggles for power” (Tilly, 2003:
275). He further adds that political leaders organize collective violence in “violent rituals”
in which a well-coordinated group follows a pre-scripted ritual interaction in order to
inflict damage on themselves or on the rival (Idem: Ch. 1). This suggests that vigilantism
and lynching in Pakistan could be enacted in the form of rituals that are organized by
political actors. However, it is important to understand why organized violence takes the
form of rituals.
Finally, Randall Collins in his book Interaction Ritual Chains (2004) specifies how
rituals generate moral communion. He outlined four ingredients in microsociological
interaction rituals that generate such feelings of moral communion. This suggests that the
microsociological processes underlying the interaction rituals generate moral communion
among group members in Pakistan before they proceed to acts of vigilante violence and
lynching. In this dissertation, I will use his theory to show how feelings of communion
generate collective violence.
To summarize this entire discussion, first, vigilante violence can be perceived as selfhelp when the macro conditions for state monopoly on the use of force and state legitimacy
are at stake. Second, the role of emotions—specifically anger and feelings of revenge, joy,
and pride also drive support for vigilante violence. Last, political leaders might induce and
exploit emotions by setting interaction rituals in motion to create acts of vigilante violence.
Thus, vigilante violence in this dissertation is seen as the interplay of the state monopoly
on force, state legitimacy, emotions, and political encouragement of the microsociological
processes that underly interaction rituals. An approach that integrates these components
is still missing. This dissertation aims to provide such an integrative and comprehensive
approach to vigilante violence and lynching by bringing together these macro conditions
and microsociological ritual processes. How this goal is to be achieved is described in
the next section. In so doing, I will note how the hypotheses of the theory relate to the
earlier theoretical approaches. Finally, I will return to these approaches in the concluding
chapter and note there what this dissertation theoretically and empirically contributes to
those approaches and to sociology and criminology more broadly.
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SHORT SUMMARIES OF THE INCLUDED CHAPTERS
First, Chapter 2 (published in the European Journal of Criminology) offers an integrative
theory of vigilante violence by considering the macro conditions and microsociological
processes that lead to vigilante violence. First, this theory argues that vigilante violence
stems from the violation of moral imperatives. When people observe any violation of these
imperatives, they feel righteous anger, which they then translate into vigilante violence in
order to restore the integrity of their moral imperatives. Relative to earlier scholarship
on vigilante violence, righteous anger is a new element. Most earlier studies have related
vigilante violence to state and police illegitimacy (for example, see Nivette, 2016; Tankebe,
2009; Haas et al., 2012; Jackson et al., 2014), but this theory conceptualizes and introduces
righteous anger as an emotional reaction against the violator of the moral imperatives in
the field of vigilante violence. Second, building on Randal Collins’s interaction rituals
theory, this theory conceptualizes interaction rituals as vigilante rituals and explains
that vigilante violence is enacted in the form of vigilante rituals under certain socio–legal
conditions of legal illegitimacy, exposure to violence, and the authorities’ (legal and/or
social) encouragement, which help organize the microsociological processes that underly
the vigilante rituals that lead to the punishment of the offender. In fact, this theory
identifies the macro conditions and the micro processes behind these rituals that combine
to create vigilante violence, which is another of its contributions. In short, this theory
raises a variety of questions and hypotheses related to vigilante violence and also integrates
the five approaches I discussed in the previous section. The rest of the dissertation consists
of attempts to empirically assess some of the hypotheses derived from this theory. I will
discuss the findings of the empirical chapters in the following and illustrate how they
relate to the broader approaches and to vigilante violence and lynchings.
Chapter 3 (published in the International Journal of Comparative and Applied Criminal
Justice) assesses one of the hypotheses formulated in vigilante rituals theory, which is
whether a lack of police legitimacy predicts support for vigilante violence (see Chapter 2:
37, H8). This chapter also evaluates the applicability of Bottoms and Tankebe’s model of
police legitimacy, that is, whether the three components of police legitimacy (mentioned
in the previous section) affect support for vigilante violence. Broadly, this hypothesis also
relates to the state legitimacy approach discussed earlier. This study was conducted in
three towns in Lahore, and the research participants were heads of household. They were
asked to fill out the survey forms during door-to-door field visits. The findings specifically
revealed that police legitimacy in terms of police corruption and police fairness explain
support for vigilante violence. Thus, the findings of this chapter corroborate the theory
of vigilante rituals, Bottoms and Tankebe’s model of police legitimacy, and the state
legitimacy approach by identifying a relationship between weak police legitimacy and
pervasive public support for vigilante violence in neighborhoods in Lahore.
Chapter 4 (to be revised and resubmitted to Theoretical Criminology) examines two
hypotheses formulated in vigilante rituals theory to assess whether feelings of anger
16
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aroused by violations of moral imperatives and a lack of police legitimacy explain approval
of vigilante violence (see Chapter 2: 37, H7 & H8). Broadly, these hypotheses also relate to
the two approaches of state legitimacy and emotions. The empirical data in this study were
obtained through online surveys of students at six public sector Pakistani universities. The
findings suggest that anger and police legitimacy accompany and independently explain
approval of vigilante violence. Moreover, the findings reveal that people who are easily
angered may prefer vigilante punishment instead of deferring to the legal authorities, even
when the latter are present. This study concludes that anger per se is a factor underlying the
approval of vigilante violence; therefore, future studies need to consider anger separately
from police legitimacy. Thus, the findings support vigilante rituals theory and verify that
both the emotion and legitimacy approaches are related to support for vigilante violence.
Chapter 5 (under review for the British Journal of Criminology) is a response to
two research questions formulated in vigilante rituals theory: that vigilante violence is
mobilized and channeled through vigilante rituals and that its likelihood increases when
authorities (i.e., legal or social) encourage such violence (see Chapter 2: 36). Broadly,
these research questions relate to two approaches based on self-help: social control and
political encouragement to organize violence. The empirical data were collected through
in-depth interviews, short notes from fieldwork with perpetrators, witnesses, government
officials, media reporters, and religious scholars, and video footage and newspaper clips
related to lynching events that occurred in two provinces in Pakistan, Punjab and Khabar
Pakhtunkhwa. The findings show that lynchings are organized in vigilante rituals in which
some religious–political “shrpsnd anasr” (agitator) leaders or ritual engineers mobilize and
prepare people to take revenge on the perceived offender. The mob generates a feeling of
moral communion as a result of singing and chanting in bodily alignment processes, and
then they unleash the ritual punishment of the alleged offender to restore the integrity
of their moral imperatives. These lynchings can be deemed orchestrated forms of selfhelp. The religious–political leaders are likely to demonstrate their power to generate
communion and to obtain religious–political control over the community in order to
increase their political influence and dominance. The findings in this chapter corroborate
vigilante rituals theory and the two broad approaches of self-help as social control and
political encouragement to violence by showing how political leaders or ritual engineers set
vigilante rituals in motion toward orchestrated self-help. Last, some of the hypotheses of
the theory have not yet been tested empirically due to slow progress during the COVID-19
pandemic, which I would urge future studies to take into account (see Chapter 2: 35).
In the concluding chapter, I will illustrate how the remaining hypotheses and research
questions can be tested in future studies.
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PAKISTAN AS A STUDY SET TING: A BRIEF CONTEXTUAL
OVERVIEW
I give a brief overview of why Pakistan is a suitable setting in which to study vigilante
violence and lynching. In addition, a contextual summary is given separately for each
empirical chapter in the dissertation. I now summarize three factors that ostensibly
contribute to support for vigilante violence in Pakistan.
The first is historical extrajudicial self-help and state illegitimacy. Pakistan was once a
colony of the British. During those times, people struggled for their right to independence,
finally succeeding in 1947. However, during the struggle, people witnessed mass violence
in which approximately one-half million to one million people were killed during riots
between Hindus and Muslims and Muslims and Sikhs (Baixas, 2008). The incidents of
violence were triggered by local community leaders in order to take revenge on each other
in order to cleanse or gain hold over the rival communities (Idem). In addition to these
past violent events, recurring incidents of violence as a means to settle disputes can be
observed even in contemporary Pakistan (Zakar, Zakar, & Abbas, 2016; Zakar, Zakar, &
Kraemer, 2013; Asif, 2011). This suggests that as a consequence of the long-term processes
in these violent struggles, a plausible culture of self-help has been embedded into the social
system of the country (Steenkamp, 2005, 2011) and that the state still lacks legitimacy to
enforce order (Jackson et al., 2014).
The second factor is religious violence. Reports have suggested that since 1990,
approximately 52 to 77 people have been killed extrajudicially by vigilantes based on
rumors that they had made blasphemous allegations in Pakistan (Center for Research and
Security Studies, 2014; Hashim, 2020). Blasphemy in particular has been a very sensitive
topic throughout the history of Pakistan and is also a punishable offense in the Pakistan
Penal Code (see Amnesty International, 2016). It happened in some cases that when people
heard about blasphemy, they rushed to take hold of the accused (The Express Tribune,
2012; Daily Mail, 2014). Such actions are not the culmination of the event; even after the
killing of the perceived blasphemer, the killer is glorified and recognized as a hero and
holy warrior (for details on how a killer becomes a hero, see this BBC documentary).
Sociologically speaking, in light of the literature and in experience, religious violence
against blasphemy might be perceived as righteous punishment by some groups and a source
of pride and prestige, or in Katz’s terminology (1988: Chapter 2), as “righteous slaughter”
or “moral garbage collection” on behalf of the moral community. Acts of violence are not
always attached to religious motivations, as they might sometimes be politically driven.
The third factor is political violence. Verkaaik (2003) conducted an anthropological
study in Hyderabad in Pakistan in which he studied the political struggle of the Muhajir
Qaumi Movement (MQM). He explored how members of the party coped with their
political rivals in its early days and attached violence to identity politics. He noted that
acts of violence were encouraged and condoned by their local political leadership, which
helped those leaders reach their political objectives. He states:
18
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“They replaced this middle-class Muhajir (migrant) identity with their own
Muhajir identity, revolving around masculinity and physicality, which was
much closer to their experiences and desires. Within young male cohorts,
status and prestige could be won by acts of vandalism and violence. Acts
of collective aggressive transgression generated a sensation of power
sanctioned by the party leadership” (Verkaaik, 2003: 17).

1

Another study of political violence is Gayer’s (2014) ethnographic work “Karachi:
Ordered Disorder and the Struggle for the City” in Pakistan. He explored the intricate
collusion between political parties and local bandits. He argues that political parties
patronize prominent local bandits in order to extend their dominance over state resources
and gain political influence. These studies suggest that the state of Pakistan is weak and
fragmented in places where these various groups motivate and patronize local bandits in
order to increase their political influence. These studies explicitly demonstrate that acts of
violence are condoned and politically orchestrated by leaders for “collective claim making
and struggles for power” (Tilly, 2003).
Thus, the factors summarized above suggest that vigilante violence is plausibly an
interplay between historical extrajudicial self-help and state illegitimacy and religious–
political condonation for acts of violence. In short, these factors make Pakistan a suitable
setting in which to study vigilante violence and lynchings.
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ABSTRACT
This contribution offers a new theory of vigilante violence: vigilante rituals theory. We
argue that vigilante violence originates from fear, righteous anger, and retaliatory punitive
desire that stems from violations of moral imperatives, which are Durkheimian sacred
values. We argue that morally outraged people transform their fear and anger into violent
action through mobilization and bodily alignment in vigilante rituals. These rituals
can restore the integrity of moral imperatives and generate the unity of the in-group.
Further, we propose the following variable socio-legal conditions that affect the likelihood
for vigilante rituals to occur: legal legitimacy, an exposure to violence, and authorities’
encouragement of (violent) self-help. We conclude by noting how the theory advances
prevailing explanations and how it can be used in future empirical research.

Keywords
Vigilante violence, culture, vigilante rituals, moral imperatives, legal legitimacy
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INTRODUCTION
Why do civilians collectively take the law into their own hands and use violence to
punish offenders? Why are thieves and robbers, when caught red-handed, more likely
to face public punishment by civilians in some African and Asian countries? Why do
some Hindus kill Muslim beef eaters in certain parts of India? And why do some people
lynch (alleged) blasphemers in Pakistan? These questions relate to vigilante violence. So
far, this phenomenon has been taken up in the domain of policing studies mainly. In
this tradition of research, the reasoning is that, when people perceive the police and legal
authorities to be legitimate and effective, they cooperate and obey the directives of the
authorities (Jackson et al., 2013, 2014; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Huo, 2002), but,
when they regard them as illegitimate and ineffective, they tend to employ their own
style of self-justice, including vigilante violence (Goldstein, 2003; Nivette, 2016; Tankebe,
2009; Tankebe & Asif, 2016). However, even when people perceive the police as legitimate
and effective, they may turn to vigilante violence. For instance, people may not want to
wait for legal proceedings but rather prefer to punish the offender themselves and exert
social control (Black, 1983). Moreover, historical and contemporary incidents indicate
that political and legal authorities have encouraged vigilante violence (Brundage, 1997;
Colombijn, 2002; Handy, 2004). Hence, the question is what makes people susceptible
to the idea of punishing offenders themselves aside from a mere lack of trust in police
and legal institutions. This article attempts to develop a cultural explanation of vigilante
violence. We suggest that people perceive some values – ‘moral imperatives’ – as essential
to their group identity. Behavior that violates such moral imperatives arouses strong
emotions, such as fear, righteous anger, and a desire for punitive action. We argue that
these emotions are mobilized and transformed into collective violent action through
vigilante rituals, in which participants restore the integrity of moral imperatives and
reinforce the unity of the group by punishing offenders. These punishments often take
the form of public performances, ranging from shaming, slapping, torturing, or lynching
the offenders (see Buckser, 1992; Patterson, 1999; Young, 2005). We propose several sociolegal conditions that could affect the likelihood of such vigilante rituals to develop. Under
these conditions, we argue, people are motivated and feel justified to engage in violent
responses to encroachments on moral imperatives rather than leaving it to the police.
This article contributes to the existing literature in the following ways. First, whereas
prevailing research has focused on police and legal legitimacy primarily to explain vigilante
violence, we incorporate a more elaborated set of micro-sociological processes and sociolegal conditions to understand this phenomenon. Second, most earlier work discussed
the relationship between culture and violence in particular contexts (for example, the
southern region of the US – see Nisbett and Cohen, 1996), except for a few studies that
accommodated culturally diverse vigilante practices (Pratten & Sen, 2007; Senechal de la
Roche, 1996, 2001). However, we argue that the relationship between culture and vigilante
violence should be seen as variable. Therefore, a theory is required that explains the
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conditions under which culture, more specifically the violation of moral imperatives, can
bring about violent vigilante action. Third, we intend to follow up on Vaisey’s work (2009)
on how culture both motivates and justifies actors’ choices of action as part of meaning
making. We invoke the notion of vigilante rituals to conceptualize how people use culture
to intensify and channel emotions, to mobilize participants, and to motivate and justify
violent punishments.
In what follows we elaborate our working definition of vigilante violence, describe
relevant theories on the relationship between culture and violence, and then explain our
theoretical model in detail. Finally, we summarize our contribution and discuss how the
theory can be used in empirical research.

VIGILANTE VIOLENCE AND MORAL IMPERATIVES
Prior studies of vigilante violence have provided valuable contributions by describing its
forms, intensity, motivating sources, and purposes (Abrahams, 1987, 2003; Adinkrah,
2005; Brown, 1975; Harnischfeger, 2003; Johnston, 1996; Karmen, 2016; Rosenbaum &
Sederberg, 1974; Senechal de la Roche, 1996). Abrahams (2003: 26) defines vigilantism as
‘an organized attempt by a group of “ordinary citizens” to enforce norms and maintain
law and order on behalf of their communities, often by resort to violence’. Vigilante
violence is also referred to as instant justice (Harnischfeger, 2003), spontaneous action
(Adinkrah, 2005; Karmen, 2016), popular justice (Senechal de la Roche, 1996: 98), or selfhelp (Black, 1983; Tankebe, 2009), by voluntary private citizens (Johnston, 1996) enforcing
local norms (Kloos, 2014; Baker, 2002), preserving social stability (Sederberg, 1978), and
attaining social control (Black, 1983; Senechal de la Roche, 1996), by implying relevant
cultural templates (Pratten & Sen, 2007).
To demarcate our domain of interest, we propose the following working definition,
which follows these prior descriptions and adds new elements to it. We describe vigilante
violence as rituals in which participants are mobilized to transform fear and righteous
anger into purposive (premeditated or more or less immediate) reactive or preventive
unlawful violent action to punish violations of moral imperatives to restore or uphold the
moral community.
The new elements we introduce are as follows. First, we emphasize that vigilante
violence is social interaction, which takes the form of rituals: repetitive patterns of action
sequences, meanings, and purposes that are recognized by the participants. Vigilante
rituals, as we will explain below, can transform fear and righteous anger into collective
violent action, they generate feelings of group membership, and they restore the integrity
of the moral imperative. We consider these rituals as a necessary but variable microsociological process that increases the likelihood for vigilante violence to occur. Note that
such rituals could comprise both premeditated responses and immediate, more impulsive
reactions. Prior literature on vigilantism has described the phenomenon as a planned and
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organized act of violence in public mostly (Abrahams, 2003; Johnston, 1996). However,
little attention has been paid to how the mobilization of vigilantes works, whether it is
premeditated or more immediate. As for rapid mobilization, this happens when a group
of people immediately recognize a violation of a moral imperative and act upon it. For
instance, yelling catchwords such as ‘thief, ‘thief!’ makes people start running to chase the
offender immediately in some societies (for Indonesia, see Colombijn, 2002; for Ghana,
see Adinkrah, 2005). In these cases, we argue, people have developed an alertness and
an ability to mutually align rapidly, owing not only to a high prevalence of crimes in
their neighborhood but also to a shared understanding that robbers and thieves must be
punished on the spot.
The second new element in our definition of vigilante violence is moral imperatives.
We propose that each group shares some core values that are seen as essential, eternal, and
sacred – sacred in the Durkheimian sense of having extraordinary (non-profane) meaning
and of being forbidden to be touched, manipulated, or changed (Durkheim, [1912] 1995:
35). These values are not sociological reifications, but they play a crucial role in the social
identity of individuals: how people see themselves as members of a group and the value
and emotional significance they attach to such belonging (Tajfel, 1981: 255). To belong to a
moral community – a group that shares a set of moral imperatives – means to experience
transcendence: being part of something larger than individual existence.
Our notion of moral imperatives partly aligns with the Kantian notion of categorical
imperatives, which are values that make individuals feel they ought to act (Crisp, 2013).
Applying this notion to vigilante responses, we propose that individuals feel obliged to
react when they sense that such imperatives are violated – desecrated indeed. The ability
to make moral judgements has a biological grounding and is not restricted to humans
(De Waal, 2009). However, the specific form that moral imperatives take depends on
culture, how people learn from each other over time. Therefore, moral imperatives are
not universals; instead they vary between social groups and over time (Tavory, 2011).
Furthermore, the intensity and the type of responses to violations of moral imperatives
vary from group to group, or from culture to culture. Let us provide two examples of
violations of moral imperatives in relation to vigilante violence to make this clear.
A first example is blasphemy. In many societies, violations of religious beliefs are
felt as serious attacks against a community, which require retaliatory measures. Consider
the lynching of Mishal Khan, a university student who was falsely accused of posting
blasphemous material online at Abdul Wali Khan University, Mardan, Pakistan in April
2017. After the spread of rumors regarding blasphemy, students assembled in large crowds
to hear public speeches about the misdeeds of Khan and the religious obligation to punish
him. By yelling rhythmically together, the students created a shared mood of hate and the
desire for revenge. After Khan was dragged out of his dormitory, they brutally beat him
up and later shot him.
A second moral imperative that is often linked to vigilante violence concerns the
sexual abuse of children. Child molestation is considered one of the most serious crimes
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in societies around the world. For instance, the abuse of Sarah Payne was followed by
moral outrage in the UK, which paved the way for a ‘Sarah’s Law’. This law provided public
availability of the identity of pedophiles through the Sex Offenders Register (for details,
see Critcher, 2002). Such ‘community protection’ movements and subsequent enactment
of laws have already taken place in the US and Canada (Petrunik, 2003; Simon, 2000).
In both countries, it has been reported that anti-pedophile vigilante groups punish and
sometimes kill suspected pedophiles (Broomfield, 2016; Krishnan, 2017).
The third new element in our working definition comprises the role that emotions
play in vigilante violence, notably fear, righteous anger, and a desire for retaliation.
Violations of moral imperatives arouse survival responses of fear and anger because they
endanger the core of the social identity of individuals. The anger is righteous because, as
Durkheim ([1893] 1997) argued, people feel that the offense encroaches on their ‘collective
conscience’ or, in our terminology, their moral community. In the eyes of vigilantes, the
offenders have not just hurt or caused damage to an individual fellow group member or
symbol, but their acts are seen as an attack against the group as a whole. Therefore, their
rage transcends their individual existence, which allows or even obliges them to retaliate
on behalf of a community that shares the moral imperative. ‘Righteous slaughter’, as Katz
(1988: chapter 2) notes, is, in the eyes of those who commit it, a form of ‘community
service’ or ‘moral garbage collection’. The same holds for the vigilante punishment of
offenders who violate moral imperatives. Vigilantes employ moral reasoning to justify
their violent actions, which were initially aroused by emotions (Haidt, 2012).
The three new elements in our working definition of vigilante violence provide
a conceptualization of how culture shapes violent behavior: encroachments on moral
imperatives arouse fear and righteous anger, which is intensified, channeled, and
transformed into violent action through vigilante rituals. Before we elaborate the theory
in more detail, let us consider how prior work has conceptualized the link between culture
and vigilante violence.

PRIOR WORK ON CULTURE AND VIGILANTE VIOLENCE
Earlier studies that relate culture to violence have conceptualized the former concept
mainly as ‘culture-as-value’ (Swidler, 1986), or, according to Vaisey (2008), a ‘Socratic
model of action’, whereby people use culture to categorize things as good or bad, right or
wrong, desirable or undesirable, and so on, which then somehow translates into action.
This view has been influential in sociology, ranging from Weber’s notion of value rational
action to Parson’s voluntary theory of action, and it appears in many contemporary
theories of violence too. In the ‘southern culture of violence’ tradition of research, for
example, the culture-as-value model appears as an explanation of the relatively high rates
of violence in southern states of the US (Ellison, 1991; Ellison, Burr, & McCall, 2003;
Nisbett & Cohen, 1996). Two main narratives ground the relation between cultural values
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and violent behavior in this tradition. First, the idea that values about autonomy and
the appropriateness of violent responses to protect autonomy were exported to the US
South by Scottish-Irish migrants, comprising former herders who relied on violent selfhelp strategies against threats from bands of thieves and robbers (Fischer, 1989; Nisbett
and Cohen, 1996). The second narrative is known as the ‘conservative Protestant thesis’
(Lee, 2006; Lee et al., 2007). The argument is that conservative Protestants are more likely
to accept some forms of violence, such as self-defense against perceived attacks against
personal honor or one’s family or property. As Lee (2006: 311) explains, this religion’s view
of justified violent punishment is grounded on literalist interpretations of the Bible that
cite the use of violence to resolve various types of disputes as well as the use of violence as
justified retributions from God (Ellison, 1991; Ellison et al., 2003; Sowell, 2005). However,
neither cultural explanation shows, in the here and now of a specific situation, how people
decide to engage in violence as a line of action. There is still a wide gap between values
of independence and notions about the appropriate uses of violence on the one hand and
actual violent behavior on the other.
Ann Swidler (1986) developed an alternative conceptualization of the relationship
between culture and behavior. She argued that culture provides people with a flexible
set of lines of action (repertoires). Applied to violence, Lee and Ousey (2011) conducted
a qualitative vignette study in the state of Louisiana, posing potentially threatening
situations to the participants to understand how they would negotiate the situation.
They found that violence was seen as a situationally viable response in specific situations
only, and that these ideas were shared among diverse categories of people (males and
females, blacks and whites, the young and the older). Culture provided them with various
toolkits for action (including violence) and situational features such as police presence
and reliability and the severity of the potential threat to the individuals and their family
determined which line of action (violent or not) they deemed appropriate or effective.
Although the notion of repertoires of action allows for a dynamic view of culture that
offers more room for individuals to act, there remains a gap in the understanding of how
repertoires move people into action.
In Fiske and Rai’s Virtuous Violence, culture appears as a set of ideal models of
relationships (2015: xxii–xxiii, 1–2, 56). Most violence, they argue, stems from a moral
motivation to regulate relationships according to these ideals. The predominant ideal
model that plays out in vigilante violence is ‘communal sharing’, in which unity, the
integrity of the in-group, is the central moral motivation (Fiske & Rai, 2015: 18–19). As
we have argued above, violations of moral imperatives are perceived as attacks against
the group’s integrity. In their discussion of the lynchings of blacks in the US South,
Fiske and Rai (2015: 206–7) note that this form of vigilante violence aimed to realize not
only the moral motive of unity but also that of hierarchy (the ideal model of ‘authority
ranking’); the public torturing, killing, and mutilating of lower-class black males who
were accused of sexually assaulting white females – accusations of rape were among the
most frequent motivations and led to the most brutal forms of violence in the US South
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(Clarke, 1998; Hill, 2010) – not only aimed to restore the purity of white females and the
concomitant integrity of the white in-group, but also served to maintain the hierarchy
between whites and blacks. We will take up the role of maintaining hierarchy in vigilante
violence later, when we discuss the collectivization of vigilante violence. Considering the
role that culture plays, we conclude that, when the ideal model of ‘communal sharing’ is
predominant, vigilante violence as a repertoire for action becomes more likely because
violations of moral imperatives are experienced as attacks against the unity of a group
(Fiske & Rai, 2015: 18). The threat arouses fear and anger. However, emotions are, in
the words of Frijda (1987), ‘action tendencies’. So, we need to conceptualize the process
that transforms fear and righteous anger into violent vigilante action. Second, we need
to provide an understanding of how violent vigilante action restores feelings of group
unity (see Fiske & Rai, 2015). Let us follow Durkheim’s lead once again and consider the
ritualistic qualities of vigilante violence in more detail.

VIGILANTE RITUALS
Tilly’s The Politics of Collective Violence (2003) is helpful to get closer to the situational
processes at play in vigilante violent action. Tilly (2003: 15) distinguishes two dimensions
of collective violence: the degree of coordination among violent actors and the salience
of immediate damage. Vigilante violence is typically the result of a high degree of
coordination and it produces often severe damage, which is however confined in time
and space. Vigilante violent action can be perceived as ‘violent rituals’ in which ‘at least
one well-defined and coordinated group follows a known interaction script entailing the
infliction of damage on itself or on others as it competes for priority within a recognized
arena’ (Tilly, 2003: 15). Thus, for vigilante violence to be recognized as a form of moral
punishment by co-perpetrators, victims, and the public, vigilantes must follow a pregiven –
ritualistic – set of action patterns as they prepare, perform, and complete the punishment.
Tilly identifies three situational processes at work in violent rituals. First, he notes that
they provide an ‘unusually sharp definition to the identities in play’, to the point of muting
relationships that cross the identity boundaries that are activated in the rituals (Tilly, 2003:
84). Second, Tilly argues that violent rituals ‘incorporate all the relevant actors and social
sites into a single connected set of performances’ (2003: 84). Third, he notes the process of
‘containment’: ‘the placement of a relatively impermeable perimeter around an actor, set of
actors, place or other social site’ (Tilly, 2003: 85). We conclude that violent rituals generate
Fiske and Rai’s in-group unity in three ways: they collapse social relationships into binary
us–them distinctions, they align the actions of participants following a known interaction
script, and they bring them together into a social event that is delimited in time and space.
But to understand how violent rituals attain such unitary powers, we need to get
closer to the micro-sociological dynamics. In his analysis of religious rituals, Durkheim
([1912] 1995) noted that gatherings of people can bring about feelings of group unity. The
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bodily alignment processes that bring about such feelings are specified and systematized
in Randall Collins’ (2004) interaction ritual theory. Collins (2004: 48) outlines four
ingredients – we see them as stages in bodily alignment – that make up interaction
rituals. The first is an assembly of bodily co-present people. In our case, this would mean
that people should be around to notice or be alerted to the (alleged) violation of a moral
imperative. The second ingredient is (the creation of) boundaries vis-à-vis outsiders;
participants must develop a sense of who is part of the group whose moral imperative is
encroached on. People can do this by clustering together in public space. When they create
spatial bodily arrangements, for example by forming a line or circular shape oriented
towards the offenders of a moral imperative and those who accuse them, participants
demarcate the space where the action will be performed. Participants in vigilante rituals
thus differentiate between an onlooking, supportive audience and a set of individuals who
are performing a public trial and punishment. Thus, the lynchings in the US South were
often observed by a large crowd of supportive third parties (Clarke, 1998: 270; Fiske &
Rai, 2015: 207; Patterson, 1999). At this point, participants have developed a mutual focus
of attention, the third ingredient. The final, fourth ingredient of interaction rituals is the
development of a shared mood. In our case, this means that feelings of fear and righteous
anger are collectively shared and expressed. The bodily alignment processes that make up
interaction rituals – most notably the reinforcing feedback between a focus of attention
and the development of a shared mood – generate feelings of group membership and a
willingness for taking action (Collins, 2004: 48; see, for empirical studies of how bodily
alignment creates group feelings, Kühn et al., 2010; Páez et al., 2015). As indicated earlier,
we consider vigilante rituals to be a necessary but variable condition for vigilante violence
to occur. The intensity of the micro-sociological processes in them varies, and they may
fail to produce the degree of bodily alignment required to transform anger and fear into
violent action.
Figures 1 and 2 show bodily alignment in vigilante rituals that occurred in Pakistan.
Figure 1 displays the mobilization of a group towards punitive action, and in Figure 2 the
focus of the ritual was on the punishment of the offenders.
The objects (of whatever kind) that had been the focus of collective attention during
the interaction ritual can turn into symbols of group membership after the ritual.
In the case of vigilante violence, they can take the form of storytelling after the fact,
phonerecorded videos of a lynching or bodily remains that are left for public display.
As Gould (1999, 2000) demonstrated for Corsican vendettas, violence evidences group
strength and solidarity. The circulation of symbols of vigilante violence reminds people of
the unity of the group and their collective power to protect moral imperatives.
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Figure 1. Bodily alignment in a vigilante ritual: Mobilization of a group.
Notes: Participants synchronizing their bodies in a vigilante ritual prior to the lynching. Caption taken from the
source: ‘Pakistani Christians chant slogans during a demonstration to condemn the suicide bombing attack on
two churches, Sunday, March 15, 2015 in Karachi, Pakistan’.
Source: Independent, 25 March 2015. URL (accessed 23 October 2019): https://www.independent.co.uk/
news/world/asia/pakistan-lynching-witness-describes-moment-crowd-murdered-and-burnedtwo-innocentmen-10117366.html

Fiske and Rai provide an interesting argument as to why vigilante violence takes the form
of rituals in which participants attain bodily alignment. They note that, in the communal
sharing ideal model, people make their bodies ‘equivalent’ (Fiske & Rai, 2015: 253). They
do so by clothing, insignia, and other manipulations of body surfaces and, most notably,
by making rhythmic synchronous movements, which, as they note, ‘have strong bonding
effects because participants experience their congruently moving bodies as merging
into one’ (Fiske & Rai, 2015: 253; see also Kühn et al., 2010; Páez et al., 2015). Fiske and
Rai (2015: 253) also predict that violence to realize moral motives (for example, creating
unity or hierarchy) conforms with distinct ways of regulating relationships. Because
bodily alignment is the predominant way of realizing the unity of the ingroup, it can be
expected that vigilante violence aims at the disruption and mutilation of the victim’s body,
rather than just hurting or killing the victim (see Brundage, 1993, 1997; Clarke, 1998).
The mutilation of body parts can be seen as markings, inscribed on the offenders’ bodies
on behalf of the moral community. It also happens that the offenders’ dead bodies are
displayed for some time, so that the community can witness that the moral order and the
in-group unity have been restored (Raper, 1933). However, in empirical reality vigilante
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violence also appears in more restrained forms, for instance in punishment rituals where
the public are invited to slap or hit an offender. We expect that the severity of vigilante
violence is related to the importance of the moral imperative that is (allegedly) attacked.

2

Figure 2. Bodily alignment in a vigilante ritual: Punishment of the offender.
Notes: An aligned audience has formed a circle, focusing on perpetrators. Caption taken from the source:
‘Enraged Christian residents burn men they suspected of being involved in bomb attacks on churches, after
lynching them in Lahore Pakistan’.
Source: Independent, 25 March 2015. URL (accessed 23 October 2019): https://www.independent.co.uk/
news/world/asia/pakistan-lynching-witness-describes-moment-crowd-murdered-and-burnedtwo-innocentmen-10117366.html.

Incidents of vigilante violence may involve just one ritual, for instance when bystanders
halt, align their bodies to create a performance stage in public space, focus their attention,
and encourage others to punish a robber caught red-handed. Studies of vigilante
punishments that are related to property crimes such as theft, robbery, and burglary note
that they are usually spontaneous and quick (Karmen, 2016; Silke, 2001). In other cases,
vigilante violence involves subsequent series of rituals, in which crowds are mobilized for
upcoming violent action. Such rallies often involve yelling and the shouting of slogans to
attain bodily synchronization (see Figure 2 and the lynching of Mishal Khan in Pakistan
described above).

31

Chapter 2

Earlier work on vigilante violence pointed to its ritualistic qualities, and some studies
explicitly perceive the lynchings of blacks by whites in the US South as rituals, although
without noting that they generate group unity and restore the moral order. Young (2005:
639–40, 664) refers to lynchings as ‘pre-scripted performances or ritualistic practices’
because they were orchestrated (advertisements in local newspapers announced the date,
time, location, and even the schedule of activities of the lynchings), spectacular social
events that followed a more or less fixed program of cruelty, attracting large crowds of
whites (see also Clarke, 1998: 270; Fiske & Rai, 2015: 207; Patterson, 1999). Lynchings were
not just rituals in form, however. Young (2005: 641–8) also notes that they transformed
the bodies of the accused persons into ‘souvenirs’. The horrendous practice of white
participants to collect parts of lynched black bodies not only shows the apparent need
to remember the punishment as an important event, but also demonstrates how the
accused body underwent a ritualistic transformation into an object charged with multiple
meanings, for instance about white power, the event itself, or black people (Young, 2005:
641–8). In our terminology, vigilante rituals transformed black bodies into symbols,
objects that had been the focus of attention, now charged with feelings of group unity and
its power to punish those who violate moral imperatives.
Buckser (1992: 18), in his ‘Lynching as ritual in the American South’, argues that
lynchings were performed as ‘community recreations’ and ‘community retribution’ by
whites. In Buckser’s (1992: 24) view, the ritual character of lynchings appears in the parallel
judicial proceedings that were used by the lynchers, because ‘the victim was accused of
a crime, hunted down, presented before witness, tried, made to confess, read a verdict,
and ceremonially executed’. Finally, in his ‘Rituals of blood: Sacrificial murders in the
postbellum South’, Patterson (1999: 126) perceives lynching as religious sacrificial rituals
which were ‘full of drama and play’, often incited by the rhetoric of priest or ministers,
frequently occurring on Sundays, and usually performed in public spaces. In line with
Young, he notes that these rituals produced special objects – symbols of group unity:
the stakes and other objects of torture became relics to be treasured and the site of the
sacrifice became a shrine. Patterson, emphasizing the link between religion and vigilante
rituals, brings us back to Durkheim ([1912] 1995) again, who argued that religious rituals
produce the ideas (symbols) that the group forms of itself.
So far, we have arrived at a theoretical understanding of the micro-sociological
processes that generate vigilante violence. However, the question remains of why people
would engage in such violence collectively, as perpetrators and as encouraging audience.
Senechal de la Roche (2001) elaborated the role of status hierarchy and relational distance
to explain the conditions under which (vigilante) violence collectivizes. This happens
when people take sides, which is, in the words of Black (1998: 127), ‘a joint function of the
social closeness and superiority of one side and the social remoteness and inferiority of
the other’, or, to put it succinctly, partisanship of third parties goes to the higherstatus and
more intimate party. In the US South, Afro-Americans of varying status were lynched but
those who were of lower status and/or more relationally distant from the local community
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were more likely to be victims (see Brundage, 1993, 1997). In contrast, lower-status AfroAmericans sometimes escaped lynching when they received protection from high-status
whites who were relationally close to the alleged offender (Wright, 1996). Senechal de la
Roche (2001: 131) concluded: ‘it was not the case that any black who offended a white was
in danger of being lynched. The likelihood of a lynching depended on who offended whom
– especially the degree of intimacy between the alleged offender and victim and the social
status of each.’ Applied to vigilante violence more generally, this would mean that people
are more likely to unite against alleged offenders of moral imperatives when the latter are
of lower social status and when they are relationally distant from them.
Finally, although it might be possible in sporadic cases that an outraged and motivated
individual commits vigilante violence alone, we think that such individual actions are
socially informed and require the moral support of an outraged group, which can take an
imagined, virtual form too, in the mind of the individual vigilante.

SOCIO-LEGAL CONDITIONS THAT SHAPE THE
DEVELOPMENT OF VIGILANTE VIOLENCE
The first condition that shapes the likelihood for vigilante rituals to develop concerns legal
legitimacy. A tradition of research demonstrates that when people perceive authorities as
illegitimate, they can pose a challenge to the legal system by resorting to an alternate system
of redress and grievances, that is, self-help, which can take the form of vigilante violence
(Abrahams, 1998; Adinkrah, 2005; Baker; 2002; Goldstein, 2003; Silke, 2001; Tankebe,
2009). Thus, the relationship between vigilante violence and legal legitimacy has been
studied in various countries including Nigeria (Baker, 2002; Harnischfeger, 2003; Smith,
2004), Ghana (Adinkrah, 2005; Tankebe, 2009), Pakistan (Tankebe & Asif, 2016), Bolivia
(Goldstein, 2003), the Netherlands (Haas et al., 2014), Brazil (Benevidez & Ferreira, 1991),
South Africa (Buur and Jensen, 2004), Tanzania (Abrahams, 1987), Guatemala (Handy,
2004), the United Kingdom (Silke, 2001), Israel (Weisburd, 1988), Indonesia (Colombijn,
2002, 2018; Kloos, 2014), Latin America (Nivette, 2016), and the United States (Garland,
2005; Hill, 2010; Kil et al., 2009; Tucker, 1985). Tyler (1990) was the first who initiated
a debate on the relationship between legal legitimacy (police and courts) and citizens’
cooperation with the legal authorities. He operationalized legitimacy as (a) people’s
general sense of obligation to obey the law, and (b) their support for legal authorities (that
is, police and courts). Alternatively, Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) viewed legal legitimacy
as a multidimensional concept including lawfulness, procedural justice, and effectiveness.
Later studies attempted to find correlations between components of legal legitimacy
and public support for vigilante violence in one or the other way. Tankebe (2009) used
household survey data collected from Accra, Ghana, and revealed that the perception of
police trustworthiness was the main indicator of public support for vigilantism. In another
study, Tankebe and Asif (2016) found that police illegality (corruption) and procedural
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justice partially predicted support for vigilantism in a household survey in Lahore,
Pakistan. Haas et al. (2014) demonstrated that diffused confidence in the police was related
to public support for vigilantism in the Netherlands. Jackson et al. (2013), in their analysis
of Londoners’ survey data, showed that people’s lack of a sense of obligation to obey
the police explained their willingness to use violence to settle disputes. Nivette’s (2016)
analysis of survey data from 18 Latin American countries showed that perceived police
criminality and institutional ineffectiveness were related to support for vigilante violence.
Further, Anderson (1999) found that ineffective state intervention was related to approval
of vigilantism in an ethnographic study of deprived inner-city neighborhoods in the US.
Goldstein (2003) in his ethnographic study in Bolivia, explored how police bribery was a
likely cause of public mistrust in the police, which consequently made individuals more
prone to have recourse to public lynching. Finally, in Nigeria, police lack of responsiveness
to violent robberies encouraged the vigilante Bakassi Boys to engage in self-help crime
control (Harnischfeger, 2003; Smith, 2004). Given the ample evidence produced by earlier
work we conclude that when people perceive the legal institutions corrupt, ineffective and
procedurally unjust, they are more likely to consider vigilante violence as a possible line
of action. While prevailing research tends to treat legal legitimacy as more or less fixed, it
should be noted that perceptions of legitimacy can change during the course of an event.
Thus Stott et al. (2016) show that, after the police shooting of Mark Duggan in Tottenham,
the situational illegitimacy of the police increased the protesters’ likelihood to engage in
violent riots. Finally, most of the studies we reviewed above analyze attitudes towards
vigilante violence, which is different than actual violent behavior.
The second condition that affects the likelihood for righteous anger to turn into
vigilante violence is related to people’s experience with violence. Here, we assume that,
if people live in a social environment in which they are exposed to the use of violence as
an appropriate way of managing conflicts or disciplining subordinates (such as children),
they are probably also more likely to resort to violence to punish offenders against
moral imperatives. This is because violent behavior is in part socially learned behavior
(Steenkamp, 2005). Prior work suggests that vigilante violence appears more often in
societies with higher rates of violence. This seems true for regions such as the southern
states of the US (Brundage, 1993; Whitfield, 1991; Wright, 1996), in African countries such
as South Africa, Nigeria and, Tanzania (Abrahams, 1987; Baker, 2002; Buur & Jensen,
2004; Harnischfeger, 2003; Smith, 2004), in Latin American countries, for example Bolivia
and Brazil (Benevides and Ferreira, 1991; Goldstein, 2003; Nivette, 2016), in Southeast
Asian countries, for example Indonesia (Colombijn, 2002, 2018; Kloos, 2014; Welsh, 2008),
and in South Asian countries, for example India and Pakistan (Berenschot, 2011; Tankebe
& Asif, 2016).
The third socio-legal condition is the degree to which authorities encourage the
use of violence against perceived offenders, which may make civilians feel fearless and
unaccountable, rendering vigilante violence as an appropriate line of action more likely. In
this way, authorities not only provide cover to vigilantes but also justify and legitimize their
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acts of violence. For instance, there is historical evidence that ministers and police actively
facilitated lynchings in the south of the US (for example, for detail see Whitfield, 1991). In
Georgia, from 1900 to 1914, the authorities handed over 63 percent of the offenders to the
victims for revenge (Brundage, 1993). Authorities even attended the lynching as onlookers
(Raper, 1933; Wright, 1996). However, the support and encouragement of authorities is
not just a matter of the past. There are contemporary instances of authorities neglecting
to prosecute vigilantes, and even forms of active encouragement to engage in vigilante
violence (see, for recent examples in India, Berenschot, 2011; Biswas, 2017; Taseer, 2017; in
Indonesia, Colombijn, 2002). In some countries, such as Indonesia, legal codes included
clauses that allowed the killing of thieves under certain conditions (De Gelder, 1886;
Louwes, 1921, cited in Colombijn, 2002: 317). An Indonesian criminologist noted that
‘[The Soeharto government] taught us that the only way to solve problems is with violence.
It is difficult to undo this’ (Aditjondro, 2001, cited in Colombijn, 2018: 60). Welsh (2008)
concluded that mob vigilante violence takes place either when authorities legitimize the
violence, or when they are unable to take any action against vigilantes, or when they
themselves mobilize vigilante groups.
These three conditions – legal legitimacy, people’s experience with violence, and
authorities’ encouragement – are shaped by long-term and wider-scale social processes.
To understand this, we introduce Elias’s ([1939] 2000) theory of the civilizing process.
Elias uses the notion of the civilizing process as an analytical term to capture how the
interrelated developments of state formation and widening chains of interdependencies
force individuals to control their impulses in more encompassing and differentiated ways.
State formation primarily entails the monopolization of violence at the political and
administrative centers of expanding territories. As a result of this development, political
struggles between local leaders moved to the center and became increasingly regulated;
rather than the use of physical force, diplomacy, courtesy, and political savvy at the court
became the dominant means to settle political conflicts. Over a long period of time, the
social constraints that inhibit the spontaneous acting upon violent impulses tended to
become internalized. Self-restraint, mainly in the form of (the fear) of shame that became
connected to uncontrolled, impulsive behavior, gained more importance and spread
across society as a marker of distinction. This development was reinforced by extending
networks of interdependencies in vast pacified territories: people were now increasingly
forced to control their impulses because their actions had greater impact on an increasing
number of other people, which they needed to take into account.
Following Elias, unfolding civilizing processes reduce the likelihood of vigilante
violence. First of all, the theory predicts that people would be more inclined to control
their anger and repress violent impulses when they are confronted with violations of moral
imperatives. Relatedly, their repugnance considering violence facilitates their acceptance
of the execution of physical force by state authorities. Second, the concentration of the
legitimate means to use violence in the hands of the central state not only increases the
effectiveness of police and legal authorities, which in turn yields greater legal legitimacy,
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but also renders civil society more peaceful, so that violence becomes less common as
a means to settle conflicts between civilians. Also, and perhaps most importantly, the
monopolization of violence by the central state reduces authorities’ support for vigilante
self-help because this undermines their power to handle internal social conflicts. In fact,
authorities’ support of vigilante self-help probably indicates fragmentation rather than
consolidation at the political center.
We can now integrate the various socio-legal conditions with our micro-sociological
understanding of how violations of moral imperatives are conducive to violent action
through vigilante rituals. Our conceptual argument is summarized in Figure 3.
Ultimately, our theoretical contribution aims to guide empirical research. Let us
therefore derive a series of research questions from the theory. A first set of questions
can be asked about the micro-sociology of vigilante rituals. For instance: What kind
of violations of moral imperatives arouse righteous anger and fear in the members of
a moral community? How do moral imperatives develop through the generations? How
do vigilante rituals develop over time? What forms do vigilante rituals take and are
these forms related to the type of moral imperative at stake? What are the conditions
under which vigilante rituals do not produce the degree of bodily alignment required for
vigilante violence to occur? And to what extent are differences in the form of vigilante
rituals related to the type and severity of the violent action?
On the other hand, it can be asked how and under what conditions participants
intervene in the course of the ritual. Furthermore, what are the relationships between
the time sequence of a series of vigilante rituals, the number of participants involved,
the coordination of bodily alignment, and the type and severity of violent punishment?
Another set of questions is related to how status and relational distances are activated
in vigilante rituals: What is the relationship between the form and severity of vigilante
rituals on the one hand and the relational and status distance between the offenders of
moral imperatives and the perpetrators of vigilante violence on the other? A third set of
questions zooms out and considers sociolegal conditions: In what ways do participants
use forms of violence that are culturally specific (for example, the practice of vigilante
kneecapping in Northern Ireland or that of ‘necklacing’ in parts of Africa, in which a
burning car tire is hung around the neck of alleged robbers)? To what extent are ‘violence
experts’ involved in vigilante rituals? And under which conditions, how and to what extent
are vigilante rituals arranged by political or other ideological entrepreneurs to show their
power to mobilize a crowd?
In addition to these research questions, the following series of hypotheses can be
formulated:
H1. The likelihood for people to engage in vigilante violence increases when perceived
violations of moral imperatives arouse righteous anger and fear in them.
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Figure 3. Conceptual model of the theory.
source: authors

H2. The likelihood for vigilante violence increases when righteous anger and fear, aroused
by perceived violations of moral imperatives, are mobilized and channeled through
vigilante rituals.
H3. The likelihood for people to transform these emotions into violence through vigilante
rituals increases when legal legitimacy is low.
H4. The likelihood for people to transform these emotions into violence through vigilante
rituals increases when authorities encourage vigilante action.
H5. The likelihood for people to transform these emotions into violence through vigilante
rituals increases when they live in a social environment in which actors are exposed
to violence as an appropriate way of managing conflicts or disciplining subordinates.
H6. The likelihood for people to transform these emotions into violence through vigilante
rituals increases when the relational and social status distance between the alleged
offenders and the victims is higher.
37

Chapter 2

Similar hypotheses can be formulated about the attitudes of people towards vigilante
violence:
H7. Feelings of righteous anger and fear aroused by perceived violations of moral
imperatives are positively associated with support for vigilante violence.
H8. Low legal legitimacy is positively associated with the support for vigilante violence.
H9. People’s exposure to violence is positively associated with the support for vigilante
violence.
H10. Authorities’ encouragement of vigilante self-help is positively associated with the
support for vigilante violence.
H11. The social status and relational distance between the alleged offender against a moral
imperative and the victim are positively associated with the support for vigilante
violence.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
Vigilante rituals theory, as we call it, outlines how culture can bring about violent vigilante
action under varying social-legal conditions. In our view, it offers a more advanced
conceptualization of the relationship between culture and violence and provides a more
comprehensive understanding than the one-dimensional explanations that have been
predominant in previous research. Also, the theory appreciates that vigilante violence
is mostly a collective effort, whereas the prevailing approach is to focus on individuals’
attitudes towards the phenomenon. Earlier studies that did take the collective nature of
vigilante violence into account focused on the notion of partisanship primarily, if not
exclusively. Furthermore, vigilante rituals theory directs researchers’ attention to the
micro-sociological processes at play, in which emotions, notably fear and anger, are
transformed into violent vigilante action that restores the integrity of the moral imperative
and the unity of the group. So far, the question as to how culture or attitudes translate into
vigilante violent action has not been taken up in earlier work.
A final note about how vigilante rituals theory speaks to policies that aim to reduce
vigilante violence. It is hard to influence socio-legal conditions and even harder to change
processes of state formation, because such large-scale developments mostly unfold in
unintended and unplanned ways. It is also hard to change the ways in which people
perceive moral imperatives without changing the broader social conditions. Interventions
are probably most effective when they focus on the specific situations in which culture
becomes a line of action. In our theory, this happens when people are mobilized to channel
their anger and fear into focused retaliatory desire. It is our hope that vigilante rituals
theory encourages scholars to conduct empirical research into the situational dynamics of
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these dangerous moments in connection to investigating the socio-legal conditions that
shape these moments. Any research attempt that contributes to reduce the harm that is
inflicted by vigilante violence across the world is worth it.
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SUPPORT FOR VIGILANTE
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ABSTRACT
Bottoms and Tankebe recently analyzed the multidimensional nature of police legitimacy
and made an argument for its relevance to social order. Using survey data from three
communities of varying socioeconomic conditions in Pakistan, this paper examines the
links between the multiple dimensions of the Bottoms-Tankebe model of police legitimacy
and support for vigilante violence. The findings show overall high levels of support for
vigilantism. Regression analysis shows that experiences of police illegality consistently
predict support for vigilantism across the three communities. Perceived quality of
police decision-making predicts support for vigilantism in some conditions but not
others. Contrary to expectations, quality of interpersonal treatment by police and police
effectiveness do not explain support for vigilantism. We also found no evidence to show
that feelings of obligation to obey the police mediate the influence of police legitimacy on
vigilante support. The implications of these findings are discussed in this paper.

Keywords
Legitimacy; vigilantism; lawfulness; procedural justice; corruption; dialogic legitimacy
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INTRODUCTION
In November 2008, residents in a neighborhood in Karachi apprehended three men
suspected of robbery, beat them up, doused them with petrol, and burned them. Media
reports said the residents justified their actions by referring to police corruption and
ineffectiveness, and that they even attempted to attack police officers at the scene (Daily
Times, 2008). Similarly, a mob killed two brothers in the city of Sialkot – and in the
presence of police officers – on suspicion that they were robbers, a suspicion that later
proved to be false (Malik, 2015). Vigilantism – that is, “the killing of one or more people
by groups of citizens without government authority” (Zimring, 2003, p. 90) – is by no
means exclusive to Pakistan. There is documented evidence of vigilante violence from
various countries, including Bolivia (Goldstein, 2003), Nigeria (Harnischfeger, 2003;
Pratten, 2008), South Africa (Buur, 2003), Israel (Weisburd, 1988), the Netherlands (Haas,
de Keijser, & Bruinsma, 2014), and the United States (Garland, 2005; Kil, Menjivar, &
Doty, 2009; Tucker, 1985).
Little is known in any systematic way about public support for vigilantism. However,
and notwithstanding the long-established gap between attitudes and behaviour (Sheeran,
2002), investigating the extent of, and the reasons for, public support for vigilantism can
be the first step towards developing a body of research evidence and policy formulation.
There is also evidence to suggest that vigilantism matters for understanding support for
capital punishment (Zimring, 2003). Previous quantitative studies have linked support
for vigilantism to institutionalised distrust in local police (Haas et al., 2014; Jackson,
Huq, Bradford, & Tyler, 2013; Tankebe, 2009a). This study seeks to add to the literature by
applying Bottoms and Tankebe’s (2012) recent model of police legitimacy to support for
vigilantism in Pakistan. Legitimate power is “power which is acknowledged as rightful by
relevant agents, who include power-holders and their staff, those subject to the power and
third parties whose support or recognition may help to confirm it” (Beetham, 2013, p. 19).
In Tyler’s work, legitimacy is operationalized as comprising perceived feeling of obligation
to obey legal authorities, institutional trust, and “moral alignment” with these authorities
(Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Huo, 2002; see also, Hough, Jackson, &
Bradford, 2013; Jackson et al., 2013). Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) offer an alternative
conceptualization, according to which legitimacy is viewed as multidimensional, with
police effectiveness, fairness, and lawfulness as its components. The Bottoms–Tankebe
model has so far been tested in relation to legal compliance and public willingness to
cooperate with legal authorities (Hough et al., 2013; Tankebe, 2013; Tankebe, Reisig, &
Wang, 2016). An as yet unstudied aspect of this model is the extent to which it might
contribute to our understanding of public support for vigilantism.
This study extends research on police legitimacy to the context of vigilantism, with
an empirical focus on Pakistan. In the 2014 fiscal year, the United States government
spent $76.8 million on democracy and governance support in Pakistan (USAID, 2014).
Compared with 2011 expenditure of $21 million, the expenditure increased approximately
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fourfold. This trend in foreign assistance appears to reflect a concern with weak governance
and rule of law in that country. For example, the 2014 Failed States Index ranks Pakistan
as the tenth most “fragile state” in the world (Haken et al., 2014). Results from the 2013
Global Corruption Barometer shows that, on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all corrupt)
to 5 (extremely corrupt), the judiciary and police in Pakistan received a score of 3.3 and
4.3, respectively (Hardoon & Heinrich, 2013). Compared with Afghanistan, the score for
the police is worse (2.9) but it is better in the case of the judiciary (3.7), while the scores
for both institutions are worse than those for Iraq (2.8/2.8) (Hardoon & Heinrich, 2013, p.
38). One of the manifestations of weak governance capability and rule of law is vigilante
violence, a phenomenon that appears common in Pakistan.
Criminologists are students par excellence of the problem of social order; they seek to
understand and explain why people obey societal rules, to understand the forms of social
control mechanisms available for conflict resolution in particular societies, and to explain
why people choose the type of control mechanisms they choose for conflict resolution. In
many ways, vigilantism speaks to the character and health of social order. Thus, applying
the Bottoms– Tankebe legitimacy model to vigilantism in Pakistan allows us to test the
extent to which normative orientations to institutions contribute to our understanding of
social order in the context of state fragility. Moreover, a number of criminologists have
stressed the merits of crosscultural comparative criminology by, among other things,
testing criminological theories in different sociopolitical contexts (LaFree, 2007; Nelken,
2010). This study adds to the limited literature on cross-cultural testing of theories of
legitimacy and public behaviour (see, Bradford, Huq, Jackson, & Roberts, 2014; Johnson,
Maguire, & Kuhns, 2014; Reisig & Lloyd, 2009; Reisig, Tankebe, & Meško, 2014; Tankebe,
2009b).

POLICE LEGITIMACY: A CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW
In their article “Beyond procedural justice,” Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) argue that
legitimacy is best conceptualised as an “ongoing dialogue, which begins with powerholders making a claim to exercise legitimate authority. One or more audiences, the authors
argue, may respond to that claim, and powerholders might perhaps adjust their claims in
the light of audience responses, and so on. Dunn (2013, p. 1) makes a similar point about
the inherently dialogic nature of legitimacy: legitimacy is “a process of permanently active
judgment, if one conducted with very uneven alertness and imaginative engagement by
its full cast of eager or involuntary participants.” Drawing on the work of Beetham (1991),
Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) argue for a distinction between two dimensions of legitimacy:
power-holder legitimacy and audience legitimacy. The former describes power-holders’
recognition of, or confidence in, their own individual entitlement to power; it, therefore,
concerns the self-recognition of entitlement to power (Bottoms & Tankebe, 2013). The
latter refers to legitimacy as perceived by those who are subject to power (e.g., suspects,
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prisoners, or the wider community). Our focus in this paper is on audience legitimacy and
its links to vigilante violence.
Bottoms and Tankebe (2012, pp. 144–5) identified lawfulness and “two specific
values – procedural justice and effectiveness” as the key dimensions of police legitimacy.1
The argument about lawfulness captures police adherence to the principles of the rule of
law. This means that legitimate police power is that which is “acquired and exercised in
accordance with established rules” (Beetham, 1991, p. 16). Lawfulness is the foundation
of one of Max Weber’s pure types of legitimacy: legal-rational authority. Here, legitimate
power is grounded in “a belief in the legality of the enacted rules and the right of those
elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands” (Weber, 1978, p. 215). With
regard to the concepts of “justice” and “injustice,” Lucas (1980, p. 5) has argued that “if I
talk only about justice I am in danger of relapsing into platitudes; it is when I get hot under
the collar about some specific piece of unfairness that my eloquence has an edge to it, and I
really know what is getting my goat.” Thus, allegations or actual incidents of police bribery
and corruption (Knapp, 1972; Punch, 1985) and police criminality (Alpert & Dunham,
2004; Fyfe, 1988) signify violations of a condition of police legitimacy (Tankebe, 2010).
Procedural justice refers to “the fairness of the processes through which the police
make decisions and exercise authority” (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003, p. 514). Prior studies
have shown that the concept embraces two dimensions: the “quality of decision-making”
and the “quality of interpersonal treatment” (Tyler, 2003; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler &
Blader, 2000). Issues encapsulated in the quality of decision-making include people being
allowed to have their say before a decision is taken that affects them; the neutrality of
the decision-maker, as well as his or her technical competence; and the consistency of
decision-making in similar cases. The quality of interpersonal treatment, per Bottoms and
Tankebe (2012), is “more personal.” Here, people are concerned about the extent to which
legal authorities treat them as a “human being, with needs for dignity, privacy, respect
for his or her moments of weakness” (p. 145). Tyler (1989) argues that procedurally just
treatment has a symbolic significance: it communicates to members of local communities
some crucial information about their normative standing in, and membership of, society.
Thus, when police abuse the rights of citizens they communicate to those citizens “both
their low social standing and the fact that the authorities may not protect them and may,
in fact, even hurt them” (Tyler 1989, p. 831). Various studies have shown that procedural
justice predicts compliance and intentions to cooperate with local police (e.g., Augustyn,
2015; Jackson, Bradford, Stanko, & Hohl, 2012; Murphy & Cherney, 2011; Reisig, Tankebe,
& Meško, 2012; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003).
Perhaps the most contentious element in the Bottoms–Tankebe model is police
effectiveness. Most earlier studies of legitimacy viewed effectiveness as an instrumental
consideration, and thus distinct from legitimacy. For example, Sunshine and Tyler
(2003, p. 514) contrast legitimacy with an instrumental perspective, which they define
as embracing public acceptance of the ability of the police to effectively control crime
and criminal behaviour. Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) contest this view. On their analysis,
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legitimacy presupposes the existence of shared values, which define what the objectives of
the police ought to be (for example, preventing economic crimes, fighting drug trafficking,
or addressing anti-social behaviour). Thus, “when citizens demand that the police
demonstrate effectiveness in tackling crime and disorder in their local areas, it means
that they are not simply making crude instrumental demands; on the contrary, they are
expecting the police to fulfil a normative condition for their legitimacy” (Tankebe, 2013,
p. 112).

LEGITIMACY AND SUPPORT FOR VIGILANTISM
The Bottoms–Tankebe model, as depicted in Figure 1, establishes the traditional predictors
of legitimacy as the constitutive elements of legitimacy. On this analysis, obligation
becomes the mechanism through which legitimacy might influence support for vigilante
violence. However, the model also allows the various dimensions of legitimacy to exhibit
direct influence on vigilante support.
As noted above, there is a small body of quantitative literature on support for
vigilantism. Using data from Ghana, Tankebe (2009a) reported that perceptions of
police trustworthiness were the main driver of support for vigilantism. Perceptions of
police anti-corruption reforms and the quality of citizen treatment by the police were
indirectly associated with disapproval of vigilantism. However, neither the effectiveness
nor the quality of police decision-making predicted vigilantism. Jackson and his
colleagues reported similar findings in their analysis of survey data from 1017 Londoners
(Jackson et al., 2013). They found that procedural justice and police effectiveness did not
explain people’s willingness to use violence to settle disputes. Instead, what mattered
was people’s sense of obligation to obey the police. Haas et al. (2014) combined a series
of items measuring various dimensions of police legitimacy to form what they termed
“diffuse confidence in police,” and to test its effects on support for vigilantism. Their
findings showed a statistically significant association between the two. More recently,
Nivette (2016) analysed survey data from 18 Latin American countries in a study that
examined two scenarios of vigilantism: one scenario involved an individual who killed a
suspected rapist, and the other scenario involved an individual suspected of terrorising
the community. The results showed that perceived police criminality and institutional
ineffectiveness predicted approval of vigilantism in both scenarios.
Beyond these quantitative studies, evidence from ethnographic studies also points
to the role of legitimacy in vigilantism. Anderson’s (1999) work in inner cities in the
United States speaks to the role of effectiveness. He found that approval of, and recourse
to, vigilantism arose in situations of ineffective state intervention, which created a need for
individuals to assume personal responsibility for their own safety, culminating in “people’s
law,” based on “street justice” (p. 10). Even when the police were capable, they might be
unwilling to respond to people’s security needs: “When called, they may not respond,
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which is one reason many residents feel they must be prepared to take extraordinary
measures to defend themselves and their loved ones against those who are inclined to
aggression” (p. 34). Similar evidence is documented in studies among young people
elsewhere in the United States (Wilkinson, Beaty, & Lurry, 2009). In Nigeria, the absence
of a police response to violent robberies contributed to the rise of the Bakassi Boys, a
vigilante group that combined torture with occult forces to fight crime (Harnischfeger,
2003; McCall, 2004; Meagher, 2007; Smith, 2004).

3

Figure 1. The Bottoms–Tankebe legitimacy model of social regulation. Source: Adapted
from Tankebe et al. (2016).
In Tankebe’s (2009a) study in Ghana, experience of police corruption was unrelated to
support for vigilantism. However, some ethnographic accounts produce contrary evidence
(e.g., Wilkinson, Beaty, & Lurry, 2009). Thus, in his study in Nigeria, (Harnischfeger,
2003, p. 24) found that the police had to tolerate vigilante groups because some groups
had “a list of policemen who collaborated directly with armed robbers,” which the police
leadership did not want to be made public. In Bolivia, perceptions of police bribe-taking
from criminals were found to create a certain mistrust that often resulted in resistance to
police interventions intended to stop the lynching of suspects:
From the perspective of state law, a police officer intervening to stop an
illegal lynching is acting in accordance with his assigned duties, but a barrio
resident perceives this same action as a violation of the moral precepts of
the community, a defense of the thieves against the people, and thus as a
corrupt action. The resident’s perception also is informed by the bribe taking
generally imputed to corrupt individual officers. This set of perspectives
creates an impossible situation for the police, who disrupt the lynching in the
name of law and order but, in doing so, appear to the people in the crowd to
be rescuing their accomplices, the thieves whom the crowd is attempting to
punish. (Goldstein, 2003, p. 31)
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Thus, both ethnographic and survey-based studies point to the influence of the various
dimensions of legitimacy on vigilante violence. Yet it may be that both the approval of
vigilantism and the role of legitimacy in explaining that approval vary across situational
contexts. In an influential study, Sampson and Bartusch (1998, pp. 800–801) found
evidence of “an ecological structuring to normative orientations [. . . such that] normative
orientations toward law and deviance are rooted in experiential differences associated
with neighbourhood context.”
This study examines these issues in the context of Pakistan. Based on the literature
review, we raise the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis I: Perceptions of police lawfulness will be associated with a rejection of
vigilantism. As previously indicated, lawful policing re-assures citizens that police can be
relied upon to promote justice in social relations.
Hypothesis II: People who perceive the police to be effective in tackling crime will be
less inclined to support vigilantism. Policing plays an important role in the maintenance
of law and order in local communities. It follows that when people perceive the police
to be effective, they will more likely defer to them than appropriate police authority to
themselves.
Hypothesis III: Perceptions of police procedural justice will be associated with a rejection
of vigilantism. Prior studies have shown that when people perceive police to treat them
with respect and dignity, they tend to reject vigilantism (e.g., Jackson et al., 2013; Tankebe,
2009a). We expect similar associations between procedural justice and vigilantism in
Pakistan.
Hypothesis IV: People’s feelings of obligation to obey the law will mediate the influence
of police legitimacy (that is, police lawfulness, procedural justice and effectiveness) on
support for vigilantism. A perception that the police are legitimate creates an obligation
to obey them (Reisig et al., 2012; Hirschi, 2002). The more people believe they have a
moral duty to obey the law, the less likely they are to support illegal behaviour, such as
vigilantism.

POLICING IN PAKISTAN
A former British colony, Pakistan gained political independence in 1947. A turning point
in the historical development of the police was the 1857 uprising against British rule. The
uprising heralded what Bayley (1969, p. 44) calls “a period of agonising reassessment” a
product of which was the Police Act 1861. Among its defining provisions was the attempt
to demilitarise the police and to create an entirely civil police headed by an inspector
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general responsible to political authorities (Bayley, 1969). However, both in terms of the
ideology and proposed structure of the “new” police, the Act created “an authoritarian,
unaccountable, and oppressive police force” (Abbas, 2009, p. 11). It was not until 2002 that
a new legal framework, the Police Act 2002, replaced the 1861 Act.
Policing is decentralized into five provinces. These “act independently of each other,
and there is no nationwide integration in terms of training standards and coordination”
(Abbas, 2011, p. 8). However, they have similar structures and operate under the same
legal arrangements such as the Pakistan Penal Code and the Code of Criminal Procedure.
Thus, the Police Act 2002 applies equally to all police provinces. The Act sets out the duties
of the police as inter alia maintaining law and order, preventing and detecting crimes, and
offering assistance to victims of crime. It also explicitly requires officers to “behave with
the members of the public with due decorum and courtesy” (Police Act 2002, Chapter II).
The Act also creates independent police complaints commissions at district and federal
levels that will receive, investigate, and sanction offending officers. Inherent in the Act is
a tension between political control and efforts at creating an institutional arrangement to
promote effective, efficiency, and fair policing.
However, legal scholars have long pointed to a gap between “enacted law and practiced
law, even within the law-work of officials and professionals” (MacCormick, 2007, p. 71; see
also, Tamanaha, 2001). Thus, notwithstanding the legal provisions governing police work,
policing in Pakistan continues to face many challenges. Police-community relations are
characterised by distrust. For example, while 85% of Pakistanis trust teachers, only 18%
place trust in police officers (Gallup Pakistan, 2011). Perceptions of police effectiveness
are low; 86% of respondents in Punjab believe the police are ineffective in tackling
violent offences, and only 12% believe the police are sufficiently equipped to execute their
functions (Jackson, Asif, Bradford, & Zakar, 2014). There is also evidence to show public
suspicion of collusion between criminals and some police officers. Hence, some people
avoid reporting their victimisation to the police (Hussain, 2010). Further, and despite the
systems of accountability, there is widespread perception of police corruption and political
interference in the operations of the police (Gallup Pakistan, 2011). Analysing data from a
community survey, Jackson and his colleagues report that 65% of the people interviewed
had paid money to police officers in order to avoid arrests; 78% reported witnessing other
citizens engage in similar corruption transactions.
Challenges with terrorism have further compounded difficulties in transforming the
police from an institution perceived as “ill-equipped, poorly trained, deeply politicised,
and chronically corrupt” (Abbas, 2009, p. 8) into a fair and an effective institution. Pakistan
is one of the five countries most affected by terrorism; terrorism killed 1760 people in
2014 (Liang et al. 2015). Historically, the police have focused disproportionately on the
security needs of political and economic elites at the expense of the poor, some of whom
often feel over-policed and underprotected. Terrorism has compounded this situation; “in
high-threat areas, a majority of the police may be deployed at any time on private security
details for political officials, their families, and chief supporters” (Perito & Parvez, 2014,
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p. 3). Within this context, justice can seem “elusive” for ordinary citizens (Abbas, 2011, p.
9), and poor attitudes by police officers create resentment and alienation. These reactions
may have important implications for attitudes to vigilantism.

METHODS
Our data come from a survey conducted in the capital of the Punjab Province. Three of
the nine towns of Lahore – Wagah, Ravi, and Gulberg – were selected randomly for the
survey. A multi-stage sampling technique was used to select (i) circles (an area with an
average population of 6000), (ii) localities (an area consisting of an average population of
1000) and then (iii) households. The surveys were administered face-to-face using paper
and pencil. We chose the head of the household, whether male or female, although in most
cases they were male. Out of 576 interviews attempted, 516 were successfully completed,
representing a response rate of 89.6%. The questionnaire was drafted in English and then
translated into Urdu – the national language of Pakistan. In a limited number of cases (40
cases) the questions were translated (orally) into Punjabi.
The sample was 25.7 % female and 74.3% male; 19.2% were between 18 and 25
years, 44.1% between 26 and 33 years, and 36.7% were aged 34 years or more. In terms
of educational attainment, 61.4% had either basic or no education at all, 32.8% had preuniversity education, and only 5.9% had university education.

SURVEY INSTRUMENT
The items employed in the study were adapted from a variety of prior studies (e.g., Sunshine
& Tyler, 2003; Tankebe, 2009a; Tyler & Huo, 2002). Before the scales were developed,
principal component analysis was conducted to establish the assumed dimensions of
legitimacy. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was 0.84, and the
Bartlett’s test of sphericity was statistically significant, χ2(595) = 4987.3, p < 0.001). The
results of the principal component analysis are displayed in Table 1. One of the items “the
police treat everyone equally” cross-loaded on two variables, and was therefore excluded.

Support for vigilantism
The items were drawn from Tankebe (2009a), and included the following: “It is all right for
members of the public to beat up crime suspects,” “People who kill armed robbers should not
be blamed,” “It is sometimes OK for people to take the law into their own hands if they feel
the police are unable to protect them,” “It is pointless to hand over a suspected criminal to the
police because they won’t bring the offender to justice.” The items were measured using a fivepoint Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), with a higher score indicating
greater support for vigilantism (α = 0.72; mean = 3.59; standard deviation (S.D. = 0.86).
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Effectiveness
As Table 1 shows, the items employed to measure perceived police effectiveness loaded
into two distinct factors, which have been labelled neighbourhood security (e.g., “Crime
levels in my neighbourhood have changed for the better in the last year”; α = 0.82; mean =
2.26; S. D. = 0.82), and police responsiveness (e.g., “The police are always ready to provide
satisfactory assistance to victims of crime”; α = 0.71; mean = 1.78; S.D. = 0.60). In both
cases, items were measured using a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 =
strongly agree), with a higher score indicating more favourable assessments of police
effectiveness.

3

Procedural justice
As previously indicated, procedural justice has two dimensions: “quality of interpersonal
treatment” and “quality of decision-making.” The results of the factor analysis reflect the
distinction. The former was measured using three items on a five-point Likert scale (1 =
strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree): “The police treat everyone with respect”; “The
police respect people’s rights”; and “The police respect people’s rights.” The overall scale
was reliable (α = 0.71; mean = 1.60; S. D. = 0.59). We measured quality-of-decision-making
using six items; e.g., “The police clearly explain the reasons for their actions”; “The police
provide opportunity for unfair decisions to be corrected”; and “The police take account
of the needs and concerns of people they deal with” (α = 0.75; mean = 1.82; S.D. = 0.57).

Lawfulness
The measure of lawfulness was based on direct and vicarious experiences of police corruption:
“Have you ever paid money to a police officer or promised the officer a favour to
overlook your unlawful behavior (e.g., speeding, assault)?”, “Have you ever witnessed
somebody pay money to a police officer or promise the officer a favor for the officer to
overlook their unlawful behavior (e.g., speeding, assault, theft)?”.
Table 1. Results of principal component analysis on the scaled items.
Factor
loadings
Neighborhood security (explained variance = 19.3%) 1. I feel safe walking in my neighborhood in the
night
2. Overall, my neighborhood is a good place to live in terms of security

0.78
0.75

3. There are not many instances of crime in my neighborhood

0.74

4. Overall, the police are doing a good job in my neighborhood

0.66

5. Crime levels in my neighborhood have changed for the better in the last year

0.65

6. When the police stop people they usually handle the situation well

0.43
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Quality of decision-making (explained variance = 7.2%)
1. The police provide opportunity of unfair decisions to be corrected
2. The police try to find the best solution for people’s problems

0.67
0.64

3. The police clearly explain the reasons for their actions

0.61

4. The police sincerely try to help people with their problems

0.56

5. The police take account of the needs and concerns of people they deal with

0.50

6. The police follow through on their decisions and promises
Responsiveness (explained variance = 6.2%)
1. The police are always ready to provide satisfactory assistance to victims of crime
2. The police reach there where you need them

0.41

3. The police respond promptly to calls about crime (e.g., robbery, assault)

0.64

4. The police are always able to provide the assistance the public need from them

0.63

5. The police are doing well in controlling violent crime
Police lawfulness (explained variance = 5.2%)
1. Used someone related to a police officer to prevent a case being pursued against you
2. The police refused to investigate, arrest, charge, or prosecute you because you are related to a
police officer
3. Ever paid money to a police officer or promised the officer a favor to over unlawful behavior
4. Witnessed someone pay money to a police officer or promise the officer a favor to overlook their
unlawful behavior
5. Personally known a situation where the police decided not to investigate, arrest, charge, or
prosecute someone because that person is a relative or friend
Vigilante support (explained variance = 4.5%)
1. It is alright for members of the public to beat up crime suspects
2. People who kill armed robbers should not be blamed
3. It is sometimes OK for people to take the law into their own hands if they feel the police are unable
to protect them
4. It is pointless to hand over a suspected criminal to the police because they would not bring the
offender to justice
Obligation to obey the police (explained variance = 4.2%)
1. It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to do even when you do not understand the
reasons for their decisions
2. It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to do even when you disagree with their
decisions
3. It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to do even when you do not like the way they
treat you
4. It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to do even if you think they are wrong
Quality of interpersonal treatment (explained variance = 3.7%)
1. The police treat everyone with dignity
2. The police teat everyone with respect

0.51

3. The police respect people’s rights

0.67

Total variance explained (%)

53.4%

Only factor loadings >0.40 are displayed.
source: authors
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0.67
0.67

0.71
0.65
0.61
0.58
0.58
0.78
0.77
0.65
0.60
0.75
0.74
0.70
0.57
0.78
0.67
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“Have the police ever refused to investigate, arrest, charge, or prosecute you because you
are related to a police officer?”, “Have you ever made use of somebody related to a police
officer to prevent a case being pursued against you?”, “Have you ever personally known a
situation where the police decide not to investigate, arrest, charge, or prosecute somebody
because that person is a relative or a friend?”. The responses ranged from 1 = Many times
to 4 = Never (α = 0.67; mean = 1.94; S.D. = 0.53).
Table 2. Descriptive statistics.
Variables
Obligation
Quality of interpersonal treatment
Quality of decision-making
Lawfulness
Vigilantism support
Responsiveness
Neighbourhood security
Female
Age
Education
Community

M
1.72
1.60
1.82
1.94
3.59
1.78
2.26
1.26
2.17
1.95
1.94

S.D.
0.49
0.59
0.57
0.53
0.86
0.60
0.82
–
–
–
–

Minimum
1
1
1
1
1.25
1
1
1
1
1
1

Maximum
4
4.33
4
3.80
5
4.20
4.67
2
3
3
3

3

source: authors

Obligation to obey police
Four items were employed to measure perceived feelings of obligation to obey police
directives: “It is your moral duty to accept the decisions made by police, even if you think
they are wrong” “It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to do even when you
do not understand the reasons for their decisions”; “It is your moral duty to do what the
police tell you to do, even when you disagree with their decisions”; and “It is your moral
duty to do what the police tell you to do even when you do not like the way they treat
you.” Each question had the following Likert-type response set: 1 – “strongly disagree” to
5 – “strongly agree.” These responses then were combined to create an obligation-to-obey
index (α = 0.66; mean = 1.72; S.D. = 0.49).

Demographic variables
Prior research shows that levels of support for vigilante violence vary with individual
characteristics. For example, research shows that older people are more likely than
younger people to support vigilantism (Tankebe, 2009a). Accordingly, three demographic
variables are included in the analysis. First, sex is a dichotomous measure where female
participants are coded as 2 (male = 1). Second, age is an ordered-categorical variable
ranging from 18 – 25 years (coded 1), 26 – 33 years (coded 2) to 34 years or older (coded
3). Third, education is categorized as: basic or no education; pre-university; and university.
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FINDINGS
The analysis begins by looking at the extent of support for vigilantism (Table 3). The data show
consistently widespread approval of vigilantism across all four indicators. Approximately,
half the respondents would tolerate beating suspects of crime (49.3%), but 1 in 3 (32.6%)
disapproved. Six out of ten would condone extrajudicial killing of violent robbers (60.6%),
and two-thirds believed citizens could appropriate the powers of formal justice institutions
if they believe those institutions to be incapable of providing security. Only 14. 9% felt it was
worthwhile to defer to the police in dealing with suspects of crime; 75.4% believed it was
“pointless” to do so. This represents us intense rejection of due process – a key element of the
principle of the rule of law – in responding to perceived threat to social order.
Table 3. Levels of support for vigilantism.

1. It is all right for members of the public to beat
up crime suspects
2. People who kill armed robbers should not be
blamed
3. It is sometimes OK for people to take the law
into their own hands if they feel the police are
unable to protect them
4. It is pointless to hand over a suspected
criminal to the police because they won’t bring
the offender to justice

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly
agree

11.2

21.4

18.2

31.8

17.5

5.1

13.7

20.6

42.4

18.2

7.8

10.4

10.6

46.1

25.1

4.3

10.6

9.6

42.7

32.7

N = 510.
source: authors

Neighborhood contexts are associated with differential political and economic resources,
allowing people to influence power that constrain their lives (Sampson & Bartusch,
1998). Feelings of cynicism and perceptions of legal injustice, and, therefore, the levels of
support for vigilantism, will vary across different socioeconomic conditions. We sought to
investigate differences in vigilante support in the three communities from which the data
were collected: Wagah sits on the border between Pakistan and India. It “looks more like a
sleepy outpost of a small town than an international border, with its handful of tea stalls, a
couple of public phone booths, and not much else” (Bahree, 2009, p. 41). Ravi’s population
comprises rural migrants and local inhabitants (Budlender, 2009). Gulberg is a wealthy
residential and commercial town (Jadoon, Batool, & Chaudhry, 2014).
Table 4 presents results from a series of one-way ANOVAs exploring differences in
support for vigilantism, perceptions of legitimacy, and feelings of obligation to obey the
police. With the exception of obligation, we found statistically significant differences in
levels of support for vigilantism and perceptions of legitimacy. Post hoc comparisons
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were conducted using Tukey’s post-hoc test. Starting with vigilantism, the results showed
support levels in Ravi Town (M = 4.02, S.D. = 0.60) were significantly greater than in
Wagah town (M = 3.23, S.D. = 0.92) and Gulberg town (M = 3.20, S.D. = 0.85). However,
there was no statistically significant difference in vigilance support between Gulberg and
Wagah towns. Participants in Gulberg (M = 2.56, S.D. = 0.88) and Wagah (M = 2.53, S.D. =
0.92) did not differ in their perceptions of neighborhood security but differences emerged
between them and those from Ravi (M = 1.93, S.D. = 0.56).
Table 4. One-way analysis of variance of vigilantism, legitimacy, and obligation.
Source
Support for vigilantism
ANOVA
Between groups
Within groups
Total
Neighbourhood security
ANOVA
Between groups
Within groups
Total
Police responsiveness
ANOVA
Between groups
Within groups
Total
Quality of decision-making
ANOVA
Between groups
Within groups
Total
Quality of interpersonal treatment
ANOVA
Between groups
Within groups
Total
Lawfulness
ANOVA
Between groups
Within groups
Total
Feeling of obligation to obey police
ANOVA
Between groups
Within groups
Total

Sum of squares df

Mean of squares

F

82.36
293.20
375.56

2
507
509

41.18
0.58

71.21***

48.47
293.14
341.61

2
507
509

24.24
0.58

41.91***

16.92
164.29
181.21

2
507
509

8.46
0.32

26.11***

4.15
164.11
168.26

2
507
509

2.07
0.32

6.40**

5.11
173.00
178.11

2
507
509

2.56
0.34

7.49**

10.40
131.02
141.42

2
507
509

5.20
0.26

20.11***

0.71
122.20
122.90

2
507
509

0.35
0.24

1.47

3

**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
source: authors
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Table 5. Correlation matrix for substantive variables.
1

2

Neighbourhood security
Responsiveness
3. Vigilantism

0.48**
–0.31**

–0.21**

4. Lawfulness

0.32**

0.26**

3

4

5

6

–0.34**

5. Quality of decision-making

0.45**

0.39**

–0.19**

0.23**

6. Quality of treatment

0.32**

0.33**

–0.21**

0.23**

0.49**

7. Obligation to obey police

0.12**

0.15**

–0.12**

0.13**

0.15**

0.21**

**p < 0.01, N = 510.
source: authors

Similar results were found in perceptions of police responsiveness (Gulberg, M = 1.93,
S.D. = 0.70; Ravi, M = 1.58, S.D. = 0.33; Wagah, M = 1.98, S.D. = 0.73). Participants
from Gulberg (M = 1.93, S. D. = 0.65) tended to provide more favourable assessments of
police decision-making than participants from Ravi (M = 1.73, S.D. = 0.45); however, no
statistically significant differences emerged between Gulberg and Wagah (M = 1.88, S.D.
= 0.66) or between Wagah and Ravi. For quality of interpersonal treatment and police
lawfulness, Ravi participants were more predisposed to hold negative perceptions. They
(M = 1.50, S.D. = 0.48) perceived police officers to be unfair in their treatment of citizens
than participants from Gulberg (M = 1.71, S.D. = 0.65) and Wagah (M = 1.67, S.D. = 0.68)
did. Ravi (M = 1.79, S.D. = 0.48) participants in the sample were also less likely to report
experiences of lawful police behaviour than participants from Gulberg (M = 2.09, S.D. =
0.52) and Wagah (M = 2.06, S.D. = 0.55). Taken together, the ANOVA results point to Ravi
as a hotspot of perceived police illegitimacy and vigilante support.
Next, we turn to Table 5 to examine bivariate correlations for all study variables. The
strongest correlate of support for vigilantism was police lawfulness (r = –0.34, p < 0.01).
Quality of interpersonal treatment (r = –0.21, p < 0.01) and quality of decision-making (r
= –0.19, p < 0.01) were both associated with decreased support for vigilantism. Further,
participants who reported feelings of obligation to obey the police were less likely to
support vigilantism (r = –0.12, p < 0.01). Table 5 also shows that the strongest correlations
among the predictor variables were between perceived neighbourhood security and police
responsiveness (r = 0.48, p < 0.01) and between neighbourhood security and quality of
decision-making (r = 0.45, p < 0.01). The third strongest correlation was between quality of
decision-making and quality of interpersonal treatment (r = 0.49, p < 0.01). However, none
of these correlations is close to the conventional threshold for multicollinearity, which is
defined as correlations of above 0.80 (Field, 2013). Diagnostic statistics further confirmed
this initial impression; all variance inflation factor values were below 10 and the tolerance
statistics were far greater than 0.2 (Field, 2013).
Next, we estimated two ordinary least squares models. The purpose of the regression
analysis was twofold: first, to establish the unique effects that each explanatory variable
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had on support for vigilantism while controlling for other variables in the model. Second,
to ensure that conclusions about the significant impacts of any of the explanatory variables
upon support for vigilantism were not dependent upon the impacts of other variables in
the equation (Tankebe, 2009a). Table 6 presents the standardised regression coefficients,
standard errors, and significance levels for each coefficient.
In model 1, vigilantism support is regressed onto neighbourhood security, police
responsiveness, quality of decision-making, quality of interpersonal treatment, lawfulness
(measured as experience of corruption), type of community, and demographic variables.
In this model, it was found that having a university education was associated with
disapproval of vigilantism (β = –0.12, p < 0.05); that is, people with university education
were less likely than those with no or basic education to support vigilantism. This finding
is consistent with prior research, such as Tankebe’s (2009a) study in Ghana and Nivette’s
(2016) cross-national study in Latin America.
Table 6. Support for vigilantism regression models.
Model 1
β

β

Model 2
S.E.

S.E.

Female

–0.04

0.08

–0.04

0.08

Education (reference no./basic) Pre-university

–0.03

0.08

–0.04

0.08

University

–0.12*

0.10

–0.12*

0.10

Age (reference 18–25) 26–33

0.13*

0.09

0.12*

0.09

34 or older

0.08

0.10

0.08

0.10

Quality of decision-making

–0.02

0.07

–0.02

0.07

Quality of treatment

–0.07†

0.06

–0.07

0.07

Lawfulness

–0.20***

0.07

–0.20***

0.07

Neighbourhood security

–0.08

0.05

–0.08

0.05

Responsiveness

0.04

0.07

0.04

0.07

Community (reference Gulberg) Ravi

0.35***

0.09

0.35***

0.09

Wagah

–0.03

0.09

–0.03

0.09

Obligation

–

–

–0.03

0.07

F-statistic

18.43***

17.06***

Adjusted R2

29.1%

29.1%

N

509

509

*p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001, †p < 0.10.
source: authors

We also found that people between the ages of 26 and 33 were more approving of
vigilantism than younger people (18–25 years), but there was no discernible difference
between younger and older members of the sample. We also found that approval of
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vigilantism was stronger within Ravi than the wealthier community of Gulberg (β = 0.35,
p < 0.001), but there was no statistically significant difference between wealthier Gulberg
and the rural community of Wagah.
We hypothesized that the dimensions of legitimacy would be inversely related to
support for vigilantism. The results show a mixed report card. Among the dimensions
of legitimacy, lawfulness was the strongest predictor of vigilantism support, and the
effect was negative (β = –0.20, p < 0.001). In other words, people who reported direct
or vicarious experiences of police lawfulness tended to disapprove vigilantism. Quality
of police interpersonal treatment was weakly associated with support for vigilantism,
while the quality of decision-making, perceived neighbourhood security and police
responsiveness had no discernible effects. The overall model accounted for 29% of the
variance in vigilantism support. The story remains the same when a measure of feelings
of obligation to obey was included in the analysis. Obligation was thus found to have no
influence on support for vigilantism and did not attenuate the influence of lawfulness,
and therefore falsifying the prediction that the influence of legitimacy on support for
vigilantism is sometimes mediated by people’s feelings of obligation to obey the police.
It is true that the effects of quality of police interpersonal treatment were washed out in
model 2, but these were weak to start with.
Given earlier findings showing differences in levels of support for vigilantism across
the three communities, the analysis sought to establish the extent to which the correlates
of vigilante support also varied across these communities. The results, as shown in Table
7, appear to show variance in the influence of some of the predictors. With the exception
of lawfulness and quality of decision-making, none of the dimensions of legitimacy
predicted support for vigilantism. However, while lawfulness was consistently associated
with disapproval of vigilantism across the three communities, quality of decision-making
predicted approval of vigilantism only in Ravi. When comparing the regression coefficients
for lawfulness across the models, we found that the regression coefficient was largest in
the relatively wealthy town of Gulberg and appeared least in the migrant town of Ravi.
Utilising the formula suggested by Paternoster, Brame, Mazerolle, and Piquero (1998), we
found the difference to be statistically non-significant (Z = 0.82, p < 0.05).
Obligation to obey the police was associated with disapproval of vigilantism,
but only in Ravi. None of the individual-level variables was statistically significant in
this community. In the other two areas, young adults (18–25 years) expressed greater
disapproval of vigilantism than did their older counterparts. A higher level of education
predicted greater disapproval of vigilantism in Gulberg, but not in the other areas. This
latter finding is consistent with that by Tankebe (2009a) and supports the argument that
higher education predisposes people to develop more favorable attitudes towards the
principles of democracy. Education equips people with the requisite skills to understand
what may often appear as the abstract subject of politics and the rule of law (Rosenstone &
Hansen, 1993, p. 136). Overall, the models explained between 10% and 14% of the variance
in support for vigilantism.
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Table 7. Predictors of vigilante support across neighborhoods.
Wagah

Ravi Town

β
–0.15

S.E.
0.20

β
0.07

S.E.
0.09

Gulberg
β
S.E.
–0.07
0.15

–0.02
–0.11

0.19
0.28

–0.04
–0.02

0.09
0.12

–0.25*
–0.33**

0.19
0.20

34 or older

0.27*
0.26†

0.23
0.27

–0.02
–0.10

0.10
0.11

0.26*
0.25*

0.20
0.21

Quality of decision-making

0.13

0.16

–0.23**

0.10

0.01

0.12

Quality of treatment

–0.14

0.14

0.01

0.09

–0.08

0.12

Lawfulness

–0.19*

0.15

–0.15*

0.09

–0.28**

0.13

Female
Education (reference no./basic) Pre-university
University
Age (reference 18–25) 26–33

Neighbourhood security

–0.10

0.10

–0.10

0.08

–0.05

0.09

Responsiveness

0.06

0.13

0.10

0.12

0.06

0.12

Obligation

–0.02

0.15

–0.15*

0.09

0.05

0.12

F

2.13*

4.11***

3

3.28**

Adj. R2

9.5%

12.5%

14.4%

N

119

239

149

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001, †p < 0.10.
source: authors

DISCUSSION
Vigilante violence is an important societal phenomenon. Prior studies have examined its
role in sustaining support for capital punishment (e.g., Jacobs, Carmichael, & Stephanie,
2005; Zimring, 2003). There appears to be a scholarly consensus that vigilantism arises from
conditions of state illegitimacy. However, there is little quantitative analysis of support for
vigilantism. The purpose of this study was to draw upon Bottoms and Tankebe (2012)
model of police legitimacy to test the legitimacy–vigilantism link. Their model implied
that support for vigilantism could be explained in terms of police effectiveness, fairness
and lawfulness. To date, their model has been tested in the context of public cooperation
with legal authorities and compliance with the law (Hough et al., 2013; Tankebe, 2013;
Tankebe et al., 2016), but questions regarding its applicability in other contexts such as
vigilantism remain largely untested. Using data from a survey in Pakistan, we assessed
the extent to which public expressions of support for vigilantism can be explained by the
Bottoms–Tankebe model.
Contrary to evidence from previous quantitative analyses (e.g., Haas et al., 2014;
Tankebe, 2009a), we found evidence of pervasive support for vigilantism in Pakistan. The
overall mean score of 3.59 reflects levels of support that are higher than what has been
reported in earlier studies. For example, 75% did not believe the State police should handle
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suspected criminality, and 60% would not condemn those who kill suspected violent
offenders. Our findings would seem to support the conclusions reached by Sampson
and Bartusch (1998) about neighborhood variations in orientations towards the law.
Specifically, approval for vigilante violence appears to vary across different neighborhoods.
In comparison with the more urbanized and wealthier town of Gulberg and the border
post of town of Wagah, the migrant town of Ravi exhibited elevated levels of support
for vigilantism. Participants from Ravi were also most predisposed view the police as
illegitimate. The finding is also consistent with arguments that tolerance of vigilante
violence is “a frontier phenomenon, occurring literally on the edges of state influence
and control” (Abrahams, 1987, p. 179). Abrahams meant by “frontier sites” such contexts
where the legitimacy of the state is in question.
Tankebe (2009a, p. 246) found that “significant public recourse to violent self-help
speaks to broader issues of the rule of law and suggests that the performance of the state
and its legal institutions is being questioned.” Thus, high levels of vigilante support may
reflect widespread disregard for principles of the rule of law among the citizens who took
part in the survey. However, it would be wrong to suggest that any willingness to repudiate
the rule of law is restricted to the general population. There is evidence of weak governance
in Pakistan, with the country consistently performing poorly on various international
indicators of the rule of law (Khan, 2007). It is nonetheless important to underscore the
observation that attitudes do not always translate into behavior. Future studies that focus
on analyzing the extent and nature of actual instances of vigilantism would advance our
knowledge of the phenomenon. This might require qualitative research designs, including
ethnographies and in-depth interviews, such as Kubrin and Weitzer’s (2003) study of
retaliatory homicides in St. Louis (USA).
In this study, multiple regression analyses explored the correlates of support for
vigilantism. First, participants with experiences of unlawful police behavior – measured
in terms of direct and vicarious experiences of corruption – reported higher levels of
support for vigilantism. This finding contradicts prior quantitative analysis – for example,
Tankebe’s (2009a) study in Ghana – but concurs with evidence from qualitative studies.
It was the only dimension of legitimacy that predicted support for vigilantism in all three
conditions. Unlike the dimensions of legitimacy, the lawfulness questions measured
negative experiences. Yet it is known that “negative events are given more weight, people
pay more attention to negative cues, the lessons they carry are learned more quickly and
negative experiences have more impact on behavior” (Skogan, 2006, p. 117). The relative
influence of lawfulness may reflect this “negativity bias”. Nonetheless, the implication
of our finding is that efforts to tackle vigilantism in Pakistan need to focus, in part, on
controlling police corruption. Evidence from prior studies suggests that satisfaction with
police anti-corruption reforms predicts disapproval of vigilantism (Tankebe, 2009a).
However, as Kutnjak Ivkovic (2005, p. 72) argues, “police chiefs who talk the talk but don’t
walk the walk, in addition to decreasing their own credibility, send the message that they
are not sincere and that the efforts put into corruption control are hypocritical.” There are
60

Police legitimacy and support for vigilante violence in Pakistan

other forms of illegality beyond corruption, and future studies that employ other measures
might offer greater insight into the role of lawfulness in explaining vigilante support.
The second, and consistent with Jackson and his colleagues’ findings in London,
is that procedural justice predicts support for vigilantism. This influence of procedural
justice on support for vigilantism was limited to the rural and migrant community of
Ravi where support for vigilantism was most prevalent. However, it was the perceived
quality of police decision-making, rather than quality of interpersonal treatment, that
drove the influence of procedural justice. Given the irrelevance of perceived police
effectiveness to vigilante support in Ravi, our findings suggest that the key issue at
frontier spaces transcend ineffective state intervention as such; far more important is the
character of that intervention such as the quality of everyday decision-making by state
institutions. To recall, quality of decision-making concerns the extent to which police
officers offer explanations for their decisions, offer opportunities for correcting unfair
decisions, carry through their promises or are attentive to the welfare of citizens. These
normative expectations are fundamental elements of democratic governance, rule of
law, and principles of human rights. Some researchers have suggested that procedural
justice might not be applicable in other societies at different stages of development. Tonry
(2007, p. 4) asserts that “the United States’ constitutional scheme premised on notions of
limited powers of government and entrenched rights of citizens” which is unparalleled
elsewhere and this makes procedural justice distinctively important to its citizens. The
findings reported here show that these principles are equally important to some citizens in
Pakistan, a context radically different from the United States and other western societies.
Yet, there is evidence of a gap between these normative expectations and current policing
practices in Pakistan. Perito and Parvez report that:
Police constables affect a military manner and answer to military-style
discipline. Rank-and-file police officers have a reputation for being crude,
abusive, and high-handed in their treatment of citizens. The police are
generally feared but not respected. For the average citizen, seeking police
assistance is considered potentially dangerous and often a last resort. Instead,
[a culture of bribery, abuse and illegal detentions] serves the interests of the
political elite, the wealthy, and those who can demand special treatment.
(Perito & Parvez, 2014, p. 2)
Ravi was also the only community in which feelings of moral obligations to obey the police
predicted disapproval of vigilantism. This finding concurs with Jackson and his colleagues’
findings according to which perceived moral obligations correlated with willingness to
use violence to exact revenge and resolve disputes (Jackson et al., 2013). London and Ravi
are two radically different sociocultural, political, and economic contexts; the former is
a cosmopolitan city in a western democracy, the center of liberal democratic governance.
Ravi is a migrant community in a predominantly Muslim country. The finding that a
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sense of moral obligation towards legal institutions and aspects of procedural justice
explain disapproval of vigilante violence enhances the cross-cultural applicability both
of Bottoms–Tankebe’s model and Tyler’s procedural justice theory. Yet the inability of
procedural justice and obligation to predict vigilantism within the border community
of Wagah and the economically wealthy community of Gulberg point to possible spatial
variations, which future studies should investigate. The key tentative conclusion to be
drawn about the influence of quality of decision-making and feelings of obligation to obey
the police is that both are important for understanding approval of vigilantism only in
contexts in which they are perceived to be lacking.
Third, a commonplace explanation for vigilantism is that it arises in conditions of
ineffective state intervention to resolve what Bernard Williams calls “the first political
question,” which concerns how a society can establish and maintain “order, protection,
safety, trust, and the conditions of cooperation” (Williams, 2005, p. 3). Kubrin and
Weitzer (2003, p. 178) argue that retaliatory homicides are “a way of resolving problems
and asserting social control in neighborhoods where the agents of formal control are
often” out of the loop “when it comes to crime and punishment.” This led us to predict
that perceived police effectiveness would be associated with disapproval of vigilantism.
We found no evidence in support of this hypothesis. Across the three communities, police
effectiveness – measured as perceived police responsiveness and neighborhood security –
did not predict support for vigilantism. The finding is consistent with Tankebe’s (2009a)
findings from Ghana but contradicts Nivette’s findings about institutional ineffectiveness
in explaining support for vigilantism in Latin America. Measurement error can sometimes
explain “null effects” (Messner, Baumer, & Rosenfeld, 2006), such as those reported here
for the effectiveness-vigilantism link. Loader argues that there is more to security than
being “safe”:
Security inheres, rather, in the capacity of individuals and groups to feel at
ease with the threats that their environment poses, such that they do not, on
an everyday basis, have to think about how safe they are, or routinely concern
themselves with the effectiveness of the security measures that are in place,
or constantly be bothered with whether and how these may need to be
bolstered. To be secure, as opposed to simply safe, is to be comfortable in,
and with, one’s environment and hence free from the burdens of recurring
security work. (Loader, 2006, p. 208, emphasis added)
Loader’s argument suggests a rethink of the measurement of police effectiveness in future
studies. Based on his arguments, researchers should include items on the trust people have
in their environment and how far people “feel routinely at ease with the threats posed by
that environment” (p. 210).
Taken together, we found that police lawfulness matters for vigilantism in different
socioeconomic conditions, the influence of feelings of moral obligations to obey the police
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and quality of police decision-making is limited while perceived effectiveness proved
irrelevant to efforts to understand support for vigilantism in the three communities
examined. Our findings suggest caution when using aggregated data from multiple
neighborhoods. Beyond analysis of full samples, we need to understand contextual
conditions that explain levels of support for vigilantism across different neighborhoods.
To do otherwise would increase the risk that researchers erroneously convey an impression
that the Bottoms-Tankebe dimensions of legitimacy are always important for social
order when in fact the picture is more variable. Reporting neighborhood differences will
avoid what Mouzelis (2008, p. 19) calls “contextless generalizations’’ in social scientific
research, namely generalizations that are “either trivial or actually wrong (wrong in the
sense that they are valid only under certain conditions not specified in the theory).” The
implication is that efforts to address legitimacy require an understanding of normative
expectations of police in particular contexts and to develop mechanisms for responding
to these expectations. Unfortunately, it is not uncommon for dialogues to be “one-sided,
and all the participants quite frequently deaf to what their interlocutors are trying to say,
or would like to convey, if they did elect to listen” (Dunn, 2013, p. 9). Tackling this hurdle
is the challenge for police managers and policy makers interested in a culture of the rule
of law and democratic governance.
People perceive, interpret, and react to apparent legitimacy or illegitimacy of police
behavior differently not least because they come to these perceptions with certain cognitive
histories about policing or with concerns that have little to do with the police. As Skogan
argues, “many people doubtless bring ‘priors’ to bear when they encounter the police,
and when they later interpret what happened both to themselves and to researchers.
These prior expectations could independently color how they view specific features of
an encounter” (2006, p. 276). These priors and other non-criminal justice concerns may
sometimes account for people’s reactions to vigilantism. Thus, while we found that police
illegality in the form of corruption determined whether people viewed vigilantism as
an appropriate action against suspected offenders, this factor explained not more than
29% of the variance in support for vigilantism. Looking at the individual communities,
our models explained between 10% and 14% of the variances in support for vigilantism.
The implication is that other factors may be involved and which we have not been able
to capture. Some of these factors may be unrelated to what the police do, such that the
conditions which allow vigilantism to emerge and the symbolic messages it communicates
may transcend the quest for security. Thus Goldstein (2003, p. 22) argues that “vigilantism
acts as a moral complaint against state inadequacy, challenging state legitimacy and
redefining ideas about justice, citizenship, and law in the process.” Similarly, and in the
context of Nigeria, vigilantism has been found to be “much more than a popular response
to crime. It operates at the intersections between the state and society and lies at the
center of popular understandings of the roots of inequality, injustice, and corruption”
(Smith, 2010, p. 167; see also Super, 2016). It is, thus, a way for the marginalized to use
marginality to their advantage (Pratten, 2008). This suggests that factors such as broader
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State legitimacy or frustration with government more generally, personal involvement
in crime, and feelings of social exclusion might contribute to our understanding of
support for vigilantism. These insights point to fresh avenues of enquiry that should lead
investigators to undertake quantitative criminological analysis of vigilantism.

LIMITATIONS
This study is not without limitations. First, the use of attitudinal data makes it difficult
to establish how far the levels of support expressed by the research participants might
translate into actual involvement in vigilantism and under what specific conditions that
might or might not happen. We need criminological studies on actual vigilante violence,
and future studies that use data from people actually involved in vigilantism will greatly
advance knowledge of this social problem. Both for such studies and those that rely on
attitudinal data, there might be merit in focusing on specific types of offences or deviance
that attract vigilante response. Nivette’s (2016) study in Latin America shows support can
vary across different offences. Criminologists should follow Nivette’s lead by focusing not
only on reactions to street-level crimes and deviance, but also reactions to various specific
types of white-color crimes. Second, there is scope for improved measurement of perceived
police lawfulness. Our items focused on people’s direct and vicarious experiences of police
corruption, specially, bribery and nepotism. Such experiences might be indicative not only
of police unlawful behavior but also unlawful behavior by the research participants. This
raises an important question: was it the research participants’ criminal propensity that
predicted their support for vigilantism or the behavior of the police? It is an ambiguity
that we are unable to address. The reference to participants’ unlawful behavior leads to
a final limitation of this study, which future studies should address. It concerns the role
of standard criminological theories of crime in explaining involvement in or support
for vigilantism. In democratic societies, vigilantism is criminal conduct. It is therefore
an open question as to how far standard criminological theories of criminal behavior –
for example, “self-control theory,” “situational action theory,” or “general strain theory”
(Agnew, 1992; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Wikström, Oberwittler, Treiber, & Hardie,
2012) – can explain recourse to vigilante self-help.
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POLICE LEGITIMACY
AND APPROVAL OF
VIGILANTE VIOLENCE:
THE SIGNIFICANCE OF ANGER

(Asif, M. (2021). to be revised and resubmitted to Theoretical Criminology)
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ABSTRACT
Most previous studies on vigilante violence suggest that people employ it for instrumental
reasons in that they punish offenders themselves because they perceive police as lacking
the capacity to control moral crimes. This study, however, highlights the significance of
emotions—notably anger—in explaining approval of vigilante violence. A cross-sectional
study was conducted at six Pakistani universities with a sample of 500 students recruited
through online surveys. The results of OLS regression models reveal that police legitimacy
and feelings of anger accompany and independently predict approval of vigilante violence
toward (alleged) moral offenders. Moreover, people who report that they are easily angered
prefer vigilante punishments over recourse to legal authorities even when the latter are
present. Thus, the findings show that both instrumental rational use of violence as selfhelp and the emotion of anger are independent predictors of approval of vigilante violence.

Keywords
anger; legitimacy; Pakistan; policing; vigilante violence
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INTRODUCTION
Over the past several decades, scholars have been investigating vigilante violence, defined
as when a group of civilians punishes an alleged offender by taking the law into their own
hands. A predominant research tradition relates acts of vigilante violence to the weakness,
absence or illegitimacy of the state or police in the eyes of the public (Abrahams, 1998;
Buur & Jensen, 2004; Tankebe, 2009; Nivette, 2016). According to this approach, when
people perceive the state/police as illegitimate and lacking the capacity to control crimes,
they create an alternate, self-help response to exert social control (Black, 1983; Tankebe,
2009). However, another theoretical approach posits anger per se as a factor in explaining
support for vigilante violence (Silke, 2001; Asif & Weenink, 2019). Empirical evidence
supporting this hypothesis is limited (García-Ponce et al., 2019). Anger has been largely
ignored as an independent explanatory factor, particularly in relation to approval of
vigilante violence. Therefore, this study seeks to extend the research on approval of
vigilante violence by considering how approval of such violence (namely, beatings and
killings of alleged offenders) relates to anger. Anger is operationalized as the extent to
which people think that they are easily angered and their ideas about the intensity of anger.
This study examines three relationships. First, it examines the effect of police legitimacy
on approval of vigilante violence. Second, it examines the effect of anger on subsequent
approval of vigilante violence. Third, it examines which punishments people prefer when
they turn their anger on different types of moral offenders.
The study was conducted at six public-sector Pakistani universities. The rationale for
choosing Pakistan as a study setting is twofold. First, Tankebe and Asif ’s (2016) findings
from three neighborhoods in Lahore suggested that there is widespread support for
vigilante violence in Pakistan. According to their work, approximately 71% of sampled
heads of household believed that taking the law into one’s hands to punish a perceived
offender is appropriate if the public perceives police as unable to control crime, while
60% of those sampled did not condemn the killing of violent robbers by the public.
Second, such support is not restricted to the general public; it also seems prevalent among
university students. On 13 April 2017, a group of students at Abdul Wali Khan University
Mardan lynched a fellow student on campus after alleging that he posted blasphemous
social media content. This study, therefore, examines approval of vigilante violence among
university students in particular. Online surveys were administered to a total sample of
five hundred respondents. Specifically, this study contributes to existing literature on
approval of vigilantism by exploring whether police legitimacy and anger accompany and
independently predict approval of vigilante violence. In the following section, I further
elaborate on the historical and sociolegal context of vigilante violence in Pakistan.
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VIGILANTISM IN PAKISTAN: A CONTEXTUAL OVERVIEW
Vigilantism is not specific to Pakistan; acts of vigilante violence in either the present or
the past can be identified across most countries (Brundage, 1993; Senechal de la Roche,
2001; Baker, 2002; Smith, 2004; Adinkrah, 2005). I now summarize three main factors
that ostensibly contribute to public approval of the use of vigilante violence in Pakistan,
namely, the historical construction of society, religious competition and outpourings of
anger, and weak police legitimacy.

a) Violence as a legacy of armed struggle against the state for independence
The subcontinent was ruled by tribal lords in the distant past and then for a long time
by Mughal emperors. After occupation by the British East India Company in 1858, the
subcontinent came under control of the British empire. New administrative laws and legal
codes were introduced by the British, and a criminal justice system was transplanted to
the subcontinent to control the masses and maintain dominance and hegemony over the
colonized state (Kumar & Verma, 2009; Imam, 2011). Several times, the people of the
subcontinent collectively attempted to revolt against the occupation and the state (e.g.,
in the Moplah rebellion and the Jallianwala Bagh massacre), but the British violently
crushed their demands (Kumar & Verma, 2009: 76). On these occasions, police forces
controlled civil movements and showed loyalty to the British (Arnold, 2017). These
incidents suggest that the interests of the state and the masses were opposed and that
the two entities were unlikely to rely on or trust each other. It can also be assumed that
the people espoused an attitude of hatred and anger toward the state. Later, an organized
independence struggle was launched by political parties demanding freedom from the
British Raj. During this struggle toward freedom, the state’s monopoly on violence and
legitimacy were repeatedly challenged. The struggle continued until the end of the British
occupation and independence of Pakistan and India in 1947. As a result, a culture of
mob violence plausibly became embedded in the Pakistani social system, with norms
of collective violence continuing to haunt society at large as a legacy of the experience
of armed struggle (Steenkamp, 2005, 2011). These historical developments suggest that
citizens may have developed a likelihood of supporting vigilantism for self-help purposes
instead of relying on law enforcement institutions to resolve interpersonal disputes and
conflicts.

b) Religious competition and outpourings of anger
Before the partition, the subcontinent was home to a mixture of several communities,
including Hindus and Muslims as two major communities. After some religioethnic riots,
the British initially introduced laws related to religious affairs, e.g., Laws 295 (Defilement
of places of worship), 296 (Disturbance of a religious assembly), and 298 (Utterances to
offend religious feeling) in 1860, to keep the peace and maintain a tight hold on the masses
(Center for Research and Security Studies, 2014: 9). Approximately 70 riots were reported
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between 1860 and 1927, including major riots in the 1920s during which hundreds of people
were killed and injured (idem: 14-15). Then, in 1927, Law 295A was notably promulgated
by the British government in the wake of two well-known incidents that greatly impacted
modern Pakistani society, namely, publication of derogatory remarks about the Prophet
of Islam in the second edition of the book “Rangeela Rasool” and a periodical “Risala-eVartman” that offended the Muslim community. Protests and rallies were staged against
the sacrilegious works. As a consequence of these developments, a Muslim boy named
Ilm Din killed the publisher—Mahashay Rajpal—on 6 April 1929. The perpetrator was
honored as a ghazi (holy warrior) among Muslims for restoring the honor of the Prophet
by sacrificing his own life, while Rajpal was revered as a shaheed among Hindus (idem:
17-19). This outcome demonstrates how vigilantes can be celebrated as heroes or ghazis.
After the independence of Pakistan, a Muslim state came into being, with more than
97% of the population comprised of Muslims. Consequently, the menace of religioethnic
riots ostensibly disappeared, but the use of violence as a means of resolving religious disputes
plausibly was not eliminated. Following the Ilm Din precedent, some later incidents have
imitated the vigilante’s actions in contemporary Pakistan. First, on 4 January 2011, Mumtaz
Qadri killed the governor of Punjab Province, Salman Taseer, based on allegations that he
uttered blasphemous remarks. Second, on 29 July 2020, a boy named Khalid Khan killed
an alleged offender named Tahir Naseem (an American citizen) in a courtroom during a
trial in which the victim was accused of making blasphemous remarks. These incidents
suggest that vigilante violence continues to be inflicted on perceived offenders, whether
Muslim or non-Muslim, as an emotional reaction to (perceived) moral crimes. According
to the Center for Research and Security Studies (2014) and Hashim (2020), since 1990,
approximately 52 to 77 offenders alleged to have committed blasphemy have been killed at
the hands of angry vigilantes. This indicates that people are perhaps emotionally attached
to religion and that whenever they construe any encroachment on their religious values,
they vent their anger by punishing the alleged offenders themselves.

c) Police legitimacy in Pakistan
Pakistan inherited a policing system from its British rulers. After independence, not only
were the British rulers replaced by an elitist bureaucracy, but the gap between the general
population and police remained large (Imam, 2011). Police are unable to serve and protect
the rights of common citizens (Abbas, 2009; Imam, 2011). As a consequence, people fear
and avoid police because they do not expect fair outcomes from them (Perito & Parvez,
2014; Bashir, 2011). Sometimes, people even avoid reporting crimes to police (Hussain,
2010). Several attempts were made to reform the policing structure, but none of the
constituted committees succeeded (Suddle, 2002; Imam, 2011; Naz et al., 2014) until the
Police Act of 2002, which replaced the Colonial Police Act of 1861 (Abbas, 2009). One of
the most striking issues that police face to this day is pervasive corruption and perceptions
of weak police legitimacy (Jackson et al., 2014; Malik & Qureshi, 2020). According to a
recent study (Jackson et al, 2014), 86% of respondents believed that police are ineffective
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in controlling violent crimes, 65% had either bribed or promised to bribe a police officer
to overlook unlawful behavior, and 78% had witnessed somebody bribing or promising to
bribe to a police officer to overlook unlawful behavior. Pakistan ranks 124th out of the 180
countries (with 1 meaning the least corrupt and 180 the most corrupt) on the Corruption
Perceptions Index (Transparency International, 2020). The police are one of the most
corrupt institutions in Pakistan (Gallup Pakistan, 2011; Transparency International,
2013). Tankebe and Asif (2016) undertook a survey in Lahore in which approximately 75%
of the respondents stated that handing over a suspected criminal to police is pointless
because police will not bring the offender to justice.
These are the three main factors that make Pakistan a suitable context for studying
public approval of vigilante violence.

VIGILANTISM AND APPROACHES TO APPROVAL OF
VIGILANTE VIOLENCE
Vigilantism has been defined in prior studies as an organized and premeditated act
of violence by private or ordinary citizens (Johnston, 1996; Abrahams, 2003). Many
researchers have related such behavior to weak, absent, or ineffective state performance
(Abrahams, 1998; Super, 2016); under such conditions, vigilantism serves as a form of selfhelp (Black, 1983; Tankebe, 2009). Some researchers have argued that vigilantism could
also be a spontaneous action (Adinkrah, 2005; Karmen, 2016). It can be enacted by either
a group of people (Baker, 2002; Abraham, 2008) or a single vigilante (Johnston, 1996).
The goal of vigilantism is usually crime control (Rosenbaum & Sederberg, 1974), social
control (Black, 1983; Senechal de la Roche, 1996), enforcement of social norms (Kloos,
2014; Baker, 2002), preservation of social stability (Sederberg, 1978), or “[maintenance of]
law and order on behalf of … communities, often by resorting to violence” (Abrahams,
2003: 26). Vigilantism is not exclusively related to any particular society; rather, it is a
global phenomenon (Pratten & Sen, 2007).
I now elaborate two research approaches to explaining support for vigilante violence.
The first is police legitimacy, which is a predominant factor in theories of vigilantism
(Tankebe, 2009; Jackson, et al., 2013; Nivette, 2016). In an influential work, Tyler (1990)
operationalized legitimacy as people’s general sense of obligation to obey the law and
support for legal authorities (i.e., police and courts). Tyler’s idea of legitimacy was later
extended along further dimensions and linked to numerous research domains (Sunshine
& Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Jackson, 2014; Jackson & Bradford, 2019; Murphy & Tyler, 2008).
In a study based in London, Jackson et al. (2013) identified a correlation between police
legitimacy and the use of private violence. They found that people who lacked a sense of
moral obligation to obey police were willing to use violence to settle disputes. However,
Bottoms and Tankebe (2012) contested the operationalization of the construct in this
earlier work, disputing the use of the Tylerian components (felt obligation and support
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for authorities) of legitimacy as outcome variables rather than constitutive elements
of legitimacy. They built their argument upon Beetham’s (1991) conceptualization of
legitimacy to offer an alternate conceptualization of police legitimacy. According to
these authors, legitimacy is an ongoing dialogue between the holders of power and their
audience and is a multidimensional concept that encompasses lawfulness, procedural
fairness, and effectiveness. The first element of their model is police lawfulness, which
involves whether people believe that police officers work under the rule of law or breach
legal boundaries. The second element is procedural fairness, which is related to the
extent to which people think that police behave respectfully and fairly toward citizens
and that people receive fair outcomes in their dealings with police. The third and last
element is police effectiveness, which relates to whether the public believes that police
are effective in reducing neighborhood crime. Some studies have empirically supported
this multidimensional approach to police legitimacy (Tankebe, 2013; Tankebe, Reisig,
& Wang, 2016). The current study is also interested in this conceptualization of police
legitimacy because of its multidimensionality and broad operationalization.
Many prior studies on vigilantism have suggested that perceptions of police (il)
legitimacy or underperformance on any of its components predicts public support for
vigilante violence (see Tankebe & Asif, 2016; Nivette, 2016; Tankebe, 2009; Haas et al. 2014;
Goldstein, 2003; Anderson, 2000; Adzimah-Alade et al. 2020). This relationship implies
that when people perceive police as illegitimate or underperforming on constitutive
components of legitimacy such as lawfulness (corruption), effectiveness, and fairness, they
might then support vigilante violence against an alleged offender. Following the above
literature review, the current study assesses whether perceptions of police legitimacy or
any of its three components have an effect on approval of vigilante violence. Thus, the
following hypothesis is posited:
H1: Perceptions of police (il)legitimacy or all/any of its components (i.e.,
corruption, fairness, or effectiveness) have a positive effect on approval of
vigilante violence against an alleged offender.
A second theoretical explanation for vigilantism is anger. Silke (2001) argued that anger
is the most common emotional reaction to crime and that it leads to vigilante violence.
He further argued that vigilante acts of retaliation and vengeance are often carried out by
family members or friends of the victims (see also Drenovsky, 1994). Recently, Asif and
Weenink (2019) also theorized a link between righteous anger and vigilante violence.
They identify righteous anger as anger related to moral imperatives. Moral imperatives are
operationalized as core values that constitute the social identity of a group. These authors
posited that vigilante violence is a social interaction that stems from the violation of moral
imperatives. They argued that when group members see any encroachment on their moral
imperatives, they feel righteous anger, which they then transform into vigilante violence
to restore the integrity of their moral imperatives. There is empirical evidence that anger
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supports vigilante violence. García-Ponce et al. (2019) conducted three observational and
experimental studies in Mexico and found anger to be an emotional reaction to violence that
exacerbates the likelihood of support for vigilante violence, regardless of views on legality and
the state’s response ability. In addition to this work on vigilante violence, further empirical
evidence suggests that anger drives support for punitive retribution. Johnson’s (2009) survey
data findings from the US suggested that people who are angry about crime are more likely
to espouse punitive attitudes. Likewise, many other empirical studies also suggest anger as a
significant predictor of the desire for punitive retribution (Tyler & Boeckmann, 1997; Enns,
2014; Darley et al. 2000; Carlsmith et al, 2002). To summarize, according to the studies
reviewed, anger is conceptually relevant for inclusion as an explanatory factor for approval
of vigilante violence. Thus, the following hypothesis is presented:
H2: Anger has a positive effect on approval of vigilante violence against an
alleged offender.

ANGER AND PUNISHMENT PREFERENCES FOR DIFFERENT
T YPES OF MORAL OFFENDERS
How is anger related to punishment preferences for different types of moral offenders?
Studies have suggested that it is a moral outrage that makes people angry enough to rectify
wrongs through punitive punishments (Frijda, 1986; Tyler & Boeckmann, 1997; Carlsmith
et al, 2002; Darley & Pittman, 2003). As described earlier, Asif and Weenink (2019) also
proposed that the violation of moral imperatives arouses righteous anger that translates
into support for vigilante violence against offenders. There is evidence that moral offenses
make people angry and increase the likelihood of harsh punishments (García-Ponce
et al., 2019). Additional empirical studies have found that public empathy is higher for
vigilantes who punish moral offenders than for other offenders, i.e., those who commit
traffic violations. Haas et al. (2012) conducted an experimental study in the Netherlands
and found that public empathy was higher toward vigilantes who punished a sex offender
than those who punished traffic offenders; in addition, the level of punitive desire was also
lower toward the former than toward the latter. Nivette (2016) analyzed survey data from
18 Latin American countries and explored comparative support for vigilante punishments
for two different types of offenders. She found that public support for killing an offender
who had raped a child was higher (36.3%) than that for the killing of an offender who had
threatened the community (20.8%). What do these studies suggest overall? Moral offenses
arouse anger, which predicts approval for punishments of moral offenders. Therefore, in
light of the above literature, I formulate a third study hypothesis as follows:
H3: Anger predicts punishment preferences for different types of moral
offenders.
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METHOD
Data and participants
This survey was administered in six public sector universities in Pakistan. Two universities
were selected from each of three clusters, namely, Punjab, Khabar Pakhtunkhwa, and
Islamabad, which is the capital of Pakistan. All these clusters are mainstream and major
public-sector universities that attract diverse student populations from various social
strata, communities, and ethnicities. Moreover, they engage in widespread outreach for
student enrollment. Because of COVID-19 and the related lockdown in Pakistan, an
online survey form was created, and universities’ administrations were contacted to seek
permission to administer the survey. After the study objectives were shared, an e-link to
the survey questionnaire was shared with enrolled students at the included universities,
along with an informed consent form, via their email accounts, WhatsApp groups, and
Facebook groups; it was ensured that no student completed the survey more than once.
Initially, the survey targeted two hundred respondents from each of the three clusters,
for an expected total of 600 responses. However, because of the lockdown, students were
remaining at home, and it was subsequently realized that in some areas, students had
problems with internet availability. Therefore, the study ultimately relied upon the total
number of responses obtained instead of the targeted two hundred responses from each
cluster. Finally, a total sample size of 500 was recorded. Later, to determine whether the
sample was sufficiently large, a post hoc power analysis was performed with G*Power
software based on the values This analysis ensured appropriate power (0.99) for the study
analysis.
The sample was 44.8% male and 55.2% female; 70.2% of respondents were aged between
18-23 years, and 29.8% were aged 24 or above. In terms of educational attainment, 61%
were undergraduate students, and 39% were postgraduate students. In regard to residential
areas, 41% lived in rural or smaller towns, and 59% were from cities. Finally, 69% reported
a Punjabi ethnic background, while 31% reported a Pashtun ethnic background.

MEASURES
Principal component analysis was conducted to construct scales. The result of the Kaiser–
Meyer–Olkin measure of sample adequacy was 0.881, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was
also found to be statistically significant with χ2(630) = 11121, p < 0.001. This means that
the data had the scope for dimension reduction. The results of the principal component
analysis are displayed in Table 1.

Dependent variable
The main dependent variable in this study is approval of vigilante violence; however, this
variable was further split into approval of two forms of punishment, namely, vigilante
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beatings and vigilante lynchings. Approval of vigilante violence was measured in relation
to five moral offenses: rape, child abuse, theft, blasphemy, and murder. This choice was
based on research showing that vigilante violence has most often been publicly condoned
across cultures in response to these five moral offenses (see Brundage, 1993; Senechal de la
Roche, 1996, 2001; Adinkrah, 2005; Adzimah-Alade et al., 2020). According to Hill (2010:
36), approximately 50% of the total allegations that led to lynching in the US related to
rape and murder. Adzimah-Alade et al. (2020) analyzed 172 media reports from 2000-2018
in Ghana and found that theft and robbery were the main underlying reasons (117/172)
for which offenders were attacked and lynched by vigilantes. Likewise, the Center for
Research and Security Studies (2014) and Hashim (2020) have reported that since 1990,
approximately 52 to 77 people have been killed extrajudicially in Pakistan by vigilantes
based on reports of the offenders making blasphemous statements. Thus, vignettes were
designed by the researcher to create scenarios based on these five offenses (for precedents
on the use of situation-based vignettes regarding moral offenses, see Nivette, 2016, and
Haas et al., 2012, 2014). The statement in each vignette was repeated five times separately
for each offender. The sample vignette for approval of vigilante beating was “Suppose that
a group of neighbors caught an offender committing a crime. To what extent would you
approve or disapprove if they whipped or beat the person 1) if the offender were a murderer?
2) if the offender were a thief? 3) if the offender were a blasphemer who uttered derogatory
remarks about their religious beliefs? 4) if the offender were a rapist? and 5) if the offender
were a child molester?” Likewise, a sample vignette for approval of vigilante lynching was
“Suppose that a group of neighbors caught an offender committing a crime. To what extent
would you approve or disapprove if they killed the person 1) if the offender were a murderer?
2) if the offender were a thief? 3) if the offender were a blasphemer who uttered derogatory
remarks about their religious beliefs? 4) if the offender were a rapist? and 5) if the offender
were a child molester?” Both subscales of approval of vigilante violence were measured
using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disapprove) to 5 (strongly approve).
A higher score on this scale indicated higher approval of vigilante beating (Cronbach’s α =
0.85) and a higher approval of vigilante lynching (Cronbach’s α = 0.86).

Independent Variables
Police Fairness
The scale items were adapted from Sunshine and Tyler (2003) and Tankebe et al. (2016).
This scale was measured distinctly in two subscales, namely, procedural fairness and
distributive fairness; however, the principal component analysis merged items from both
subscales and measured them as a combined scale of police fairness. The items of the scale
were as follows: “The police 1) treat everyone with dignity, 2) make decisions based on the
facts, 3) make sure citizens receive the outcomes that they deserve under the law, 4) treat
citizens with respect, 5) treat people fairly, 6) respect citizens’ rights, 7) are courteous to
citizens with whom they come into contact, 8) provide the same quality of service to all
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citizens, 9) enforce the law consistently when dealing with people, and 10) take time to
listen to people”. The items were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A higher score on this scale indicated a higher
perception of police fairness (Cronbach’s α = 0.93).
Police Lawfulness
Police lawfulness was measured in terms of police corruption, and the scale items were
drawn from Tankebe (2010) and Akinlabi and Murphy (2018). They included the following:
“The police 1) are often bribed to overlook unlawful behavior, 2) often refuse to investigate,
arrest, or prosecute people who are related to a police officer, 3) set up checkpoints to
extort money from citizens; 4) often refuse to investigate, arrest, or prosecute people
who are acquainted with influential citizens), 5) are known to deliberately provide false
evidence to the courts, and 6) take bribes”. The items were measured using a five-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). A higher score on this
scale indicated a higher perception of police unlawfulness (Cronbach’s α = 0.90).
Police Effectiveness
These items were drawn from Sunshine and Tyler (2003) and included “There are not
many instances of crime in my neighborhood”, “I feel safe walking in my neighborhood at
night”, and “Crime levels in my neighborhood have changed for the better in the last year”.
The items were measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree). A higher score on this scale indicated a greater perception of police
effectiveness (Cronbach’s α = 0.83).
Anger
This scale was adapted from Hawthorne et al. (2006). The scale items were as follows:
“When I get angry, 1) I get really mad, 2) I stay angry for a long while, 3) I want to hit the
person, 4) I am easily angered at people or situations, and 5) my anger prevents me from
getting along with people as well as I would like to”. The items were measured using a fivepoint Likert scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 4 (very much). A higher score on this scale
indicated a higher level of anger (Cronbach’s α = 0.78).
Demographic variables
Some demographic variables were also included, given that past studies have concluded
that such variables affect public approval of vigilante violence (e.g., Tankebe, 2009;
Tankebe & Asif, 2016; Nivette, 2016). The coded demographic variables consisted of gender
(male = 0; female = 1), age (18-23 = 0; 24 and above = 1), level of educational attainment
(undergraduate = 0; postgraduate = 1), ethnicity (Punjabi = 0; Pushtun = 1), and residence
(village = 0; city = 1).
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Table 1: Results of the principal component analysis on the scaled items, along with the
mean and standard deviation (SD) of the scales.
Factors
Factor 1: Police Fairness (Mean = 2.49; SD = .84)
PF4. Respect citizens’ rights.
PF6. Treat everyone with dignity.
PF7. Make decisions based on the facts.
DF3. Citizens receive the outcomes that they deserve under the law.
PF1. Treat citizens with respect.
PF3. Treat people fairly.
PF5. Courteous to citizens with whom they come into contact.
DF1. Provide the same quality of service to all citizens.
DF2. Enforce the law consistently when dealing with people.
PF2. Take time to listen to people.
Factor 2: Vigilante Violence (vigilante killings and vigilante beatings) (Mean = 2.60; SD = .98)
VK2. Beat the blasphemer to death.
VK4. Beat the thief to death.
VK5. Beat the murderer to death.
VK3. Beat the child molester to death.
VK1. Beat the rapist to death.
VB2. Whip or beat the blasphemer.
VB5. Whip or beat the thief.
VB1. Whip or beat the child molester.
Factor 3: Police Corruption (Mean = 3.39; SD = .90)
PC5. Refuse to investigate, arrest, or prosecute people related to a police officer.
PC4. Bribed to overlook unlawful behavior.
PC6. Refuse to investigate, arrest, or prosecute people acquainted with influential citizens.
PC3. Set up checkpoints to extort money from citizens.
PC2. Are known to deliberately provide false evidence to courts.
PC1. Take bribes.
Factor 4: Anger (Mean = 1.10; SD = .81)
A2. I get really mad.
A3. I stay angry for a long while.
A4. I want to hit the person.
A1. I am easily angered by people or situations.
A5. My anger prevents me from getting along with people as well as I would like to.
Factor 5: Police Effectiveness (Mean = 3.26; SD = 1.07)
PE2. There are not many instances of crime in my neighborhood.
PF3. I feel safe walking in my neighborhood at night.
PE1. Crime levels in my neighborhood have changed for the better in the last year.

1

2

3

4

.843
.829
.825
.815
.808
.805
.787
.765
.755
.626
.819
.797
.793
.768
.766
.699
.670
.612
.847
.844
.814
.811
.783
.758
.770
.762
.725
.703
.665

Total variance explained (%)
Extraction method: principal component analysis. Rotation method: varimax. Only factor loadings >0.60 are
displayed. Only two items, “Whip or beat the rapist” and “Whip or beat the murderer”, were excluded from the
“approval of vigilante beating” scale because they loaded separately.
source: author
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FINDINGS (IMPORTANCE OF ANGER)
The central objective of the study is to examine whether police legitimacy and anger go
along and independently predict approval of vigilante violence. This section is divided
into three subsections. The first subsection presents a bivariate correlation matrix to
assess potential multicollinearity, and the second presents an OLS regression model that
represents police legitimacy and anger as independent predictors of approval of vigilante
beatings and vigilante lynchings. The third subsection presents another OLS regression
model that shows how anger is related to punishment preferences for different types of
moral offenders.

Bivariate Correlation Matrix
Table 2 presents the bivariate correlations between the study scales. Starting from top to
bottom, first, police fairness and police effectiveness correlate with approval of vigilante
beatings (r = 0.10, p<0.05 and r = 0.14, p<0.01, respectively) but not with approval of vigilante
lynchings. This means that participants who believe that police are fair, procedurally just,
and effective in controlling neighborhood crime disapprove of vigilante beatings. Second,
police corruption correlates with both approval of vigilante beatings (r = 0.22, p<0.001)
and approval of vigilante lynchings (r = 0.13, p<0.01). That is, participants who believe
that police are corrupt are likely to approve of vigilante beatings and vigilante lynchings.
Last, but importantly, anger also correlates with approval of vigilante beatings (r = 0.21,
p<0.001) and approval of vigilante lynchings (r = 0.19, p<0.001). This means that when
people are angry, they are likely to approve of vigilante beatings and lynchings. Police
corruption and anger overall turn out to be relatively stronger predictors. However, none
of the correlations between the predictor variables (police fairness, police effectiveness,
police corruption, anger) and the dependent variables (approval of vigilante beatings
and approval of vigilante lynchings) or among only the predictors (police fairness, police
effectiveness, police corruption, anger) were multicollinear. All the correlation values were
below 0.8, and all the variance inflation factor (VIF) values were below 10 (for threshold
values, see Field, 2013). Notably, unlike the three components of police legitimacy, which
are correlated among themselves, anger does not correlate with any of these components,
indicating that anger and police legitimacy are two separate predictors that independently
correlate with the dependent variables.
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Table 2: Correlation matrix for the study variables.
1

2

3

4

5

0.36***
-0.09
-0.01
0.10*
0.06

0.32***
-0.03
0.14**
0.05

0.02
0.22***
0.13**

0.21***
0.19***

0.71***

Police Fairness
Police Effectiveness
Police Corruption
Anger
Approval of Beatings
Approval of Lynchings
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p<0.001. N = 500.
source: author

Anger and police legitimacy independently predict approval of vigilante beatings
and approval of vigilante lynchings
To further assess whether police legitimacy and anger predict approval of vigilante
beatings and approval of vigilante lynchings independently, an OLS regression model was
estimated. Table 3 shows the independent and control variables and reveals that police
fairness predicts approval of vigilante beatings (β = 0.10, p < .05) but not approval of
vigilante lynchings. That is, when people perceive police as fair and procedurally just, they
disapprove of vigilante beatings of alleged offenders. Second, police effectiveness predicts
neither approval of vigilante beatings nor approval of vigilante lynchings. This suggests
that participants do not depend on the police for security and crime control in their
neighborhoods; rather, they perhaps rely on each other to protect their neighborhoods.
Third, police corruption, among the three components of police legitimacy, is a significant
predictor of both approval of vigilante beatings (β = 0.22, p < .001) and approval of
vigilante lynchings (β = 0.13, p < .01). That is, when people perceive police to be corrupt,
they are likely to approve of vigilante beatings and vigilante lynchings of alleged
offenders. Anger is also a significant predictor of both approval of vigilante beatings (β
= 0.21, p < .001) and approval of vigilante lynchings (β = 0.17, p < .001). This means that
when people are angry, they are likely to approve of vigilante beatings and lynchings of
alleged offenders. Moreover, among the demographic variables, the level of educational
attainment negatively predicts approval of vigilante beatings only (β = -0.12, p < .05); it
does not predict approval of vigilante lynchings. This implies that postgraduate students
disapprove of vigilante beatings of alleged offenders more than undergraduate students.
The model accounts for 12% of the variation in approval of vigilante beatings and 7% of
the variation in approval of vigilante lynchings.
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Table 3: OLS regression showing the predictors of approval of vigilante beatings and
approval of vigilante lynchings.
Approval of Vigilante Beatings
Police Fairness
Police Effectiveness
Police Corruption
Anger
Gender (0 = Male)
Female
Age (0 = 18-23)
24 and above
Education (0 = Undergrad)
Postgrad Students
Ethnicity (0 = Punjabi)
Pashtun
Residence (0 = Village)
City
F
R2

Approval of Vigilante Lynchings

β
.10*
.03
.22***
.21***
.03

S.E.
.06
.05
.06
.06
.11

β
.07
-.01
.13**
.17***
.05

S.E.
.06
.05
.05
.06
.11

.02

.13

-.01

.13

-.12*

.12

-.07

.12

-.02

.11

.05

.11

.03

.11

-.07

.10

7.65***
12%

4

3.93***
7%

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.001. N = 500.
source: author

How is anger related to punishment preferences for different types of moral
offenders?
The aim of this OLS model is to examine which punishments people prefer when they
are angry. The participants could specify three punishment preferences: two vigilante
punishment preferences and one related to legal recourse. As already explained in
the methodology section, I included five categories of moral offenders against whom
vigilantism has been shown to be publicly condoned in previous literature. In addition,
after the two subscales of approval of vigilante beatings and approval of lynchings in
the previous section were computed, the five vignette-based scenarios were employed
for each type of moral offender.1 The results of Table 4 are shown below. What do these
results indicate? The participants expressed vigilante punishment preferences for most
of the categories except murderers. In none of the cases did the participants prefer legal
1

“Suppose that a group of neighbors catches a blasphemer committing blasphemy. To what extent would
you approve or disapprove one of the following punishments? 1) Taking the person to legal authorities,
2) whipping or beating the person, or 3) beating the person to death”. This statement was repeated five
times for each type of offender: blasphemer, child molester, rapist, murderer, and thief. The punishment
preference was measured using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disapprove) to 5
(strongly approve).
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recourse; rather, their preferences remained consistently in favor of vigilante punishments,
i.e., either vigilante beating or vigilante lynching of the offender. This implies that when
people are angry, they prefer exclusively vigilante punishments instead of recourse to legal
authorities. This outcome supports the central argument of the study that anger per se is
a factor in approval of vigilante violence, regardless of the presence or absence of legal
authorities. Now, I explain the statistical results one by one. First, for the child molester,
blasphemer, and thief, the presence of anger suggested a preference for vigilante beating
of the offender (β = 0.17, p < .01; β = 0.16, p < .05; and β = 0.18, p < .01, respectively). This
means that when people are angry, they prefer vigilante beating as punishment for child
molesters, blasphemers, and thieves. Second, for the rapist, the participants preferred
vigilante lynching of the offender (β = 0.17, p < .01). This indicates that people are more
sensitive to rape: when they are angry, they prefer vigilante lynching as punishment for a
rapist. Last, for the murderer, anger was not associated with a preference for any form of
punishment. This implies that people do not bother with murderers. Perhaps a murderer
induces more fear than anger, which would explain the lack of association of anger with a
preference for any particular punishment in this case (see also García-Ponce et al., 2019:
26). The present study is not concerned with the variations explained herein but is rather
focused on anger and punishment preferences.
Table 4: How anger predicts punishment preferences for different types of moral offenders.
Anger
Child molester
Approval of taking the offender to legal authorities
Approval of vigilante beating of offender
Approval of vigilante lynching of offender
Blasphemer
Approval of taking the offender to legal authorities
Approval of vigilante beating of offender
Approval of vigilante lynching of offender
Rapist
Approval of taking the offender to legal authorities
Approval of vigilante beating of offender
Approval of vigilante lynching of offender
Murderer
Approval of taking the offender to legal authorities
Approval of vigilante beating of offender
Approval of vigilante lynching of offender
Thief
Approval of taking the offender to legal authorities
Approval of vigilante beating of offender
Approval of vigilante lynching of offender
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p<0.001. N = 500.
source: author
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β

S.E.

F

R2

-.05
.17**
.04

.03
.04
.04

5.56***

3%

-.03
.16*
.05

.03
.04
.04

6.14***

4%

-.07
.10
.17**

.03
.04
.03

9.10***

5%

-.04
.12
.05

.03
.04
.04

3.61**

-.02
.18**
.03

.03
.04
.04

6.04***

2%

4%
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Thus, the results of the OLS regression in Table 4 are consistent with those in Tables
2 and 3, which demonstrate that anger per se is a factor in approval of vigilante violence,
and also explicitly reinforce earlier findings that anger is a separate factor in approval of
vigilante violence regardless of whether authorities are present or absent. Hence, it cannot
be assumed that people feel anger because authorities are not present, or police have low
legitimacy. Reading all three tables together, I argue that anger should be treated as an
independent emotional reaction to moral offenses.
Finally, I summarize the results overall. First, there is evidence that police fairness
predicts approval of vigilante beatings. Police corruption is found to be a strong predictor
of both approval of vigilante beatings and approval of vigilante lynchings. This means that
people’s perceptions of police fairness and corruption affect their approval or disapproval
of recourse to vigilante violence. However, the coefficient of police effectiveness is found
to be statistically nonsignificant. This might mean that because of the widespread
acceptability of vigilantism, participants do not see police as effective for controlling
crime in their neighborhoods; rather, they rely on vigilantism as a form of self-help. Thus,
the findings partially support H1. Second, there is substantial evidence that anger is a
strong predictor of both approval of vigilante beatings and approval of vigilante lynchings
in the absence of controls for the effect of police legitimacy. This implies that anger
independently predicts approval of vigilante violence as an emotional reaction to moral
offenses. This supports H2. Third, there is strong evidence that anger predicts a preference
for vigilante punishments for moral offenders in place of recourse to legal authorities even
when the latter are present. This supports H3. In fact, H2 and H3 support the argument
that anger per se is a factor that independently predicts vigilante violence, regardless
of the presence or absence or (il)legitimacy of the authorities. Educational attainment
also predicts approval of vigilante beatings. This finding is consistent with the results of
prior studies; one such study was conducted in Ghana (2009), another in Latin American
countries (Nivette, 2016), and the last in Pakistan (Tankebe & Asif, 2016). However, it
should be noted that none of these studies used student samples, unlike the current study.
This finding expands the scope of findings on the effect of educational attainment from
the general population to the category of university students. The findings suggest that
the higher the level of educational attainment is, the greater is the disapproval of vigilante
violence. It is also worth noting that even within this restricted sample of students, the
study extends the research on differences related to educational level.

DISCUSSION
The current study examined the following three research hypotheses: 1) whether police
legitimacy affects approval of vigilante violence; 2) whether anger affects approval
of vigilante violence; and 3) whether anger affects punishment preferences for moral
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offenders. Now, I individually explain the three key findings of the study. First, this
study’s findings are consistent with those of prior studies that police legitimacy, assessed
in terms of police corruption, affects approval of vigilante violence (e.g., Nivette, 2016;
Tankebe & Asif, 2016). These studies have suggested that when people perceive police as
corrupt and unlawful, they are likely to support vigilante violence. Police corruption is the
most significant predictor of police legitimacy in the context of Pakistan (Jackson et al.,
2014; Malik & Qureshi, 2020). Perceptions of police corruption have become part of the
collective public consciousness, as manifested in some metropolitan cities, such as Lahore
and Faisalabad. Some youths use a typical slang term to denote police corruption: they
call police officers “chilard”, which means “money” or “rupees”, i.e., Pakistani currency.
This slang term refers to the practice of bribing police to induce them to overlook unlawful
behavior. Based on the current study and the findings of prior studies, corruption is an
overarching issue linked to police legitimacy and public approval of vigilante violence
in Pakistan. Thus, police anticorruption reforms are a dire need to eliminate corrupt
practices among police and reduce public approval of vigilantism (Tankebe, 2009).
Moreover, the findings related to police fairness also concur with Jackson et al.’s (2013)
findings from London and Tankebe and Asif ’s (2016) findings from Lahore, in which
procedural fairness predicted support for vigilantism. This suggests that when people
perceive police to be unfair and procedurally unjust, they approve of vigilante violence
against offenders. Last, and unexpectedly, the study found that police effectiveness does
not predict approval of vigilante violence. This finding replicates the findings of earlier
studies, i.e., one from Ghana (Tankebe, 2009) and another from Pakistan (Tankebe &
Asif, 2016), but it contradicts Nivette’s (2016) findings from Latin American countries and
Adzimah-Alade et al.’s (2020) results from Ghana in which institutional ineffectiveness
explained support for vigilante violence. In the current study, police effectiveness was
measured in relation to neighborhood safety and crime control. Given the evidence of
pervasive support for vigilante violence in Pakistan, it seems that people deem it their
personal prerogative to provide safety and exert social control on their own behalf in their
neighborhoods (Kubrin & Weitzer, 2003: Tankebe & Asif, 2016). Therefore, it is suggested
that participants do not depend on police effectiveness; rather, they rely on their own
abilities and strength for neighborhood safety and for crime control.
Second, the current study extends the research on approval of vigilantism by seeking
empirical support for the importance of anger, which has been somewhat neglected by
prior studies. This study provides empirical support for prior theoretical studies (Silke,
2001: Asif & Weenink, 2019) and concurs with the empirical findings of García-Ponce et
al. (2019). Additionally, beyond the domain of vigilante violence studies, the finding is
consistent with prior criminological and social justice studies that have suggested anger
as a significant predictor of preferences for punitive retribution (Johnson, 2009; Tyler &
Boeckmann, 1997; Enns, 2014; Darley et al., 2000; Carlsmith et al., 2002). Thus, there is
strong empirical evidence that anger is an equally important factor that independently
predicts approval of vigilante violence. Third, the findings shown in Table 4 reveal
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that for none of the moral offenders was the punishment of taking the offender to the
legal authorities preferred. Rather, for all moral offenders except murderers, vigilante
punishment preferences were expressed. This suggests that when people are angry, they
mostly prefer vigilante punishments over recourse to legal authorities even when the latter
are present. This outcome transcends the debate over the role of the presence of legal
authorities; it implies that when anger is morally motivated against an offender, people
prefer vigilante punishments. The findings in Table 4, together with those in Tables 2
and 3, strongly support the claim that anger per se is a factor that independently explains
vigilante violence regardless of the presence or absence or (il)legitimacy of police. Thus,
the study suggests that anger also needs to be studied independently as a factor outside of
police legitimacy to explain approval of vigilante violence in future studies.

4

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THIS STUDY
The findings of the current study have important theoretical implications. Previously, the
phenomenon of vigilante violence has been linked to the absence or weakness of statelevel interventions (Black, 1976, 1983; Abrahams, 1998; Buur & Jensen, 2004) and to police
legitimacy (Tankebe, 2009, Jackson, et al., 2013; Nivette, 2016). However, this study has
demonstrated the theoretical significance of anger, which can help future studies examine
this social problem from another perspective. This anger perspective suggests that if
offenses linked to anger are not managed appropriately, then anger has the potential to
flare in the form of violent vigilante punishments. This study further warns that vigilante
violence might entail risk to lives as a consequence of anger. In this vein, in a case in the
UK, vigilantes staged attacks following the rape and murder of Sarah Payne. A group of
vigilantes rushed to attack a female doctor after confusing the word “pediatrician” with
“pedophile”. The doctor saved her own life by fleeing her home (Silke, 2001: 125). To mitigate
such life-threatening risks, anger needs to be appropriately addressed through counseling
and the raising of broader mass awareness regarding how anger can be managed. In
addition, police legitimacy can help eliminate or at least reduce acts of vigilante violence
if police are not corrupt and are procedurally fair. The objective of police is to provide
public peaceful alternatives to retaliations and emotional outpourings through the thirdparty provision of impartial justice (MacCormick & Garland, 1998; Cooney, 1997). The
punishment of offenders by angry vigilantes is not a solution to crime; rather, it amplifies
the problem by violating the norm of the state’s monopoly on the legitimate use of force
(Haas et al., 2012).

85

Chapter 4

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES
First, this study cannot be generalized to the entire population because the survey was
administered to university students only. Therefore, for future research, it is suggested
that investigators study approval of vigilante violence by focusing on the general
population and obtaining cross-country samples to verify to what extent anger plays a
role in explaining this social problem in other societies. Second, further research needs
to explore whether only anger leads to approval of vigilante violence or other negative
emotions, such as fear, stress, anxiety, tension, or feelings of exclusion or deprivation also
play a role. Third, the coefficients of predictor variables such as police fairness, police
corruption, and anger were not that large but only moderate, and the variance explained
in the survey data findings was somewhat small. Follow-up studies can evaluate whether
these predictors perform differently in different contexts. Additionally, as indicated by
the results, the variance explained was better for approval of vigilante beatings than for
approval of vigilante lynchings. Perhaps lynching is an extremely horrendous act that
people approve of very rarely. Therefore, future studies also need to determine what
other factors may better explain approval of vigilante violence in general and approval of
vigilante lynchings in particular. As every study has some limitations, so does the current
one. However, despite these limitations, the study makes a significant contribution on the
phenomenon of approval of vigilante violence.

CONCLUSION
This research opens a new avenue in the research domain of approval of vigilantism by
exploring the importance of anger as another significant theoretical approach along
with the police legitimacy approach. The study suggests that anger per se is a factor that
independently predicts approval of vigilante violence. The findings support the prior
theoretical and limited empirical studies on support for vigilante violence and extend
this research beyond the existing theoretical approach focusing on the absence, weakness,
or (il)legitimacy of police. The study findings have significant theoretical implications.
Mainly, as this study suggests anger as another independent explanatory factor for
approval of vigilantism, future investigators need to consider this variable in their work
on the social problem of vigilante violence. In addition, this study suggests that police
need to be lawful and procedurally just to increase disapproval of vigilante violence.
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ENGINEERING VENGEFUL
EFFERVESCENCE: LYNCHING
RITUALS AND RELIGIOUSPOLITICAL POWER IN PAKISTAN

(Asif, M., Weenink, D., and Mascini, P. (2021). under review in the British Journal of
Criminology)
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ABSTRACT
Based on case studies of seven (attempted) lynchings in Pakistan, we argue that they can
be considered lynching rituals, which are instrumental in a context of political strife.
“Shrpsnd anasr” (agitators) play an important role as ritual engineers; they assemble
crowds by spreading rumors and vocalizing accusations, use rhythmic chanting and
slogan repetition to generate a shared vengeful mood, and focus the crowd’s attention
on the (fabricated) encroachment of a moral imperative (notably blasphemy). Ritualistic
punishment not only generates strong feelings of communion but also offers religiouspolitical leaders an opportunity to show their power to mobilize followers. We conclude
that the vengeful effervescence generated in lynching rituals strengthens the clientelistic
interdependency networks of these religious-political leaders.

Keywords
blasphemy, clientelism, lynchings, rituals, violence
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INTRODUCTION
This article analyzes lynchings in Pakistan. Lynchings can be described as a form of
vigilante violence in which alleged offenders are punished and killed, often by torture
and mutilation, without reliance on institutionalized legal procedures. Basically, two
approaches can be distinguished in the study of lynchings. The first approach concentrates
on the ritualistic aspects of lynchings, relying primarily on qualitative historical studies
of the US South at the turn of the 20th century (Buckser, 1992; Brundage, 1993; 1997;
Patterson, 1999; Ehrenhaus and Owen, 2004; Young, 2005). These works show how
lynchings were organized as public rituals that played an important role in maintaining
and glorifying white male supremacy—most black victims were lynched based on
allegations of having raped or assaulted white women (Louise Wood, 2018). Lynchings
were prescripted, following a more or less similar order of activities, and attracted large
audiences. Drawing on Collins’s (2004) interaction ritual theory, Asif and Weenink (2019)
outlined the constitutive elements of “vigilante rituals” and argued that the strong emotions
aroused by the (alleged) encroachment upon moral imperatives (i.e., rape, murder, child
molestation, robbery/theft, blasphemy) are intensified, channeled, and transformed into
collective violent action through such rituals.
The second approach perceives lynchings as instrumental; they are viewed as ordinary
citizens’ attempts to take the law into their own hands when the state fails to maintain
moral order and safety (Abrahams, 2003; Adinkrah, 2005; Goldstein, 2003). This research
tradition demonstrates that a lack of legal legitimacy, notably perceptions of ineffective or
corrupt law enforcement, increases the likelihood of supportive attitudes toward violent
self-help (Tankebe, 2009; Nivette, 2016; Haas et al., 2014).
Whereas the instrumentalist approach concentrates on factors beyond the
actual lynching situation (e.g., a lack of legal legitimacy) to explain the likelihoods of
lynchings occurring or of people approving of them, the ritualistic approach focuses
on the actions taken during actual lynching situations. While our main focus is on the
microsociological processes of lynchings to understand how they emerge, we also consider
their macrosociological and political contexts as factors to explain why lynchings take
this particular form. Our analysis raises questions about what are commonly considered
distinctive features of vigilantism in the instrumental approach (see Asif & Weenink 2019:
3). Instead of perceiving lynchings as ordinary citizens’ attempts to maintain law and
order, we argue that they can be understood as local religious-political leaders’ organized
efforts to unleash vengeful emotions and violence to demonstrate their power.
To answer the question of how lynchings are organized and why they take their
particular form, we studied seven lynchings in Pakistan. First, we introduce the historical,
social and legal contexts of the lynchings studied.
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A LACK OF POLICE LEGITIMACY, FAMOUS KILLERS AND
BLASPHEMY LAWS
Pervasive corruption undermines the legitimacy of the police in Pakistan (Gallup Pakistan,
2011). Based on their survey of heads of household in two towns in Lahore, Jackson and
colleagues (2014) reported that 86% of the respondents believed that police were ineffective
in controlling violent crimes, while 65% indicated that they had “sometimes” or “many
times” paid or promised to pay police officers to overlook unlawful behavior. Moreover,
88% of the respondents perceived police as untrustworthy, and 86% indicated that they did
not consider them usually honest (see also Bashir, 2011; Hussain, 2010). In their research
survey conducted in three towns in Lahore, Tankebe and Asif (2016) found that 75% of
heads of household indicated that handing over a suspect to police was pointless because
doing so would not bring the suspect to justice, while 60% did not condemn the killing of
suspected criminals by the public. While we do not know of similar studies conducted in
other regions of Pakistan, we suspect that perceived low levels of police legitimacy are not
restricted to Lahore and can be found throughout the country.
Second, celebrated perpetrators of lethal violence play a distinctive role in the
collective memory of Pakistan, and our interviewees referred to them. Perhaps the bestknown killer is a Muslim boy, Ilm Din, who stabbed a Hindu publisher in 1929 after he
had published a book that had distressed Muslims on the subcontinent. The story of the
killing is retold in contemporary books (Nagina, 1988; Mateen, 2014), and portraits of
Ilm Din decorate the interiors of many houses and shops in Pakistan. Ilm Din gained the
honorary title “Ghazi” (holy warrior), and the day he was hanged by the British colonial
authorities is widely commemorated today. His shrine in Lahore attracts many followers
who pay tribute to “the great martyr.” A more recently glorified killer is Mumtaz Qadri,
the bodyguard who shot and killed the governor of Punjab in January 2011 because the
governor opposed the blasphemy laws. Demonstrations were held to celebrate the murder
(Maqbool, 2011), and rallies were staged in support of Qadri when he was executed by the
legal authorities (Sayeed, 2017). More recently, in 2020, a boy named Khalid Khan shot a
defendant, Tahir Naseem, in a courtroom during a trial revolving around allegations of
blasphemous remarks in Peshawar. Immediately after the incident, people began to share
the photo of the shooter on social media together with pictures of the abovementioned
killers, thus suggesting that Khalid Khan deserved a place in the canon of great martyrs.
Demonstrations and rallies were staged in favor of the murderer, calling for his release.
Even the police officers escorting the boy took selfies with him and shared them on social
media (Gannon, 2020; Farooq & Ahmad, 2020). These instances suggest that such killers
are celebrated as heroes and that their actions are a source of pride and prestige.
The martyrdom of these famous killers revolves around their prowess in punishing
religious offenses. Defiling the name of God or the Prophet is one of the worst criminal
acts in Pakistan and is inherently tied to the Partition, a conflict that was based on and
further deepened the religious identity of the country. The British promulgated blasphemy
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laws in 1860 to keep peace on the subcontinent and then passed even stricter laws in 1927
(Center for Research and Security Studies 2014). After the creation of Pakistan, these laws
became part of the Pakistan Penal Code. During the Zia-ul-Haq regime (1977–1988), more
severe sanctions were introduced; notably, articles 295-B (desecrating the Quran shall
be punishable up to imprisonment for life) and 295-C (defiling the name of the Prophet
Muhammad (s.a.w.) shall be punishable up to death or imprisonment for life and shall also
be liable to a fine) (Amnesty International, 2016).
Given the glorification of killers who took the law into their own hands to punish
religious offenses that are considered among the gravest crimes in the penal code, it is
not surprising that most of the lynchings we studied revolved around accusations of
blasphemy. The Pakistan Center for Research and Security Studies (2014) and Hashim
(2020) have reported that since 1990, 52 to 77 people have been killed extrajudicially by
vigilantes based on blasphemy allegations in Pakistan alone.

CONCEPTUALIZING AND CONTEXTUALIZING LYNCHING
RITUALS

5

Prior studies, from Raper (1933) to more recent ones (Louise Wood, 2018), have highlighted
the ritualistic nature of lynchings in the US South at the turn of the 20th century (also see
Buckser, 1992; Brundage, 1993; 1997; Patterson, 1999; Ehrenhaus & Owen, 2004; Young
2005). Because they followed a more or less common format, Young (2005: 639–40, 664)
referred to lynchings as “pre-scripted performance practices.” Young noted that the
schedule of activities was sometimes advertised in local newspapers with an announcement
of the date—often a Sunday—time, and location. One part of the lynching mimicked
formal judicial procedures, which were performed by local community leaders rather than
legal professionals. As described by Buckser (1992: 24), the victim was “presented before
a witness, tried, made to confess, read a verdict, and ceremonially executed.” Another
part of the lynching was of a religious nature, with sermons delivered by local Christian
leaders, such as priests or ministers. Patterson (1999) and Ehrenhaus and Owen (2004)
argued that the white Christian community saw lynchings as blood sacrifices to God.
The black victims were seen as violators of God’s covenant with the white community, for
which they could receive salvation through sacrificial punishments that were abhorrently
cruel. Victims were assaulted and tortured, their corpses mutilated and then hung or
burned (see Brundage, 1993; 1997; Clarke, 1998).
Asif and Weenink (2019) argued that “vigilante rituals”—here, more precisely termed
“lynching rituals”—not only bring about Durkheimian communion but also prepare and
mobilize people for collective violent punishment. Based on his reading of anthropological
studies of the religious assemblies of aboriginal tribes in Australia, Durkheim (1912/1915:
231–2) noted that gatherings can generate feelings of group membership when
participants develop a shared focus of attention and attain bodily synchrony; he stated
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that they experience “communion […] by shouting the same cry, saying the same words,
and performing the same action in regard to the same object.” Durkheim (1912/1995)
called this elated state “collective effervescence.” When the participants move as one, they
tend to feel oneness with others; “synchrony” is linked to “entitativity,” as experimental
psychological studies have shown (Kühn et al., 2010; Páez et al., 2015; and see Verberk,
1999 for a meta-analysis).
Collins’s (2004: 48) interaction ritual theory specifies four ritual ingredients that
generate entitativity. The first is an assembly of bodily copresent people. The second
ingredient is (the creation of) boundaries vis-à-vis outsiders; participants must develop a
sense of who is part of the group and who is not. The in-group may be further differentiated
by distinguishing between an onlooking, supportive audience and a set of individuals
who are performing some action. When participants form spatial-bodily arrangements
oriented toward the action, they develop the third ingredient: a mutual focus of attention,
a spectacle. The final ingredient is the development of a shared mood (e.g., anger, joy,
sorrow).
However, rituals not only generate transient feelings of group membership. Collins
(2004: 48) argued that the objects that were originally the focus of attention can turn into
symbols of the group. These symbols carry the feeling of communion over a longer period
and endow group members with a sense of pride and belonging. Studies of lynchings have
noted that the remnants of the victims’ bodies can be turned into such symbols. Young
(2005: 641–8) reported that body parts became “souvenirs” that white onlookers collected
in remembrance of the ritualistic punishment. Additionally, photos of lynchings were
taken and later circulated and sold as postcards (Louise Wood, 2018: 776; 778). Buckser
(1992: 18) argued that lynchings were not only enacted as “community retribution”
against black offenders but were also “community recreations,” festive events in which the
white crowd experienced pride and joy (see also Tolnay & Beck, 1995; Clarke, 1998). Thus,
vigilante violence creates feelings of communion by celebrating a victory over a shared
enemy (Bloch, 1992).
Lynching rituals do not emerge in a social vacuum. Asif and Weenink (2019: 12)
noted that the likelihood of lynchings increases when authorities (such as legal and/or
social) encourage the use of violence against perceived offenders; the encouragement from
the authorities not only renders vigilantes less fearful and accountable but also justifies
and legitimizes their acts of violence. For instance, in the US South at the turn of the
20th century, police officers voluntarily handed over alleged offenders to the public and
attended lynchings as onlookers (Brundage, 1993); additionally, as noted, clergymen
delivered sermons as part of the lynching ritual (Raper, 1933; Patterson, 1999).
Quantitative historical studies have shown that political and economic competition
explain the geographic and temporal variation in the diverse forms of racial violence
perpetrated against Blacks, including lynchings. More specifically, these studies showed
that the rates of racial violence rose when interracial competition intensified because of
the changing fortunes of the cotton economy –, i.e., immigration, the urbanization of
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blacks, economic contraction, and political challenges to white supremacy in the South,
such as the one-party rule (Tolnay & Beck, 1995; Olzak, 1990; however, these findings have
been challenged by Beck et al., 1989).
Studies of collective violence in South Asia have also highlighted the role of political
competition in collective violence. They have shown that local political leaders have an
interest in actively creating riots and pogroms to maintain or improve their positions in
patronage networks. Berenschot (2009; 2011) described how nationalist Hindu political
leaders aroused fear among their voters by spreading rumors about upcoming attacks
by neighboring Muslims. With the help of goondas, i.e., men with a reputation for being
violent and aggressive, they instigated violence against Muslims to show their power to
effectively deal with the alleged threat and to protect Hindu residents (notably in areas
where the Hindu national party was on the brink of winning elections and much less so
when it faced clear victory or defeat; see Dhattiwala & Biggs, 2012). The pogroms, thus,
helped to maintain relationships between residents who voted for local political leaders
in exchange for access to state services (tax and legal exemptions, medical care, etc.) and
strengthened the ties between goondas and local politicians, as the latter relied on the
former for intimidation and aggression in exchange for a portion of the extortion money
or for legal exemption for their clandestine businesses.
Research on collective violence in Pakistan, notably with regard to the Mohajir Qaumi
Movement (MQM) in Hyderabad and Karachi, similarly shows how lethal riots, which are
often considered ethnic conflicts, are organized to strengthen ties between voters, political
leaders and violent groups. Gayer (2012) reported that in Karachi, the MQM used groups
of armed men to instigate collective violence as a tactical political instrument from the
mid-1980s until the first decade of the 2000s. Initially, broader urban conflicts (related to
dangerous public transport, land use and real estate development in squatter settlements)
prompted riots, but these struggles became an ethnic conflict that was used to enlarge
the electoral basis of religious-political groups such as the MQM and related student
movements (Gayer, 2007: 534–5). By increasing insecurity, the MQM created a demand for
providing physical and economic protection to Mohajir populations in exchange for votes
(Gayer, 2012: 78, 83). Here, the electoral gains provided access to state resources that could
be used to strengthen clientelistic interdependency networks. These groups of armed men
later helped to broaden the economic basis of the MQM, shifting the use of violence to
extortion and land-grabbing, in particular (Gayer, 2012: 82).
Verkaaik (2003) showed the important role of the MQM in creating massively violent
riots in Hyderabad, Pakistan, in 1990. In response to police attempts to recover their
arms supplies, constituents of the MQM fueled anger and fear by spreading “rumors of
policemen molesting women, beating up old men and desecrating mosques” (Verkaaik,
203: 18), and during the fights, there was an “ongoing electric noise of voices screaming
through the loudspeakers of surrounding mosques that Mohajirs were being attacked
and killed” (idem: 19). The full-scale ethnocide was preceded by years of aggression at a
local level. During this period, the MQM succeeded in linking identity politics to political
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violence by enabling the “poorer and less privileged sections of the Mohajir migrant
population to gain access to the political process and public sphere from which they had
mostly been excluded” (Verkaaik, 2003: 20–21).
Below, we consider whether and to what extent these ritual ingredients appear in the
lynchings we studied and, if so, how they were organized and by whom. On the surface,
vigilante rituals may appear to be spontaneous outbursts of collective anger, but a closer
analysis is needed to understand the degree to which they are orchestrated spectacles.

METHODOLOGICAL OUTLINE OF THE STUDY
First, we prepared a list of well-known (in terms of awareness among the general public)
lynching incidents in Pakistan in 2010–2018 (Table 1). In our study, five (attempted)
lynchings were related to blasphemous allegations: one was about an accusation of
robbery, and another occurred following the bombing of two churches. Table 1 provides
an overview of the cases, showing the dates and places, short summaries and the data
sources we used to describe each case.
Our main data source comprises 15 interviews conducted by the first author with
eyewitnesses, middle-ranked police officers, a journalist, and local political and religious
leaders. The questions were provided in advance, and the interviewees were given the
opportunity to answer them in their own words. Finding and interviewing people for this
study was not easy. Lynchings are a contested and sensitive topic in Pakistan, and this is
even more the case for violence associated with blasphemy, a topic fraught with tension.
For instance, one interviewee confided that “the discussion we are now having I can only
have for the purpose of research. I can’t share my ideas on these topics in a class or in
society at large. If I did so, people would declare me an infidel.” The first author noticed
that potential interviewees felt reluctant to speak openly, and they sometimes suddenly
refused to participate in the interview after having consented earlier. It also turned out
that some (potential) interviewees who had participated as perpetrators or bystanders
feared possible legal consequences of being interviewed because police had detained
several suspects for investigation after the lynchings, and some of them had been found
guilty by the court. Potential interviewees suspected that the first author was actually
a police investigation officer from the intelligence department or a journalist, and they
were not always convinced by the documents shown to them (a formal statement of the
researchers’ appointment at the [blinded for review] University as well as an informed
consent sheet approved by the ethics board of the University [blinded for review]). After
some interviewers declined participation, the first author asked acquaintances with a good
reputation within the community to affirm that the researcher was reliable and that the
sole purpose of the interview was scientific. After their mediation, potential interviewees
were more willing to be interviewed. The interview sessions took place in their homes
or offices. In four cases, the first author was taken to the place where the lynching had
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occurred, which encouraged the interviewees to narrate the details of what had happened
at the location.
All interviews were recorded with the permission of the interviewees. The recordings
were transcribed and translated from Urdu into English. We first coded the interview data
based on themes related to the ritual ingredients described above. In addition, we created
codes inductively. For instance, the interviewees pointed to the role played by “shrpsnd
anasr” (literally “miscreants”) in lynching rituals.
In addition to the interview data, the first author held nine shorter fieldwork
conversations with people who had been directly involved in these cases as witnesses. These
conversations took place in the residential areas where the lynchings had been committed.
Note that the lynchings were executed by men only; therefore, the interviews and fieldwork
conversations were conducted only with men because in Pakistan, such activities are
deemed exclusively the domain of men. We also sourced phone camera-recorded videos
on social media and YouTube. We found them by using keyword searches, e.g., “Mishal
Khan lynching incident,” “Lahore Youhanabad lynching,” and “Sialkot lynching of two
brothers.” These videos captured (parts of) the violence committed against the victims
and the chanting of slogans before and after the lynchings. Finally, we collected news
reports regarding the cases from well-known and widely circulated Pakistan newspapers,
such as Dawn and the Express Tribune, as well as from British media, such as the BBC
and Daily Mail.
The four types of data allowed us to triangulate the details of each incident (by crosschecking the dates, locations, presumed cause and course of events) and to provide a richer
account of each case. For instance, the newspaper reports contained only post hoc and
mostly general information concerning the events, while the videos captured the actual
(violent) action but mostly only shorter moments of the lynching incident. These gaps
were then filled by the interviews. On the other hand, the videos enriched the interview
data by showing details of bodily action.
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Table 1. Lynching cases with date and place, short summary, and data sources
no. Name case
1
Mardan

Date and place
Short summary
April 2017; Abdul Wali
Mishal Khan was lynched by fellow
Khan University, Mardan students based on blasphemy
allegations.

Data sources
interviews 1–4; fieldwork
note a; BBC news report 1;
three video clips

2

Youhanabad March 2015; Youhanabad Babar Noman and Hafiz Naeem,
neighborhood, Lahore
accused of being involved in a bomb
attack on Christian churches, were
lynched and burned.

interviews 5–6; fieldwork
note b; BBC news report 2
and The News report 1; two
video clips

3

Kot Radha
Kishan

November 2014; Kot
Radha Kishan, Kasur
district

Shahzad and Shama were accused
of desecrating the Holy Quran. They
were beaten and then burned.

interviews 7–9; fieldwork
note c;
Daily Mail news report 1

4

Bahawalpur July 2012;
Chanigot town,
Bahawalpur district

Ghulam Abbas was accused of
desecrating the Holy Quran. He was
later lynched, and his corpse was
burned.

interview 10; fieldwork note
d; The Express Tribune
news report 1

5

Sialkot

August 2010; Buttar
neighborhood, Sialkot
district

Two brothers, Mughees and Muneeb,
were accused of robbery and lynched
by a crowd.

fieldwork notes e–h; The
Express Tribune news report
2; two video clips

6

Chitral
(attempted
lynching)

April 2017;
Shahi Mosque, Chitral
district

Rashid Ahmed was accused of uttering interviews 11–14; The
Express Tribune news report
blasphemous remarks in a mosque
during the Jumma (Friday) prayer. The 3; one video clip
imam saved his life and handed him
over to police.

7

Badami
Bagh
(attempted
lynching)

March 2013; Badami
Bagh neighborhood,
Lahore

Sawan Masih, a Christian man, was
accused of blasphemy. He was saved
by police, but protesters vandalized
the local Christian community and
assaulted residents.

interview 15; fieldwork note
i; Dawn news report 2; one
video clip

source: authors

In subsequent sections, we denote the data sources that we relied on in each case as follows.
First, in all references to interviews and fieldwork notes, we removed all identifiers, given
the risks to interviewees if their identity identities are exposed. For instance, we refer to
the interviews by number (1–15) and to the fieldwork notes by letter (a–i). In the case of
newspaper reports, we provide the name of the news medium and the number (e.g., Daily
Mail 1), and for video data, we refer to the case and add the video clip number (e.g., video
Sialkot 1). Links to the online news clips and video material are listed below.
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THE ORGANIZATION OF LYNCHING RITUALS
Here, we provide a descriptive account of each case, which will later be used to draw
conclusions about the presence of ritual ingredients and demonstrate how they were
organized.

Arousing vengeful effervescence
In Mardan, students and staff were enraged about the victim’s lack of religious respect
and “objectionable talk in front of people.” For instance, he was said to have compared the
voices of Muezzin (religious officials who call people to prayer) reciting the Azan (call to
prayer) with the barking of dogs. In response to a supposedly blasphemous Facebook post,
the leaders of the Jamaat-e-Islami and Pashtun Students’ Federation (PSF) asked students
to gather on an April morning in front of the hostel where the victim was staying (1;
BBC 1). Approximately 300 students assembled (1). The student leaders and a counselor
from one of the largest political parties in the country, Pakistan Tehreek e Insaaf (PTI),
delivered antagonizing speeches. They said the victim had desecrated the name of God
and the Prophet (1) and aroused the assembled students by raising slogans such as “Allah
O Akbar” (2) (Figure 1, Mardan video 2, 3).2 After the chanting, the students went inside
the hostel, broke into the room where the victim had locked himself and dragged him
to the campus grounds (2; 5; BBC 1, Mardan video 3). There he was beaten, shot, and
beaten again. Eventually, police officers intervened but could only prevent the remains
of the victim from being burned. One of our interviewees commented, “Laypeople did
this under the influence of emotional speeches. I think there is definitively someone who
mobilizes the mob. […] Those leaders have vested interests, while the rest of the people are
just motivated emotionally” (4).
The lynching in Youhanabad took place in a large Christian residential area in Lahore
following terrorist bomb attacks targeting the local Roman Catholic Church and Christ
Church during Sunday prayers. At least 15 people were killed, and seventy were wounded
in the attacks (BBC 2). After the thunderous sound of the bomb blasts, people came
running out of their houses or from the nearby market to see what had happened (5; 6;
BBC 2). By the time police and rescue services arrived, a protest had started. A leader of the
Christian Masiha Millat political party, a local priest and a manager of an NGO that offers
support to the Christian community delivered hate speeches and urged people to find the
terrorists who had committed the bomb attacks (5, 6). One of our interviewees noted,
“During these events, shrpsnd anasr (‘miscreants’) […] always try to use such mobs for

2

Common slogans are “Hurmat e Rasool per jaan bi Qurban hai; jo ho na ishq e Mustafa zindgi fazool
hai” (“We can sacrifice our lives for the dignity and persona of the Prophet; without the love for the
Prophet, life is nothing”), “Ghustakh ki aik hi saza, sar tan se juda” (“The only punishment for a
blasphemer is beheading”), and “Ghustakh ka jo yar hai, moot ka haqdar hai. Aag lga dain...Ya Nabi,
Ghustakh ko tare...Ya Nabi. Hum tukre kr dain...Ya Nabi” (“Friends of blasphemers deserve death. We
must set the blasphemer on fire and chop him into pieces”).

99

5

Chapter 5

Figure 1 Student leaders giving hate speeches prior to the Mardan lynching.
Still taken from video clip Mardan 3. Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZexWiSO_QUI

their interests. They didn’t try to calm down the people but rather tried to create a chaotic
situation” (5). Eventually, some “shrpsnd anasr” claimed to have found the perpetrators
of the bomb attacks, but it later appeared that they were two innocent passersby who
happened to fit the profile of young bearded Islamic terrorists (5, 7). Police intervened and
were able to lock the men in their van, but after a scuffle, protesters broke into the van to
seize the alleged suspects and lynch them (5, 7).
Some days before the lynching in Kot Radha Kishan, a rumor had spread in a rural
tehsile (township) that a Christian couple had desecrated the Holy Quran. Shama and her
husband had been cleaning the house of her deceased father, who was known as a magician.
Shama had thrown all the trash outside the house to burn it, including some documents
with handwritten notes in Arabic that were later found by a “hawker” or “peddler” (7;8).
This person told the manager of the local brick kiln factory that the Christian couple had
burned the Quran; in another version of the story, it was the manager who said so. In any
case, our interviewees said the blasphemy allegation was based on hearsay and noted the
construed nature of the accusations. Additionally, police could find no proof among the
ashes that it was indeed the Holy Book that had been burned (7;8). It was estimated that
after appeals for revenge against the couple for their supposed defiling act through the local
mosques’ loudspeakers after Fajr, the morning prayer, as many as 1,500 to 2,000 people
from at least seven nearby villages gathered at the Yousaf brick kiln, where the couple was
caught locked into a room (7; 8; Daily Mail 1). 3 An eyewitness told us, “Announcements

3
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Note that in Pakistan, various announcements are made through mosques’ loudspeakers, and not all
of them are related to religion, but also about social events.

Engineering vengeful effervescence: Lynching rituals and religious-political power in Pakistan

were made all the time through the mosques. Religious leaders can motivate a crowd easily
for violence” (7). Another interviewee blamed students and teachers from neighboring
madrassas (religious schools) for provoking the situation by giving hate speeches and
shouting religious slogans (9). They encouraged people to break the lock of the room, to
beat the couple and to throw them into the furnace of the brick kiln (7; 8). Interviewee
8 commented, “At least two sensible people were involved, a counselor and an advocate.
They could have controlled the mob if they had wished to do so. However, the lowerranked people can’t control such incidents.”
In Bahawalpur, our interviewee was playing cricket with his friends when he heard
announcements through the mosque loudspeakers that someone had burned the Quran
and had said offensive things about the Holy Prophet (10). However, he pointed to the
contrived nature of the accusation. In his account, the victim had drunk something in
a shop, and when the shopkeeper had asked him to pay, the victim could not find any
money in his bag and accused the shopkeeper of snatching it. A scuffle ensued, leading the
victim to show the Quran and ask the shopkeeper to swear on it. The shopkeeper reacted
by beating him and yelling loudly that the victim wanted to burn the Quran, which was
not confirmed later by either the villagers or police. When our interviewee arrived at the
designated place, he and his friends saw people “beating a person of whom everybody later
said he was a malang [mentally disturbed and/or vagrant] type of person. He looked like a
beggar with his torn clothes, little beard and long hair. Even his sandal was broken” (10).
When police arrived, they arrested the victim and took him to the police station. However,
appeals were then made, again through the mosque’s loudspeakers, for people to protest in
front of the police station along with the claim that “the only punishment for blasphemy is
death” (10). A crowd of approximately 1,000 people gathered in front of the police station
(10; The Express Tribune 1), led by a group of thirty to thirty-five “outsiders who belong to
religious organizations” (10). They gave aggressive speeches targeting the alleged offender
and aroused the crowd by chanting religious slogans and encouraging people to attack the
police station to capture the alleged offender. Our interviewee commented, “When people
hear this [about blasphemy], they become emotional and don’t listen anymore” (10). Police
officers tried to convince the protesters to leave the punishment to the legal authorities.
However, the crowd did not accept this and started throwing stones at the police station.
Police reacted with aerial fire to disperse the crowd, but the protesters would not leave.
Instead, they clubbed the officers who were on duty before the gate and broke into the
police station. The police officers ran away, and the mob broke the lock of the victim’s
custody cell, dragged him out and started to club him on the spot. Meanwhile, fifteen to
twenty vehicles had arrived with “religious agitators” armed with bottles of petrol, which
they used to set fire to the police station and police vehicles. The mob dragged the victim
outside the police station to lynch him, and the remaining officers fled from the burning
police station (10; The Express Tribune 1).
In the two contrasting cases that did not end with the lynching of the victim (Chitral
and Badami Bagh), large crowds assembled as well, again mobilized and agitated by
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religious leaders. As we will discuss below, these cases help us to understand the broader
political conditions that render lynchings more or less likely. In Chitral, a man uttered
blasphemous and objectionable words (saying he was a prophet and that he would bring
people to Jannah [paradise]) in a packed mosque while making use of the right to speak
up (a right that is mostly used to ask for charitable gifts) before the Jumma (Friday) prayer.
Note that our interviewees disagreed regarding whether the man was mentally disturbed,
and we tend to think that their opinions were related to their interest in justifying a severe,
likely lethal but legal punishment (declaring the man mentally disturbed would have led
to less severe punishment, which was against the interest of our interviewees in keeping
peace in the area). The followers beat the man and planned to kill him, but the imam
prevented them from doing so (13; 14; The Express Tribune 3). The imam handed the man
over to police, who took him to the police station. However, people had gathered outside the
mosque after hearing the blasphemous words through the mosque’s loudspeakers (Figure
2). They set fire to the car of the imam and marched to the police station (13; 14). There,
an estimated 3,000 to 4,000 protesters demanded the release of the blasphemer so that
they could punish him themselves (Figure 3, video Chitral 1). They were throwing stones,
and fights broke out between the protesters and police (14; The Express Tribune 3). After a
highly ranked police officer, religious scholars and local political leaders intervened, most
people left the protest, but some “drug addicts and drug sellers and scroungers” stayed to
vandalize and loot buildings and public property.

Figure 2 The crowd chanting slogans in Chitral before marching to the police station where
the accused was locked up.
Still taken from video clip Chitral 2. Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y0oadwHV7c8
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Figure 3 Here the crowd was demanding police to hand over the alleged blasphemer held
in custody.
Source: https://www.dawn.com/news/1328360

In Badami Bagh, two friends who were “criminals” and had a “loss of character,” one
Christian and the other Muslim, had a drunken dispute about whose Prophet was the better
one (Dawn 2). After the fight, the Muslim young man informed local religious leaders,
who then announced through mosque loudspeakers that Christians had desecrated the
name of the Prophet and called for people to gather for a protest. At the assembly, agitators
delivered speeches and circulated slogans (15; video Badami Bagh 1). The police told the
crowd that they had arrested the Christian young man, but the protesters wanted to see
him hanged immediately so that everybody could see that justice was done. The police
then showed the accused to a delegate of the protesters, who again demanded that he be
hanged right away or else handed over so that they could hang him themselves. Religious
leaders then stepped up, pleading for the matter to be left to the police and offering to
ensure that the man would be punished (15). A lynching was averted, but the protesters
went to the Joseph Colony, a Christian residential area, to vandalize property and assault
residents. An interviewee commented, “I would say some people were involved who see
themselves as religious, but actually they are agitators. The common people are unaware
of their real character, and they exploit such situations for their own benefit. They strike
when the iron is hot’” (15).
Finally, the one case in which agitators did not appear in our interviewees’ accounts
occurred in Sialkot when village dwellers chased the perceived robbers immediately (e, g),
103

Chapter 5

beat them to death and hanged them. The incident began when a milk supplier shouted
that he had been robbed (f). As Colombijn (2002) and Adinkrah (2005) noted, yelling
catchwords such as “thief, thief ” is a common way to mobilize people in countries where
judicial self-help is prevalent. As one interviewee remarked, “Probably you have read
about our Pashtun society, if someone yells in the market that there is a thief, people will
come and punish him without verifying” (1). Police officers were present on the scene, but
they did not intervene (videos Sialkot 1 and 2).
To explain the lynchings, our interviewees offered a version of the LeBonian
crowd theory in which they considered the uneducated masses emotionally susceptible
and incapable of withstanding the attempts of what they called “miscreants” to arouse
vengeful violence.4 Our interviewees suggested that these agitators were local religiouspolitical leaders or people with ties to religious-political parties. While our data cannot
distinguish how many members of the crowd were actually involved in the violence and
how many were ordinary citizens rather than agitators, the lynchings clearly attracted a
large number of onlookers. However, we prefer not to take our interviewees’ LeBonian
view of the crowd for granted. Rather than emotional beings who are easily lured into
violence, we consider members of the crowd to be purposive actors who have an interest
in joining, if only to watch (see also Stott & Drury, 2017). Before discussing this issue in
more detail below, we first consider the observed ritual ingredients.
In six out of the seven cases, agitators played an important role in the organization of
the lynching. One exception is the Sialkot lynching, which comes closest to the prevailing
notion of vigilante violence as the attempts of ordinary citizens to take the law into their
own hands. As we argue below, it is most likely not a coincidence that agitators played a
role in lynchings that revolved around accusations of blasphemy, while they were absent
in Sialkot, where the victims were accused of robbery.
Agitators started with attempts to bring people together in public spaces to vent and/
or arouse indignation about alleged wrongdoing. Assemblies were instigated by spreading
rumors and by calling for people to protest against the religious misdeeds of the victims,
notably through local mosques’ loudspeakers. The agitators can be perceived as ritual
engineers who arranged assemblies of people and created a shared mood (a collective
desire for revenge) and a mutual focus of attention (a collective orientation regarding the
offenders’ encroachment upon a moral imperative).
Once people had assembled, the agitators instilled feelings of vengeful fervor by
yelling accusations, delivering antagonizing speeches, singing songs and chanting
slogans. These are activities par excellence that require and generate, quite literally, bodily
attunement (as we could observe in the video material of the Mardan, Sialkot, Chitral and

4

104

Le Bon (1895/1947) wrote that when people flock together in a crowd, they tend to deindividualize and
become irrational, mindless entities.
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Badami Bagh cases; see also Figures 1 and 2).5 Collins (2004: 48), following Durkheim’s
lead, argued that this process of “rhythmic entrainment” in which participants adjust
their bodily gesturing and movements to one another intensifies the feedback between a
mutual focus of attention and a shared mood (see also McNeill, 1997). When this process
intensifies, people experience the elated feelings of communion and empowerment that
Durkheim described as “collective effervescence,” here perhaps more accurately captured
as “vengeful effervescence”—as the contents of the songs and slogans project what should
be done with the offender.1 Before considering the political and macrosociological
background of the cases, we first describe the actual violence involved in lynchings. The
details are gruesome, but from an analytical viewpoint, they show once more how ritual
ingredients are organized.

Killing circles
Once the participants took hold of the offenders, they dragged them to an open space,
where people encircled them as the violence began. The lynchings occurred in this
particular spatial-bodily arrangement, which not only allowed onlookers to watch the
scene but also enabled people to take turns hitting, punching, kicking and stomping the
offender, as we observed in the video material (videos Mardan 1, 3; Youhanabad 1, 2; and
Sialkot 1, 2; see Figures 4 and 5). The participants used their bare hands and feet, but we
also heard and observed people using clubs and rods; occasionally, the videos also showed
people throwing stones to hurt and kill the offenders (videos Mardan 1, 3; Youhanabad 1,
2; Sialkot 1, 2).
The circular formation around the victim suggests that the violence enacted is related
to the creation of communion. Goffman (1986: 18) noted the sociological implications
of circular formations, stating that they provide “an eye-to-eye ecological huddle that
maximizes each participant’s opportunity to perceive the other participants’ monitoring of
him.” The circle allows audience members to observe not only the violent punishment but
also others’ viewing of this incident. Regarding ritual ingredients, the circular formation
allows a shared focus of attention. As the participants literally turned their backs to what
was happening elsewhere in the public space, they also demarcated who participated in
the lynching, creating a boundary against outsiders.
Furthermore, as observed in the video material (videos Mardan 1, 3; Sialkot 1, 2),
the circular formation provided a stage on which audience members could join in the
violence (see also Figures 4, 5). Additionally, some audience members held others back
from joining in if the stage became too crowded. They separated the stage on which
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The first author experienced the power of collective singing when he joined a sit-in in Lahore during his
fieldwork. The sit-in was a protest against Aasia Bibi’s (a blasphemy accused) acquittal by the Supreme
Court of Pakistan in October 2018. In that sit-in, a religious song was repeatedly and fervently sung:
“Na bijli do na pani do bs Aasia ko tum phansi do, Ghustakh e Nabi ye hai Walah, bs phansi pey esi
latkana hai” (“We want neither electricity nor water, but what we just want is, hang Aasia Bibi because
she is a blasphemer, I swear. Therefore, we must hang her”).
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violence was committed from the audience who formed a circular formation around it.
The participants thus arranged a public execution that generated collective involvement,
in terms of both the actual violence and mutual witnessing.

Figure 4 On the campus of Abdul Wali Khan University in Mardan, a circle forms around the
victim being beaten.
Still taken from video Mardan 3. Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZexWiSO_QUI

Figure 5 In Youhanabad, onlookers assemble in a circular formation around the victim being
burned.
Source: https://www.thenews.com.pk/tns/detail/610829
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The lynchings did not stop when the offenders were killed. In Youhanabad, Kot Radha
Kishan and Bahawalpur, the victims were beaten (nearly) to death and then burned, but
in Mardan and Sialkot, remnants of the victims’ bodies were saved when police and/or
bystanders opportunely intervened (2; e; The Express Tribune 2). Our interviewees noted
that the burning of the victims was instigated by local religious-political leaders who
provided petrol for the purpose (3, 5, 7, 8, 10). One could say that burning the victim
provides a way for “agitators” to frame the lynching as the total eradication of the stain
that the victim had made upon the moral imperative. In addition to this purification,
lynching upholds the claim of integrity and ensures the sacredness and uncontested
nature of the moral imperative for future events. In Youhanabad, Kot Radha Kishan, and
Bahawalpur, the act of burning the victim might be connected to the type of offense, i.e.,
the alleged attempts to bomb and burn churches and the alleged burning of the Holy
Quran, respectively (5, 8, 10).
In his study on vigilante violence in South African townships, Gross (2016: 245)
reported “attacks that go far beyond what is required for victory, as in the attacking,
mutilating of dead bodies.” What outsiders may view as “excessive” or “unnecessary”
violence and cruelty may serve as proof of group strength and solidarity for insiders. This
interpretation is supported by the celebratory pride that participants show when they
present slogans after lynching, as noted by some of our interviewees (2; 8) and observed in
our video material (videos Mardan 2; Sialkot 1, 2).
All the victims of lynchings were considered outsiders of marginal or questionable
social status in their communities; e.g., they had a reputation for being offensive or deviant
(Mardan) or were seen as Islamic terrorists (Youhanabad), Christians and relatives of a
magician (Kot Radha Kishan), a poor vagrant (Bahawalpur), criminals who terrorized
the area (Sialkot), either a mentally confused person or part of a conspiracy to propagate
hate between Islamic sects (Chitral) or “criminals and of loose character” (Badami Bagh).
We conclude that lynching rituals “generate in-group unity in three ways: they
collapse social relationships into binary us–them distinctions, they align the actions of
participants following a known interaction script, and they bring them together into a
social event that is delimited in time and space” (Asif & Weenink, 2019: 7). Religiouspolitical leaders benefit from such violent communion; lynchings show that their claim
to represent the moral community remains uncontested and valid. However, their
involvement should be viewed in light of a larger context of political strife, to which we
turn now.

The politics of lynching rituals
Our interviewees blamed “miscreants” for exploiting the crowd. They thought the
“uneducated” and “lower classes” could not be held responsible for their emotional
responses. Indeed, our data show that agitators, as “ritual engineers,” know how to
organize and turn an assembly into a genuine ritual in which feelings of communion and
readiness for violent retaliation are fostered. However, agitators cannot play their role as
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ritual engineers without the crowd’s active and intentional participation. Why are these
agitators, who are religious-political leaders, according to our interviewees, interested in
organizing lynching rituals? And why do “ordinary citizens” participate?
As noted, various student organizations were involved in the Mardan lynching. One
interviewee (1) indicated that these organizations were engaged in a political struggle.
The victim had been a member of the Pashtun Students’ Federation (PSF), and the other
organizations exploited this association to discredit the PSF. Showing their capacity to
take action, the leaders of both Jamaat-e-Islami and PTI—who were personally involved
in the lynching—mobilized their followers, announcing that the blasphemy must be
punished. These student organizations are wings of political parties that offer financial
and other forms of support to students in return for assisting in their election campaigns,
meetings and protests. As an interviewee stated, “I know this case was manipulated
politically. Religious and political parties used this case for their own interests” (4). The
political interests behind Mishal Khan’s lynching probably also affected the police, as one
interviewee confided: “The role of our security and police system was very weak at the
time. I think there were maybe around 20 police soldiers present as well as the assistant
and the deputy superintendent (DSP) of the regional Khabar Pakhtunkhwa Police. They
were standing there but doing nothing. I myself asked for aerial firing to disperse the
students, but the DSP didn’t take action. They could have stopped them if they had wished
to, but they didn’t” (2). Another witness added, “I tell you one thing; if the DSP had wished
to take control, this incident would never have happened. Religion is the cheapest tool in
the hands of the authorities to mobilize a crowd” (3).
In Youhanaabad, well-known local Christian leaders played a central role in
addressing the crowd after the bomb blast, exploiting the terrorist attack to unleash the
lynching and three days of rioting (5, 6). Our interviewee commented, “People follow
these leaders because they support them when they need to go to the police station or get a
job. On the other hand, the leaders gain […] votes and other personal benefits” (5).
Similarly, in Kod Radha Kishan, people in key political positions, notably the local
government chairman, a counselor and a member of the Provincial Assembly (MPA),
encouraged the crowd to take action “behind the curtains” (7). Our interviewee suggested
that they had done so to “save their vote bank” (7). While one officer was said to have tried
to stop the crowd from beating the couple (8), he did not fire in the air, which may have
saved their lives—which made one of our interviewees think that the police had some
interest in not intervening more forcefully (9).
Several interviewees pointed to the religious-political strife in Pakistan, with
religious-political leaders competing for voters in exchange for clientelistic services. In
this political context, the organization of lynchings in Pakistan seems to reinvigorate
clientelistic interdependencies similar to those described in studies of collective violence
in India and Pakistan, as noted above.
The dynamics of political strife also help us understand why lynchings were averted
in Chitral and Badami Bagh. In the former case, the mosque where the blasphemous act
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took place was not tied to a specific sect and offered services to all Muslims, which may
have influenced the imam’s decision to hand the blasphemer over to police. In this way,
he tried to avoid one sect exploiting the incident to mobilize a mass of people in its name.
This interpretation is all the more plausible because, according to another interviewee,
the vandalism (which left the imam’s car ablaze) and the attacks on the police station
where the blasphemer was held in custody were organized by “religious leaders…who
want to destroy the peace between the three communities of Chitral. […] Some of them
have made a profession of it” (14). Moreover, the imam would have risked a major blow
to his reputation and perhaps a lockdown of his mosque if he had allowed his followers
to punish the blasphemer themselves because violence in a mosque, let alone murder, is
strictly prohibited in Islamic ideology. As one interviewee remarked, “Some people wanted
to show off and wanted to get political benefits as a reward. The victim was a mental,
and a mental can utter anything. But […] the Islamized power politics used the crowd
for their benefits behind the curtain. They’re like scoundrels, but in veils” (12). In the
Badami Bagh case, lynching was averted because local leaders prioritized their interests
in maintaining relationships with the police. Moreover, if they had planned to seize the
alleged blasphemer, they would have had to confront a strong police force amounting to
hundreds of police officers.
The clientelistic power behind lynchings is even more striking when agitators
claim the right to punish the alleged offenders on behalf of the religious community
and forcefully attempt to appropriate them from the legal authorities, as happened in
Youhanabad, Bahawalpur, Chitral, and Badami Bagh (see Figure 3). In Mardan and Kod
Radha Kishan, the legal authorities’ passive presence sanctioned the power of religious
leaders to commit lynching.
In conclusion, thus, the contemporary lynchings in Pakistan have transformed
traditional forms of self-help to punish offenders in demonstrations of political power.
As political strife in Pakistan revolves around religious cleavages, “they make blasphemy
cases” (12) to organize lynching rituals.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
In this study, we positively answered the questions of whether well-known cases of
lynchings in contemporary Pakistan can be considered vigilante rituals that generate
experiences of moral communion and whether these outbursts of extreme vigilante violence
are orchestrated for political reasons. We show that agitators play an important role as
ritual engineers in assembling crowds by spreading rumors and vocalizing accusations,
causing people to embody a shared mood by chanting rhythmically, repeating slogans,
and focusing attention on staging a public spectacle. These agitators serve the interests
of religious-political factions that want to control local communities. The absence of
agitators in the one case where accusations of blasphemy did not trigger the lynching—a
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case of robbery—actually confirms the importance of the exploitation of mob violence for
religious-political purposes. In the two cases in which lynchings were averted, religiouspolitical leaders had an interest in having the alleged offender punished by the legal
authorities. In Chitral, the aim of the imam was to prevent one sect from being able to
exploit the incident. As his mosque served a variety of local sects, this exploitation would
undermine the unity of his followers. In Badami Bagh, local religious-political leaders
faced a strong police force and intervened to maintain their relationships with the police.
Our interviewees’ LeBonian and elitist view of the crowd denies the possibility that
ordinary citizens have a purpose and an interest in participating—if only by contributing
to the magnitude and political importance of the event by watching it in large numbers.
The ritualistic punishment of an imaginary or real offender against a moral imperative
not only generates strong feelings of communion but also offers the prospect of future
gains from being part of a clientelistic interdependency network from which religiouspolitical leaders (votes), agitators (opportunities to display their skills in intimidation and
violence) and “ordinary citizens” (access to services) can reap benefits. In the cases we
studied, intense emotions and political benefits overruled the willingness to allow the law
to take its course, which resulted in sacrificing people who were considered of marginal or
lower status based on accusations that proved to be false, fabricated or of a dubious nature.
What does our study contribute to the literature? It shows that lynchings can play a
role in maintaining and strengthening clientelistic interdependency networks, as has been
shown for other forms of collective violence, such as pogroms and riots. For this reason,
the prevailing notion of vigilante violence as attempts by ordinary citizens to take the
law into their own hands provides an inadequate, or at least incomplete, understanding
of most of the lynchings we studied. In our research setting, wherein religious-political
tensions are latently present, legal authorities are not trusted to enforce social norms
and provide public safety, religious-political leaders are present who have an interest
in mobilizing mobs, and unsubstantiated provocations can apparently sometimes be
sufficient to engender collective acts of cruel violence. Contrary to the claim of Gross
(2016), our findings also show that in none of these cases did excessive violence take the
form of “forward panic” after a period of building up “confrontational tension and fear”
(cf. Collins, 2008). Instead, the excessive violence enacted originated from orchestrated
communal feelings that moral imperatives had been encroached upon. Finally, our study
shows that the microsociological processes in which these feelings are generated are
instrumental in a larger context of macrosociological political strife.
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CONCLUSION
This dissertation had two research questions: why and how are vigilante violence and
lynchings enacted? In the following, to answer these questions, I conclude each chapter
and note what it contributes.
To begin with, chapter 2 offers a new theory of vigilante violence that touches upon
both questions above. First, it conceptualizes why people take recourse to vigilante
violence. It argues that when people feel righteous anger at a violation of their moral
imperative, they are likely to support vigilante violence. Second, it explains how lynchings
proceed. It articulates that such violence is enacted in vigilante rituals under certain
sociolegal conditions. These conditions include legal illegitimacy, exposure to violence,
and encouragement from authorities (whether official or informal religious or political
authorities) and help organize the microsociological processes of vigilante rituals that
lead to punishment of the offender. I sum up what this chapter contributes as follows.
First, it highlights the significance of anger in explaining vigilante violence. This may
lead future investigations considering anger in particular and emotions in general as an
explanatory factor behind this phenomenon. Earlier studies in this field did not give much
attention to emotions but rather focused on conceptualizations of support for vigilante
violence in the context of a lack of state/police legitimacy with the public (for instance, see
Nivette, 2016; Tankebe, 2009; Haas et al., 2012; Jackson et al., 2014). Second, this chapter
proposes that lynchings are enacted ritually and that certain macro sociolegal conditions
give rise to such rituals and the occurrence of lynchings. Earlier studies on lynchings did
note the ritual aspects of lynchings in the US South, but they did not explain how lynching
ritual processes proceed microsociologically (for instance, see Young, 20015, Peterson,
1999; Buckser, 1992). I proceed now to the empirical chapters.
Second, chapters 3 and 4 empirically respond to the first research question about
why people support vigilante violence. Specifically, chapter 3 assessed whether a lack of
police legitimacy predicts support for vigilante violence. Chapter 4 examines whether
either a lack of police legitimacy or anger independently predict support for vigilantism.
The findings of chapter 3 are in line with those of earlier studies on vigilante violence
that suggest that when people perceive the police to be illegitimate, they are likely to
support vigilante violence (see Tankebe, 2009; Nivette, 2016). This study implies that
people support vigilante violence instrumentally to compensate for a lack of police actions
to protect their safety and security. Next, the findings of chapter 4 partly replicate the
findings of chapter 3 and are congruent with other theoretical and empirical studies on
anger and vigilante violence (Silke, 2001; García-Ponce et al., 2019). Chapter 4 concludes
that police legitimacy and anger are two separate factors driving support for vigilante
violence. This means that while support for vigilante violence can be an instrumental
choice to compensate for a lack of police legitimacy, people might also support such
violence if they are easily angered. Anger is measured as a personality trait, and the
analysis shows that the preference for harsh punishments for various moral imperatives
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offenders (such as child molester, blasphemer, theft, and rapist) varies depending on
the level of anger. This suggests that anger is not only a personality trait, but it is also a
righteous anger that is related to the encroachment of a moral imperative. Anger in terms
of righteous has a social source, but measuring it as personality trait means that righteous
anger is not only determined by feelings directly related to the encroachment of a moral
imperative, but also by their personality. In other words, some people become more angry
about the encroachment of moral imperatives than others. Moreover, this chapter defines
vigilante violence differently from earlier work. For instance, earlier scholars (Senechal
de la Roche, 1996; Abraham, 2003) defined vigilante violence as an organized self-help
to enforce social control, but this chapter portrays vigilante violence as a spontaneous
emotional reaction by people who are easily angered. The results imply that anger needs
to be considered as a separate predictor of support for vigilante violence alongside police
legitimacy. The findings advance research on emotions and the link between emotions and
support for vigilante violence. Thus, this chapter also offers an answer as to why people
support vigilante violence.
Next, chapter 5 empirically responds to the second research question about how
lynchings are enacted. This study attempts to answer two questions: first, how lynchings
are mobilized and channeled through vigilante rituals and, second, how their likelihood
increases when authorities encourage such violence. The findings of this chapter are partly
in line with those of earlier studies that noted some rituals aspects (e.g., announcements to
gather a large crowd and the presence of religious leaders) of lynchings in the US South (see
Buckser, 1992; Brundage, 1993, 1997; Clarke, 1998; Patterson, 1999; Ehrenhaus and Owen,
2004; Young, 2005). However, this chapter makes further contributions. For instance,
first, it shows that moral communion is generated among the group before proceeding
to engage in such lynchings and that this occurs through microsociological processes
of vigilante rituals, in which feelings of intense emotions are mobilized and channeled
through singing and chanting in bodily alignment processes. This finding aligns with
the predictions of Collins’s interaction rituals theory by empirically showing the
microprocesses of the creation of moral communion (see Collins, 2004: 48). Second, this
chapter suggests that microsociological processes of vigilante rituals are not spontaneous
and do not occur in a social vacuum. Instead, they are orchestrated by religious political
leaders or so-called ritual engineers who induce crowds to showcase their power and who
probably reap benefits of political influence and dominance by attaining control over the
community. Earlier studies on lynchings in the US already noted the role of such agitators
(Patterson, 1999; Brundage, 1993, 1997). Furthermore, studies of lethal riots in India
and Pakistan found that local leaders induce violence to achieve political goals such as
increasing their vote bank and showcasing their power to their opponents (Berenschot,
2009; 2011; Verkaaik, 2003; Gayer, 2014). This finding shows that interaction rituals or
more precisely vigilante rituals can be engineered purposefully. To date, the organization
and mobilization of such rituals have not been given empirical or theoretical attention.
The notion of ritual engineers also offers a way to open research in this direction.
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Moreover, this chapter conceives of lynchings differently from earlier conceptualizations
and empirical studies. For instance, these earlier studies suggested lynchings are a form
of spontaneous self-help (see Senechal de la Roche, 1996: 104; Harnischfeger, 2003; Baker,
2002; Meagher, 2007; Smith, 2004) and a means of maintaining law and order on behalf
of a community (Abrahams, 2003). However, the findings of this chapter suggest that
lynchings notably related to blasphemy in Pakistan are in fact orchestrated forms of selfhelp that occur through microinteractional emotional processes which are channeled by
political leaders who want to showcase that they uphold the law better than police. The
chapter further adds that maintaining law and order is likely a strategic move by political
leaders to reap political benefits.
In sum, the chapters answer both research questions regarding why people support
vigilante violence and how lynchings are enacted. Chapters 3 and 4 show that people
support vigilante violence when they perceive police to be illegitimate and corrupt or
when they are easily angered. Second, chapter 5 shows that lynchings are enacted through
instrumental microsociological processes of vigilante rituals in a larger context of
macropolitical strife. Political leaders or ritual engineers induce mob violence to showcase
their power and to reap political benefits. These findings thus support the hypotheses
and research questions formulated from vigilante ritual theory in chapter 2. The first
hypothesis relates to whether a lack of police legitimacy predicts support for vigilante
violence, and the second hypothesis posits a lack of police legitimacy and anger as separate
predictors of support for such violence. The research questions ask how lynchings are
mobilized and channeled through vigilante rituals and, second, whether their likelihood
increases when authorities encourage such violence. Next, I discuss the theoretical and
empirical implications of the dissertation for broader theoretical approaches in sociology
and criminology. This is followed by a section that describes methodological implications
and then another section in which I illustrate how future studies can empirically examine
the remaining hypotheses derived from the theory presented here.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIOLOGY AND
CRIMINOLOGY
In what follows, I note the contribution of the dissertation overall in relation to theoretical
approaches in broader domains related to vigilante violence and lynchings.
First, earlier theories of state monopoly on the use of force and state legitimacy
propose that when the state or police monopolize territorial control and hold legitimacy in
the eyes of the public, then the likelihood of the use of vigilante violence is lower and vice
versa (Weber, 1978; Elias, 2000; Tyler, 1990; Bottoms and Tankebe, 2012). These theories
suggest that people employ violence instrumentally to compensate for the lack of a state
monopoly on violence and/or state illegitimacy. The empirical evidence from chapters 3
and 4 partly aligns with these theories by indicating that when people perceive police to be
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illegitimate and corrupt, they are likely to support vigilante violence. Moreover, chapter 4
suggests that people who are easily angered are also inclined toward support for vigilante
violence. This chapter highlights the significance of anger in relation to moral offenses
(child molestation, blasphemy, rape, and theft). This connection implies that support for
vigilante violence is more than an instrumental response to perceived grievances. This
finding advances research on anger in particular and emotions in general with respect
to the types of offenses that attract support for vigilante violence. Similarly, chapter 5
also shows the relevance of the emotions of anger, revenge, joy, pride and prestige in the
lynching cases studied. Thus, the findings of both chapters 4 and 5 explicitly show the
relevance of emotions—both negative and positive—in explaining violence. Furthermore,
chapter 5 shows the importance of microinteractional emotional processes in which
participants chant and sing rhythmic songs. In doing so, they transform their emotions
into vengeful effervescence in which violence becomes less difficult and rather is perceived
as a desirable or righteous punishment of the offender. These findings empirically accord
with Collins’s microsociological theory of violence, which also conceptualizes the
significance of emotions and microdynamics that make violence a less difficult choice
(see Collins, 2008: Karstedt, 2019). In conclusion, first, these findings together with earlier
mentioned work highlight the significance of emotions in explaining vigilante violence
and lynchings. Therefore, emotions should be considered and given more attention for
understanding and explaining violence in sociological and criminological studies. Second,
microsociological processes are important means of transforming actors’ emotions and
motivations into violence by making violence a less difficult choice. However, chapter 5
identifies different microprocesses from those proposed in Collins’ theory of violence (see
below). Additionally, further advancing research in this direction, this chapter highlights
the importance of ritual engineers who engineer mobilization and organize violence
through such microprocesses. I explain these findings in further detail in the following
sections.
Second, as already mentioned, Randal Collins (2008) theorized the relevance of
emotions and microsociological processes that may lead to the occurrence of violence.
Applying Collins’s microsociological theory of violence or more specifically “forward
panic” to vigilante violence, Gross (2016) attempted to understand vigilante violence in
three towns in South Africa. He operationalized the concept of forward panic and broke the
process down into a series of sequential stages. For instance, in the first stage, both parties
build up tension and fear (ct/f) during a confrontational encounter because of the threat of
violence. In the second stage, the buildup of this ct/f may be circumvented by either party
when the other party displays sudden weakness. In the third stage, the dominant party
“piles on” emotional dominance over the “demoralized” party. Finally, the dominant party
unleashes an “overkill” of excessive violence on the weaker party. His study’s empirical
findings aligned with the conceptualization of the Collins’s theory. However, the findings
of chapter 5 differ. These findings explicitly show that a buildup of confrontational
tension/fear and resultant forward panic are not required to unleash violence. Instead,
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violation of a moral imperative (such as blasphemy in Pakistan) suffices to arouse anger
and a desire for revenge among group members. In addition, these feelings are further
intensified and channeled through mobilization in microsociological emotional processes
of vigilante rituals that foster a sense of moral communion and subsequent violence. This
finding implies that microsociological processes are significant to violence whether they
are related to a buildup of confrontational tension and fear during an encounter between
two parties or occur within a group to create moral communion against the other party
(i.e., the offender) who is not present for a physical encounter. Second, chapter 5 finds that
emotions are an important driver for lynchings—but emotions (such as anger, revenge,
joy, pride and prestige) that are different from those identified in previous literature and
that operate in a different way. I further examine who exploits these emotions during the
microsociological processes of vigilante rituals.
Third, Charles Tilly’s theory of the politics of collective violence proposes that acts of
collective violence are politically driven as part of a struggle to attain power. He further
adds that such incidents are executed through violent rituals in which a well-coordinated
group follows a prescripted agenda of violence to inflict on rivals. Building on Tilly’s
argument, first, the findings of chapter 5 empirically support his theorization that acts
of violence—specifically lynchings—are a politically driven means of attaining political
power. The findings show that religious political leaders seek to reap political benefits by
pretending that they “uphold the law” on behalf of the community. Second, the findings of
the same chapter reveal also that lynchings are enacted through violent rituals in which a
group follows a prescripted agenda of violence such as announcement, gathering, bodily
alignment, chasing the offenders and then punishment, death and sometimes mutilation.
These findings add to Tilly’s research and imply that acts of collective violence are an
interplay between micro ritual processes and macro conditions of political strife. I go
on to explain how rituals develop moral communion among group members and lay the
groundwork for subsequent lynchings.
Fourth, Collins specified and outlined ingredients or stages of interaction rituals
that create unity and moral communion among group members (see Collins, 2004: 48).
Drawing on Collins’s interaction rituals (IR) theory, chapter 2 (on vigilante rituals theory)
conceptualizes the interaction rituals as vigilante rituals in the context of vigilante
violence and lynchings. Chapter 5 applies this vigilante rituals theory and shows that
lynchings proceed by means of vigilante rituals. These rituals can be divided into two
stages. The first stage can be named preliminary vigilante rituals because they are related to
mobilization and arrangements for likely vigilante action. These rituals begin with bodily
copresence, fostering a shared mood for taking action. In fact, the findings of chapter 5
related to this stage connect to Collins’s IR theory by noting the ritual ingredients in the
lynching cases studied. The second stage can be called vigilante action rituals because
they speak of vigilante punishments during lynchings. Here, I do not explain further the
constitutive steps of the two stages of vigilante rituals to avoid getting into too much
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detail on the findings. However, the results of this chapter suggest that participants create
moral communion during preliminary vigilante rituals, and then during vigilante action
rituals, they punish the offender through death and mutilation of the victim’s body parts.
In summary, this unfolding of vigilante rituals in lynching cases suggests that lynchings
proceed in a sequence of patterns and are organized by ritual engineers. These findings
contribute to Collins’s IR theory in terms of documenting further interaction rituals
required to attain moral communion.
Fifth and finally, drawing on the theory of social control (Black, 1976, 1983),
Senechal de la Roche contrasted vigilante violence as organized with lynchings as
spontaneous self-help on the part of communities seeking to attain social control on
their own behalf (Senechal de la Roche, 1996: 104). However, chapter 5 offers a different
perspective, particularly on lynchings. Most lynching incidents—specifically those based
on blasphemy—are not spontaneous acts of self-help; rather, only a minority of lynching
incidents are based on spontaneous reactions to events such as robberies. This finding
implies that the level of collective support for lynchings depends on whether they can
be conceived as organized or spontaneous. Moreover, chapter 4 finds vigilante violence
is a spontaneous emotional reaction on the part of people who are easily angered. Thus,
the findings of chapters 4 and 5 contradict earlier conceptualizations by suggesting that
vigilante violence is spontaneous (chapter 4) while lynching is in fact orchestrated selfhelp to attain sociopolitical control (chapter 5). Furthermore, Black and Senechal de la
Roche proposed that such violence is a means of self-help to attain social control when
the state is absent or weak. The findings of the chapter 2 relate to this theorization by
showing the support for vigilante violence as a lack of police legitimacy. However, chapters
4 and 5 in this dissertation have found complementary explanations by showing the
relevance of emotions and microsociological processes leading to vigilante violence and
lynchings as a means of extrajudicial self-help to attain sociopolitical control. In addition,
specifically, chapter 5 shows that the distinction between law and self-help is problematic.
As the findings of this chapter show that religious-political leaders aspire to uphold the
law to acquire legitimate political power and to become the new political authorities.
This suggests that the law becomes a part of political struggle within competing groups
claiming to represent the law. Thus, the line between law and self-help is blurry, fluid and
dynamic rather than rigid (as Black’s theory suggests).
To conclude, I summarize the contribution of the dissertation. First, it highlights the
role of emotion—namely, anger—and police legitimacy in explaining vigilante violence.
Second, it shows that acts of vigilante violence are spontaneous while lynchings are not
spontaneous acts of self-help; rather, they are orchestrated forms of self-help that are
organized through emotional microprocesses of vigilante rituals in which emotions of
anger and revenge are amplified and channeled through mobilization by political leaders
or ritual engineers to achieve political control.
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METHODOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
As already described, this dissertation poses two research questions: why and how vigilante
violence and lynchings are enacted. To answer the first question, chapter 3 employs an
attitudinal survey asking people whether they support vigilante violence, following earlier
quantitative empirical studies on vigilante violence (for instance, see, e.g., Tankebe, 2009:
Jackson et al., 2013). This survey technique helps to clarify a general tendency among the
targeted population of support for vigilante violence. However, it lacks details on whether
people’s support for vigilante violence varies with the offence or remains constant. Earlier
vignette studies suggested that such support for vigilante violence varies according to the
type of offense (see Haas et al., 2012, 2014; Nivette, 2016; García-Ponce et al., 2019). I thus
use vignettes in chapter 4. Participants were provided fictitious story-based scenarios in
which a group of people catch an offender in a likely action. These vignettes entailed five
different offense categories (e.g., child molestation, blasphemy, rape, murder, and theft)
to measure support for vigilante violence instead of just two categories (such as sexual
assault, community threats, or traffic violations) as in earlier studies. Among the five
categories, one was an economic offense (theft), another a moral and religious offense
(blasphemy), and the remaining three categories moral and physical offenses (child sexual
abuse, rape, and murder). Through this operationalization, the five categories provided
more diversity in the measurement of the public response. This innovation expands the
research to further diverse categories or values that might also attract public support for
vigilante violence across cultures. In addition, it can advance research on punitive vigilante
behavior by noting specific punishment preferences for specific offenses. However, these
vignettes, like the earlier surveys, are unable to illuminate how lynchings proceed. Thus,
to discover behavioral patterns and sequences in lynchings, this dissertation employs a
qualitative case study technique, which I describe now.
Chapter 5 presents case studies based on various data sources to provide a richer
portrayal of each case. None of the studies on vigilante violence or lynchings thus far
have taken this approach. Some studies have analyzed newspaper reports (see Adinkrah,
2005; Adzimah-Alade et al., 2020), while others have used in-depth interviews (see Gross,
2016). Chapter 5 relies on in-depth interviews, short fieldwork notes, video footage, and
newspaper clips. These different data sources enrich and reinforce each other by allowing
the cross-checking of facts and the filling of gaps across sources. For instance, the
newspaper reports contained only post hoc and mostly general information concerning
the events, while the videos captured the actual (violent) action but mostly only shorter
moments of the lynching incident. These gaps were then filled by the interviews. In turn,
the videos enriched the interview data by showing details of bodily action. Analysis of
these data sources helped to develop an in-depth understanding of the microsociological
processes involved, beginning from the offense to the mobilization and organization of
lynchings in a sequence of rituals. This chapter implies that to understand the dynamic
micro facts of such collective events, future research may also employ such a multisource
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approach to see how microsociological interactional dynamics take place. While I could
not use judicial case files as another data source, other works might do so. Perhaps it could
also be useful to explore interactional dynamics, as has been done in some studies on
violence (see Weenink, 2014). Future studies may consider this approach along with other
data sources of the sort that this chapter has employed.
Last, this dissertation uses a mixed-method approach including quantitative surveys
and vignettes and qualitative case studies that helped to answer the two questions of why
people support vigilante violence and how lynchings are enacted. This combination of
methodologies provided a better understanding of the phenomenon by showing why such
acts occur and how they proceed. Such insights might not have been generated with a
single form of data. Thus, the mixed methodology provides a more comprehensive answer
than a single method could. Therefore, future studies may also follow suit to understand
such acts of collective violence by employing a mixed-method approach.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDIES
This dissertation endeavored to explore some, not all, of the likely causes and factors
leading to vigilante violence and lynchings. Chapter 3 examined police illegitimacy as
a likely cause of people’s support for vigilante violence. However, this support is not
conditional on perceptions of police alone as authorities dealing with criminal offenders
or vigilantes. Indeed, future studies need to consider perceptions of the legitimacy of
the criminal justice system overall because police, courts, and corrections departments
(prisons) are all important state institutions that deal with such affairs.
Chapter 4 identified anger as another factor alongside police illegitimacy driving
approval of vigilante violence. In addition, chapter 5 showed the roles of positive emotions
of revenge, joy, and feelings of victory, pride and prestige after vigilantes punish and kill
the accused. Therefore, future studies need to consider both types of emotions (negative
and positive) to verify whether they explain approval of vigilante violence and lynchings
across nations. This helps advance research on emotions in sociology and criminology in
explaining support for vigilante violence and lynchings in particular and other forms of
collective violence in general.
Moreover, chapter 5 shows the microsociological emotional processes of vigilante
rituals whereby certain religious-political leaders or ritual engineers induce crowds to
engage in actual acts of lynchings. This implies that lynchings in particular and collective
violence in general need to be seen as an interaction between micro ritual processes and
macro conditions of political strife. This might be helpful for future studies on such
violence in the context of Pakistan in particular and in other contexts in general, such as
India where cow protection groups lynch cow meat eaters, and in Africa where thieves/
robbers are lynched by vigilante groups.
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Finally, I would like to highlight that I could not examine certain elements of the
remaining hypotheses and research questions derived from vigilante rituals theory
(chapter 2) but hope that future studies might do so. Both quantitative and qualitative
methodologies could be useful for the examinations. In this dissertation, I examined two
hypotheses and two research questions formulated from vigilante rituals theory, which
I have described earlier. The reason that I focused on these hypotheses and research
questions instead of others was to show that state/police legitimacy, which represents a
predominant theoretical framework used in this field, is not the only predictor of support
for vigilante violence and lynchings. This approach offered a useful framework for my
empirical chapters, as the findings have borne out. In turn, it is now easier for future
investigators to develop and work on the remaining hypotheses and research questions.
Finally, I hope vigilante rituals theory can provide inspiration to and can be put to use
fruitfully by other researchers in the area of vigilante violence and lynchings in particular
and collective violence in general.
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1.1.

CHAPTER 3

Police legitimacy and support for vigilante violence
i.

ii.

iii.

Gender:
1. M
2. F
Age:
1. 18-25
2. 26-33
3. 34 +
Level of Educational attainment
1. Basic or no education
2. Pre-university
3. University

Note: The items were adapted from prior studies (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Tyler & Huo,
2002; Tankebe, 2009a).

Police Quality of interpersonal treatment
The police treat citizens with respect.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police respect citizens’ rights.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police treat everyone with dignity.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Police quality of decision making
The police clearly explain the reasons for
their actions.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police provide opportunity of unfair
decisions to be corrected.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police try to find the best solution for Strongly
people’s problems.
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police sincerely try to help people
with their problems.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police take account of the needs and
concerns of people they deal with.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police follow through on their
decisions and promises.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree
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Neighborhood security
Crime levels in my neighborhood have
changed for the better in the last year.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

There are not many instances of crime in
my neighborhood.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

I feel safe walking in my neighborhood at
night.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Overall, my neighborhood is a good place
to live in terms of security.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Overall, the police are doing a good job in
my neighborhood.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

When the police stop people, they usually
handle the situation well.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police respond promptly to calls about
crime (e.g., robbery, assault).

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police are always ready to provide
satisfactory assistance to victims of crime.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police are doing well in controlling
violent crime.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police reach there where you need
them.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police are always able to provide the
assistance the public need from them.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Have you ever witnessed someone pay money to a
police officer or promise the officer a favor to overlook
their unlawful behavior?
Have you ever used someone related to a police officer
to prevent a case being pursued against you?

Many times

Often

Sometimes

Never

Many times

Often

Sometimes

Never

Do you personally known a situation where the police
decided not to investigate, arrest, charge, or prosecute
someone because that person is a relative or friend?

Many times

Often

Sometimes

Never

Have ever the police refused to investigate, arrest,
charge, or prosecute you because you are related to a
police officer?

Many times

Often

Sometimes

Never

Have you ever paid money to a police officer or
promised the officer a favor to over unlawful behavior?

Many times

Often

Sometimes

Never

Police responsiveness

A

Police lawfulness
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Obligation to obey the police
It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to Strongly
do even when you disagree with their decisions.
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to
do even when you do not understand the reasons for
their decisions.
It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to
do even if you think they are wrong.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

It is your moral duty to do what the police tell you to Strongly
do even when you do not like the way they treat you. disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

Support for vigilantism
It is sometimes OK for people to take the law into
Strongly
their own hands if they feel the police are unable to disagree
protect them.
Strongly
It is alright for members of the public to beat up
disagree
crime suspects.

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

People who kill armed robbers should not be
blamed.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

It is pointless to hand over a suspected criminal
to the police because they would not bring the
offender to justice.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree
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What motivates people to take the law into their own hands, and how can
socio-legal conditions impact such actions?
My name is Muhammad Asif and I am a Ph.D. student at the University of Amsterdam.
As a requirement to complete the degree, I am conducting a research project under
the title ‘Vigilante Violence: A Cultural Explanation’. I am curious to know why do
people collectively take law into their own hands and who support this and why? Your
involvement in this project as a respondent is entirely voluntary. The confidentiality of the
use of the data and the anonymity of the respondents will be ensured. It will take about
15-20 minutes to fill in this questionnaire.
Thank you for your consent and willingness to complete the survey.
First, I would like to ask you some questions about anger. Could you please indicate to what
extent the following items apply to you. Please, consider each of the following and tick one
answer category which is most appropriate in your view. (Scale: anger) (Hawthorne et al,
2006)
I am easily angered by people or situations.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very much

When I get angry, I get really mad.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very much

When I get angry I stay angry for a long while.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very much

When I get angry at someone, I want to hit the
person.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very much

My anger prevents me from getting along with
people as well as I’d like to.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very much
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You might find yourself in situations where you might react with anger to what others do.
Please, consider each of the following and tick one answer category which is most appropriate
in your view. (Scale: Righteous anger)
I get angry when someone:
violates religious norms.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very
Much

steals valuables.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very
Much

abuses a child.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very
Much

harasses a woman.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
Much

Very
Much

molests an innocent person.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very
Much

drives careless.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very
Much

cheats in sports.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very
Much

curses others.

Not at all

A little

Moderately

Fairly
much

Very
Much

Now I would like to ask you a series of questions about violence and whether you have
experienced it in the past 12 months. You might have been exposed to violent situations
at home, neighborhood, or in your community, either directly or indirectly as a witness or
bystander. Please tick one answer category which is most appropriate in your view. (Scale:
exposure to violence) (Joshi & Kaschak, 1998)
I have heard people shouting in my
neighborhood.

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

I have heard foul/abusive language at home and/ Never
or in neighborhood.

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

I have been beaten/assaulted/slapped in my
neighborhood.

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

Shouted to me

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

Shouted to others

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

In the past 12 months people in my home have:
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Beaten/assaulted/slapped me

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

Beaten/assaulted/slapped others

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

Shouted to me

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

Shouted to others

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

Beaten/assaulted/slapped me

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

Beaten/assaulted/slapped others

Never

Once in half Once per 3 Once per More than once
a year
month
month per month

In the past 12 months people in my community
and neighborhood have:

To what extent do you agree or disagree that the following qualities apply to the police?
Please tick one answer category which is most appropriate in your view. (Scale: Procedural
fairness) (all the subscales of police legitimacy are borrowed by Tankebe, Reisig, & Wang,
2016; Akinlabi & Murphy, 2018)
The police treat citizens with respect.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police take time to listen to people.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police treat people fairly.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police respect citizens’ rights.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police are courteous to citizens they come into Strongly
contact with.
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police treat everyone with dignity.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police make decisions based on the facts.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree
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(Scale: Distributive fairness)
The police provide the same quality of service to all
citizens.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police enforce the law consistently when
dealing with people.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police make sure citizens receive the outcomes
they deserve under the law.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Crime levels in my neighborhood have changed for
the better in the last year.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

There are not many instances of crime in my
neighborhood.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

I feel safe walking in my neighborhood at night.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police take bribes.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police are known to deliberately provide false
evidence to the courts.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police set up checkpoints to extort money from
citizens.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police are often bribed to overlook unlawful
behavior.

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

The police often refuse to investigate, arrest, or
prosecute people in case they are related to a police
officer.
The police often refuse to investigate, arrest,
or prosecute people who are acquainted with
influential citizen(s).

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree
nor disagree

Agree

Strongly
agree

(Scale: police effectiveness)

(Scale: police corruption)

(Scale: Past encounter with police and the colonial legacy of ‘thana’ (police station)
culture
People should contact the police, even if they have
not gotten their expectations fulfilled by the police
in the past.
The police colonial ‘thana’ (police station) culture has
improved for the better in the past five years.
People should trust in the police for their disputes to
be solved by the police in the future even if peoples’
past experiences have not been good with the police.
The police are doing sincere efforts to improve their
past image for the better.
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Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

Strongly
disagree
Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree
Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree
Strongly
agree

Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neither agree Agree
nor disagree

Strongly
agree

Disagree

Appendix

To what extent do you approve or disapprove when people come in contact with the following
situations? Please, consider each of the following options and tick one answer category
against each option which is most appropriate in your view. (Scale: Vigilantism)
Suppose a group of neighbors catches a child molester. To what extent would you approve or disapprove if they
would take the following actions:
Do nothing

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Scold the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Take the person to legal authorities

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Slap the person in the face

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Whip or beat the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person unconscious

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person to death

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Suppose a group of neighbors catches a blasphemer who utters derogatory remarks about their religious beliefs. To
what extent would you approve or disapprove if they would take the following actions:
Do nothing

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Scold the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Take the person to legal authorities

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Slap the person in the face

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Whip or beat the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person unconscious

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person to death

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve
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Suppose a group of neighbors catches a rapist. To what extent would you approve or disapprove if they would take
the following actions:
Do nothing

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Scold the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Take the person to legal authorities

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Slap the person in the face

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Whip or beat the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person unconscious

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person to death

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Suppose a group of neighbors catches a murderer. To what extent would you approve or disapprove if they would
take the following actions:
Do nothing

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Scold the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Take the person to legal authorities

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Slap the person in the face

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Whip or beat the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person unconscious

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person to death

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove

Neither approve
nor disapprove

Approve

Strongly
Approve
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Suppose a group of neighbors catches a thief. To what extent would you approve or disapprove if they would take
the following actions:
Do nothing

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove Neither approve Approve
nor disapprove

Strongly
Approve

Scold the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove Neither approve Approve
nor disapprove

Strongly
Approve

Take the person to legal authorities

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove Neither approve Approve
nor disapprove

Strongly
Approve

Slap the person in the face

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove Neither approve Approve
nor disapprove

Strongly
Approve

Whip or beat the person

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove Neither approve Approve
nor disapprove

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person unconscious

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove Neither approve Approve
nor disapprove

Strongly
Approve

Beat the person to death

Strongly
disapprove

Disapprove Neither approve Approve
nor disapprove

Strongly
Approve

Neighborhood leaders may or may not encourage the public to take matters into their own
hands in the following situations. Please tick one answer category which is most appropriate
in your view. (Scale: Neighborhood authorities encouragement)
Suppose a group of neighbors catches an offender and they discuss the matter with their neighborhood leaders.
What is the likelihood that neighborhood leaders will encourage people to deal with the offender on their own?
When the offender is a blasphemer who utters
derogatory remarks about their religious beliefs.

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Neither likely
nor unlikely

Likely

Highly
likely

When the offender is a thief

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Neither likely
nor unlikely

Likely

Highly
likely

When the offender is a rapist

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Neither likely
nor unlikely

Likely

Highly
likely

When the offender is a child molester

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Neither likely
nor unlikely

Likely

Highly
likely

When the offender is a murderer

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Neither likely
nor unlikely

Likely

Highly
likely
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Individuals may or may not be treated differently based on their social position and/or
their relationships with others in society. Please tick one answer category which is most
appropriate in your view. (Scale: Status and relational distance)
Suppose a rich and a poor person are charged with an
identical crime. How likely do you think it is that the poor
person will be punished more severe by the public than the
rich person?
Suppose a person with good and a person with bad
reputation are charged with an identical crime. How likely
do you think it is that the person with bad reputation will be
punished more severe by the public than the person with
good reputation?
Suppose a Muslim and a non-muslim are charged with an
identical crime. How likely do you think it is that the nonmuslim will be punished more severe by the public than the
Muslim?
Suppose a well-known person in the community and a
stranger to the community are charged with an identical
crime. How likely do you think it is that the stranger will be
punished more severe by the public than the well-known
person?

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Don’t
know

Likely Highly
likely

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Don’t
know

Likely Highly
likely

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Don’t
know

Likely Highly
likely

Highly
unlikely

Unlikely

Don’t
know

Likely Highly
likely

Finally, I would like to ask you about some background features.
i.

Gender:
1. M
2. F 			

ii.

Age:
1. 18-23
2. 24-29
3. 30-35
4. 36-41
5. 42+

iii.

Current level of education:
1. BS
2. Masters
3. MPhil
4. PhD

iv.

Ethnicity:
1. Punjabi
2. Pushtun
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v.

Where do you live?
1. Village
2. Town
3. City

A
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1.3 CHAPTER 5
Semi-structured interview guide
After introduction and sharing objective of the research. The interviews began with a
general question asking the interviewees:
1. Could you describe the lynching incident (referring to the specific incident) in detail
what happened and how did violent behavior erupt?
Then, follow-up questions were posed. For instance
2. How did the crowd get mobilized and what were the crowd participants doing?
3. How did the crowd turn violent and who escalated the situation?
4. How did the crowd participants get ready for perpetrating violence?
5. To what extent the crowd participants committed violence whether it was just slaps
and/or punching or quite brutal violence”?
6. What did they do after violence?

138

Appendix

LETTER OF INFORMATION / INFORMED CONSENT FORM
[Vigilante Violence: A Cultural Explanation]

Researcher:

Supervisor:

[Muhammad Asif]

[Dr. Don Weenink]

My name is Muhammad Asif and I am a Ph.D. student at University of Amsterdam. As
a requirement to complete my degree, I am conducting a research project about ‘Why do
people take law into their own hands’? I’m curious to know about what actually drives
people when they want to take the law into their own hands. I am conducting this project
under the supervision of Dr. Don Weenink. Based on your experience about such acts of
violence as observer, you are being invited to participate in this project. For the analysis
later on, this conservation will be audio recorded. However, your involvement in this
project is entirely voluntary and the confidentiality of the data and anonymity of the
participant will be ensured. All details that may identify you will be removed.
Thank you.
Muhammad Asif
Ph.D. Student
University of Amsterdam
The Netherlands
m.asif@uva.nl
03009404044

____________________________
Signature of Participant

__________________________
Date
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SUMMARY OF THE DISSERTATION (IN ENGLISH)
This dissertation analyses vigilante violence and lynchings in Pakistan. It offers a new
theory of vigilante violence—vigilante rituals theory. Chapters 3 and 4 empirically
examine two hypotheses derived from this theory and explain why people support
vigilante violence. The data in these chapters were obtained through surveys. The analyses
reveal that people support vigilante violence when they perceive police as illegitimate
and corrupt or when they are easily angered. Chapter 5 attempts to answer two further
research questions derived from the theory and show how lynchings proceed and are
enacted. The data for this chapter come from in-depth interviews and short field notes
with perpetrators, witnesses, and government officials, along with video footage and
newspaper clips related to the included lynching cases. The analysis shows that lynchings
are orchestrated through instrumental microsociological processes of vigilante rituals,
whereby crowds generate a feeling of moral communion under the active encouragement
of shrpsnd anasr (agitators)—religious-political ritual engineers who mobilize crowds by
chanting slogans and singing songs to activate bodily alignment processes. Vigilantes
then proceed with the prescripted lynching of the alleged offender to restore the integrity
of their moral imperatives. The aim of religious-political leaders in inciting crowds seems
to be controlling the community for political gain and showcasing their own power to
uphold the law. Thus, this new theory is more integrative and comprehensive than its
predecessors, as it provides a broader, more inclusive understanding of vigilante violence
and lynchings than earlier sociological and criminological theories related to collective
violence.
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Summary

SUMMARY OF THE DISSERTATION (IN DUTCH)
Dit proefschrift analyseert burgerwachtgeweld en lynchpartijen in Pakistan. Het biedt een
nieuwe theorie van burgerwachtgeweld - theorie van burgerwachtrituelen. Hoofdstukken 3
en 4 onderzoeken empirisch twee hypothesen afgeleid van deze theorie en verklaren waarom
mensen burgerwachtgeweld steunen. Dede gegevens in deze hoofdstukken zijn verkregen
door middel van enquêtes. Uit de analyses blijkt dat mensen steunen burgerwachtgeweld
wanneer ze de politie als onwettig en corrupt beschouwen of wanneer ze gemakkelijk
zijn boos. Hoofdstuk 5 probeert twee verdere onderzoeksvragen te beantwoorden die zijn
afgeleid van de theorie en laten zien hoe lynchpartijen verlopen en worden uitgevoerd. De
gegevens voor dit hoofdstuk zijn afkomstig uit diepgaande interviews en korte veldnotities
met daders, getuigen en overheidsfunctionarissen, samen met met videobeelden en
krantenknipsels die verband houden met de meegeleverde lynchzaken. De analyse laat zien
dat lynchpartijen worden georkestreerd door instrumentele microsociologische processen
van burgerwachtrituelen, waarbij menigten een gevoel van morele gemeenschap opwekken
onder de actieve aanmoediging van shrpsnd anasr (agitators) - religieus-politieke rituele
ingenieurs die mobiliseren mensenmassa’s door slogans te zingen en liedjes te zingen om
lichamelijke afstemmingsprocessen te activeren. Burgerwachten gaan vervolgens verder
met het voorgeschreven lynchen van de vermeende dader om de integriteit van hun morele
verplichtingen. Het doel van religieus-politieke leiders bij het ophitsen van menigten lijkt
de gemeenschap te beheersen voor politiek gewin en hun eigen macht te tonen om de wet
handhaven. Deze nieuwe theorie is dus meer integrerend en alomvattend dan zijn theorie
voorgangers, omdat het een breder, meer inclusief begrip geeft van burgerwachtgeweld
en lynchpartijen dan eerdere sociologische en criminologische theorieën over collectief
geweld.
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