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ABSTRACT 

Why do some post-civil war societies experience high levels of violent vigilantism, whilst 

others do not? Vigilantism, i.e. when citizens take the law into their own hands, in post-civil 

war societies is an overlooked topic within peace and conflict research. It is however a daily 

reality in some parts of the world, where populations are facing challenging post-war 

conditions, with the transition from war to peace being marked by high levels of crime and 

lack of order and security. Studies on vigilantism have pointed to the importance of state 

legitimacy; if the state is not viewed as the legitimate, this may spur citizens to take matters 

into their own hands. One potential variable that can undermine state legitimacy is judicial 

corruption. The judiciary has an important role in enforcing law and order, but if this role is 

perverted by corrupt practices, then citizens can no longer expect that the state is able to 

uphold the law in a fair way, and may turn to vigilantism. The aim of this thesis is to test this 

argument by studying the post-civil war cases of Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua. 

While the hypothesis gets some support, the overall conclusion is that while judicial 

corruption may harm the popular attitude toward the judiciary, it is perhaps not the most 

important variable in explaining high levels of violent vigilantism. 
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Chapter 1: 

Introduction 

‖Wars end, but violence in a society does not.‖ – Call (2007, 377) 

It is easy to assume that when a civil war has reached a settlement and thus officially ended, 

that this also signals the end to violence. However, even though large-scale political violence 

may come to an end, other types of violence tend to persist. In some post-war societies, the 

rates of violence even worsen, with death tolls reaching levels not previously seen during the 

armed conflict. It is for instance not unusual that post-war societies experience a spike in 

criminal violence. 

The peace and conflict research field has begun to cover a lot of the different kinds of 

violence that may arise during the war-to-peace transition, but one topic that is still mainly 

mentioned in passing but rarely explicitly focused upon is violent vigilantism. Hence, my 

contribution is to study the phenomenon of vigilantism in the context of post-civil war 

societies, thus furthering the understanding of a specific type of violence that may occur in 

such contexts. 

Vigilantism can be summarized as constituting a phenomenon in which ordinary citizens, 

when faced with an insecure and unpredictable environment and a weak state security 

apparatus, decide to „take the law into their own hands‟, thereby punishing perceived wrong-

doers without due process (Abrahams 1998). Studying vigilantism in the context of post-war 

societies is of interest for at least two reasons. First of all, post-war contexts are transitional 

periods, which I will argue, under certain conditions, can be susceptible to vigilantism.  

Secondly, vigilantism itself is a symptom of a larger problem. High levels of criminal 

violence are a reality that many post-civil war societies have to deal with and constitute an 

obstacle for these societies‟ path to peace and development. Hence, by studying violent 

vigilantism in post-war societies, we are able to catch a glimpse of the quality of peace, 

especially from the perspective of the citizens.  

Vigilantism does not occur in every post-civil war context though. Thus, the research question 

that this thesis will focus on is: why do some post-civil war societies experience high levels of 

violent vigilantism, whilst others do not? In order to explain the variation in levels of violent 

vigilantism in post-war societies, I will test whether the level of judicial corruption may have 

an impact. Previous research has suggested that the performance of state institutions have an 
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influential effect on the likelihood of vigilantism (Nivette 2016; Malone 2012). I have chosen 

to focus on the judiciary, since as a state institution, its ideal role is to enforce the law and 

uphold the State‟s monopoly on the use of violence, thereby creating social order and 

security. Corruption pollutes this role, thereby undermining the rule of law, which in turn 

hampers the creation of a societal order where justice and security is provided on equal terms 

to the citizenry.  

In addition to testing whether there is a relationship between high levels of judicial corruption 

and high levels of violent vigilantism, I will also test a potential causal mechanism connecting 

the two. One causal pathway between state performance and vigilantism has been suggested 

by previous research, but has so far not been tested empirically (Nivette 2014). This 

mechanism predicts that when the actors within state institutions are perceived by the 

citizenry to be corrupt, this will lower the trust in that state institutions can help to resolve 

interpersonal disputes and punish individuals who break legal norms. This delegitimization 

process will in turn motivate citizens to turn to vigilantism, in order to achieve some level of 

order and security in an environment perceived as chaotic and unpredictable (Nivette 2014).  

Due to the uncertainty over whether the state judicial system will actually punish law-

breakers, citizens may prefer to „take the law into their own hands‟ in order to ensure that 

criminal behaviour will be punished. In addition, what matters is the extent of the corruption. 

Hence, if judicial corruption is a common occurrence, this will negatively affect the citizens‟ 

expectation of being able to achieve a fair and just outcome through the state justice 

institutions, which in turn may push them towards pursuing punishment through alternative 

avenues, such as vigilantism. 

In order to study the expected relationship as well as the causal mechanism, three cases have 

been chosen in order to do a cross-case comparison. The cases selected for this study present 

an interesting empirical puzzle. The cases are post-civil war Guatemala, El Salvador and 

Nicaragua. All three cases experienced ideologically driven civil wars during the latter half of 

the 20th century and rather simultaneous peace processes during the 1990s. Despite 

presenting fairly similar characteristics on key factors, Guatemala experienced high levels of 

violent vigilantism following the end of the civil war. Meanwhile, Nicaragua experienced 

almost no violent vigilantism whatsoever. El Salvador on its part experienced significant 

amounts of violent vigilantism, but nowhere near the levels experienced by Guatemala. 

Hence, despite important similarities, these post-civil war cases had an interesting variation in 

terms of the level of violent vigilantism. In order to study these cases, a qualitative approach 



9 

 

was chosen. The time periods studied were a period of ten years following the end of the 

respective civil wars (Guatemala 1997-2006; El Salvador 1993-2002; Nicaragua 1991-2000). 

The findings were mixed. In the case of Guatemala, the expected relationship and causal 

mechanism were supported. However, despite displaying high levels of judicial corruption, 

Nicaragua did not have high levels of violent vigilantism, thus contradicting the hypothesis. 

Interestingly, parts of the causal mechanism were in place, in the sense that Nicaraguans did 

not seem to trust the judiciary. What seems to have been missing was the mobilization factor. 

Thus, even though Nicaraguans perceived the judiciary as corrupt and did not trust the state 

justice institutions, this seems not to be enough to mobilize people to turn to violent 

vigilantism. Lastly, El Salvador produced quite ambiguous results. Although a majority of 

Salvadorans did not trust the judiciary, a majority of crime victims went to state authorities 

anyway. Despite this apparent legitimacy of the state justice institutions, a substantial 

proportion of Salvadoran expressed support for violent vigilantism. A possible explanation for 

this ambiguity is the close connection between vigilantes and the state. 

Following this introduction, the focus of the next chapter will be on the previous research, the 

causal argument and the hypothesis which is to be tested. The third chapter will present the 

research design, including the case selection, operationalization of the variables and the 

sources. The fourth, fifth and sixth chapters will present the findings from the individual 

empirical cases. The seventh chapter will then provide the comparative analysis, a discussion 

of the findings and alternative explanations. Biases and limitations of the study will also be 

brought up for discussion. The last chapter will provide a summary and conclusion, as well as 

suggestions for further research.  
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Chapter 2: 

Judicial Corruption and Violent Vigilantism 

In Post-war Societies 

 

Previous Research on Violence in Post-Civil War Societies 

Following the end of a civil war, the situation still tends to be volatile and uncertain. The risk 

of war recurrence often looms over the initial post-settlement peace process. Research has 

shown that the risk of war recurrence is the highest within the first years after war termination 

(Kreutz 2012). More than half of the countries that had armed conflicts between 1945-2009 

experienced a war relapse (Walter 2010). This empirical reality has understandably sparked a 

lot of scholarly interest into how to address the destructive violence that can arise in post-

settlement situations. 

Most peace and conflict research has tended to focus on the political violence in the post-war 

context, i.e. the potential for renewed armed conflict between the former belligerents, by 

splinter groups or by completely new political armed actors (Kreutz 2012). As a result of this 

great interest in political violence in the post-war period, there has been a flurry of suggested 

solutions to addressing violence in the post-civil war context. These have included DDR 

processes (e.g. Özerdem 2002), security sector reforms (e.g. Toft 2010), and robust 

peacekeeping (e.g. Kathman and Wood 2016), to mention a few. Thus, there has been a lot of 

scholarly interest in how to avoid a relapse into renewed armed conflict.  

Political violence however is not the only kind of violence that can damage the quality of 

peace in a post-war society1. There are also other kinds of violence that have the potential to 

be equally devastating. One prime example is criminal violence, which for instance in El 

Salvador has contributed to homicide rates higher in peace-time than during the height of the 

civil war (Call 2003). International peacebuilding actors have tended to overlook violence that 

                                                             
1
 Whenever I use the term „post-war‟, I specifically refer to the period following the end to civil wars, in other 

words armed conflicts at the intra-state level. Many scholars use the term „post-conflict‟, but I have chosen to 

use „post-war‟ in order to avoid potential confusion, as the term „post-conflict‟ in its literal sense can be 

perceived as an oxymoron (Suhrke 2011). 
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is not so obviously connected to the national political level, but may nonetheless be a threat to 

the quality of peace2 (see e.g. Autesserre 2010; Di Salvatore 2017). 

Criminal violence can be defined as violent actions which transgress the state legal code 

(MacGinty 2006). Crime is a tricky label, since this concept is rather subjective and context-

specific. It also has negative connotations, which similarly to terms like „terrorism‟, can be 

used for manipulative reasons in order to further individual or group interests. Thus, although 

crime might be thought of as a pretty straightforward and objective concept, in reality, crime 

is „in the eyes of the beholder‟. 

What separates criminal violence from political violence is mainly the motive behind the 

violence. This of course does not hinder insurgent groups from committing criminal violence, 

and criminal actors from committing violence for political reasons (Di Salvatore 2017). 

Hence, the aim of the violence is also central to the distinction between political and criminal 

violence. Regardless if the violence is political or criminal, the long-term goal of insurgents is 

to challenge and ultimately change the status quo. Meanwhile, for criminal actors the goal is 

rather to maintain the status quo and ensure an environment that is sufficiently predictable and 

stable in order for the criminal operations to run efficiently (ibid.).  

This distinction between political and criminal forms of post-war violence may in the end be 

artificial, since in the empirical reality, these types of violence in post-war contexts may be 

intertwined. Hence, this categorization of post-war violence may be useful in an analytical 

sense, but one should also be aware that these are not necessarily empirically distinct 

categories. Regardless of how one chooses to categorize post-war violence, a more important 

question one might ask is why post-civil war societies would be especially conducive to 

violence, more so than countries that have not recently experienced civil war3? Previous 

research suggests four interrelated approaches which fall within two categorical explanations; 

the legacy or war and the conditions of peace (Suhrke 2011).  

                                                             
2
 Quality of peace can be understood as moving beyond the simple categorization of peace as the absence of war, 

and also including aspects such as dignity, security and predictability of the post-war conditions. These are 

“factors that reduce the likelihood of war recurrence” (Wallensteen 2015, 3). 
3
 It is important however to stress that criminal violence is not inevitable in post-war contexts.  There are cases 

which to a large extent have escaped a surge in crime rates in the post-war period, for instance Namibia 

(MacGinty 2006). 
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Legacy of war 

One strand of theory on the causes of post-war violence emphasizes the impact the experience 

of war can have on a post-war society. This strand can in turn be subdivided into three 

different theories, which respectively emphasize different aspects of wartime experiences. 

First, there is the socio-cultural approach which emphasizes the culture of violence that a civil 

war can contribute to. This theory suggests that due to the wartime exposure to violence, there 

is a breakdown of the norms that normally oppose violent behaviour, and instead communities 

to a large extent tolerate violent behaviour (Steenkamp 2009). Hence, communities that have 

been exposed to high levels of violence become demoralized, and the use of violence in order 

to solve problems or conflicts is widely accepted.  

Studies have shown that “sustained exposure to violence fosters growth of aggressive 

behaviour, restlessness and demoralization” (Steenkamp, 2009, 50). In addition, the type of 

armed conflict may also influence the likelihood of a societal culture of violence developing. 

Especially armed conflicts which are characterized by irregular warfare and high use of one-

sided violence may have an impact (Steenkamp 2009). This indicates that civil wars which are 

longer and more intense in terms of violence may be more likely to see an increase in 

individuals‟ use of violence, since the post-war society sees violence as a socially acceptable 

behaviour. 

Secondly, there is the political economy perspective which “emphasizes violence as a tool for 

accumulation and domination rather than as a means of political transformation” (Suhrke 

2011:3). Violence then has economic and social functions, which will not automatically 

disappear just because the political conflict has been settled (Suhrke 2011). This in particular 

affects the youth, who may perceive violence as a legitimate way of making a living and 

acquiring a higher social status.  

Thirdly, there is the institutional perspective of the legacy of war argument. This perspective 

emphasizes the role of state institutions in constraining violent actors. However, in the 

aftermath of a civil war, state institutions have often been weakened (MacGinty 2006). The 

weakening of the State is partially due to financial reasons, since fighting civil wars usually 

requires a lot of resources. Civil wars also contribute to the erosion of the state‟s legitimacy 

(ibid.). For instance, if certain state institutions were instrumental for state actors committing 

human rights abuses against the population, e.g. the police or the judiciary, then these 
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institutions might not be trusted by citizens during peacetime, unless they undergo reforms. A 

lack of legitimacy indirectly weakens the state, because if the citizens withdraw their 

cooperation from certain state institutions, this in turn will weaken those institutions (Nivette 

2016). This institutional weakness then contributes to an environment of impunity, where 

individuals can use violence without running the risk of being punished by the state 

institutions that have the responsibility for maintaining order. 

In sum, according to these three approaches, if combined, the war-time experience can 

contribute to a society where violence is culturally normalized, widely viewed as instrumental 

for economic and social success, and the costs for using violence is low due to the weakness 

of state institutions. In the legacy of war perspective, wars then fundamentally shape societies, 

and make them more violent in peace-time. 

Conditions of Peace 

There is another perspective which argues that it is also the conditions of the ensuing peace 

that affects the level of violence that a post-war society is likely to experience. The focus has 

mainly been on the nature of the peace settlement and international post-war reconstruction 

practices and their respective effects on the post-war society (Suhrke 2011). 

Since the end of the Cold War, „the liberal peace‟ has been the mainstream (some argue only) 

model promoted by dominant forces within the international peacebuilding community that 

post-war societies should implement and follow. This model entails the political as well as 

economic liberalization of post-war societies, which in other words mean that these societies 

should strive to become (neo)liberal democracies (Paris 2004). Both types of liberalization 

have the potential for violence. The neoliberal economic system has been associated with 

contributing to social inequalities and marginalization of weaker groups, which in the long-

term contributes to grievances, which in turn is a potential cause of both political and criminal 

violence (e.g. Cederman, Gleditsch and Buhaug 2013; Call 2003). Democratization on the 

other hand, also has potential for violence. Even though democratic governance may be a 

system for non-violent conflict resolution, becoming a mature democracy has been recognized 

to be a potentially volatile process (Hegre et.al. 2001). The transition to democratic rule is 

extra sensitive in the aftermath of a civil war, when the stakes are still high (Paris 2004). 

Peace agreements often involve arrangements for the demobilization and reintegration of 

former combatants. Former combatants are a particularly critical group appease, since they 
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have acquired skills related to violence (MacGinty 2006). Hence, if they are not satisfied with 

the terms of the peace, then they are a group with violent potential that could upset the peace 

process. Since not only includes the possibility for a renewed insurgency, but can also include 

a turn towards criminal activities. If there are few opportunities for a sustainable economic 

livelihood, then ex-combatants may be tempted to turn to criminal activities. This condition 

applies to the post-war population in general, but ex-combatants have a particular skill-set that 

may be useful for criminal purposes. 

Another condition of peace with potentially violent consequences is the prevalence of 

weapons. Despite disarmament efforts, large amounts of weapons still tend to be in 

circulation, which contributes to making criminal violence even deadlier (Darby 2006). The 

peace settlement itself may also lead in more direct ways to an increase in crime. For instance, 

reform of the police may provide a window of opportunity for criminal activities, while the 

police force goes through a transitional period of reform (MacGinty 2006). 

Neither of these two perspectives, the legacy of war and the conditions of peace, necessarily 

rules out the other; in fact, they may to a large extent be complementary (Suhrke 2011). In 

addition to these two arguments, criminal violence in post-war countries have also been 

attributed to larger, more global trends, such as the end of the Cold War and globalization (Di 

Salvatore 2017). 

In general, international peacebuilding strategies such as peacekeeping primarily focuses on 

addressing political violence, while criminal violence is viewed as an issue that the host 

government should address, ideally through the formal law enforcement institutions (Di 

Salvatore 2017, 20). Even if an international peacebuilding mission does have a mandate to 

address crime in the post-war society, the resources allocated to such endeavours are often 

limited (Shaw and Kemp 2012). The problem is however, as previously mentioned, that in the 

immediate aftermath of the end of a civil war, state institutions are often weakened, in the 

sense that they suffer from capability and legitimacy issues (Barnett and Zürcher 2009). The 

civil war has drained a lot of the state‟s resources, and the state institutions may have 

conducted human rights abuses which have over time contributed to delegitimizing the state 

in the eyes of the people. 

Thus, law enforcement institutions may not function as they are intended to, either due to 

weak capacity or illegitimacy, and criminal activity is hence an endeavour that can be pursued 

with impunity. Add to this weak state post-war situation the common situation of high 
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unemployment and lack of legal economic opportunities, and the prospects for high levels of 

criminal activities increase. In sum, many post-war contexts offer Goldilocks conditions for 

conducting criminal activities; relative stability (organized crime, like any other enterprise, 

requires some predictability in the environment they operate) and lax law enforcement (Di 

Salvatore 2017). 

What is then the local response to the high levels of crime in a post-war society? While the 

international peacebuilding community may be slow to recognize the threat of criminal 

violence, the ordinary citizens living in post-war societies are not. There are theoretically and 

empirically a myriad of ways that people at the grassroots may respond, but the focus in this 

thesis will be on vigilantism. 

As this section has illustrated, in a post-war society, when the state is still weakened due to 

the recent armed conflict, criminal violence has a chance to thrive. In response, ordinary 

citizens may turn to vigilantism in order to protect themselves and their property. This 

phenomenon is both intriguing and important to study in the context of a post-war society, 

since it embodies ambiguous qualities. In one way, vigilantism may serve a supportive 

function to the state, by attempting to uphold social order and punish those who break the law. 

In another way however, vigilantism challenges the authority of the State and the State‟s 

claim on the monopoly of violence, which may in the long-term prove to be an obstacle to 

statebuilding (Abrahams 1998). 

Conceptualizing Violent Vigilantism 

Vigilantism is a globally widespread but context-specific phenomenon. In a historical 

perspective, there are numerous examples of vigilante groups spanning both space and time. 

Some recent examples include the Bakassi Boys in Nigeria, PAGAD in South Africa and the 

Pink Gang in India. Vigilantism is not a phenomenon restricted to fragile states in the global 

South, but can also occur in more affluent parts of the world. In the United States for instance, 

vigilantism is in some regards even celebrated, or at least viewed in a positive light, as 

citizens taking control over their own security, and inherently their own independence 

(Malone 2012). In popular Western fiction, vigilante figures such as Batman have captured 

people‟s interest and fascination for decades, even though such figures tend to operate outside 

the formal legal system, thus without checks and balances (Butler 2011). 
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In Europe during the „refugee crisis‟ in 2015/2016, vigilante groups sprung up in response to 

the European states‟ perceived paralysis in responding to the massive influx of people from a 

„foreign culture‟. One example is the Soldiers of Odin, a vigilante group originating in 

northern Finland, who started patrolling the streets in order to protect Finnish citizens from 

“Islamist intruders”, referring to migrants and refugees from Muslim-majority countries 

(Rosendahl and Forsell 2016). This social movement eventually spread across the borders to 

Sweden, Canada and allegedly fourteen other countries (Röstlund and Wiman 2016; Makuch 

2017). As this case illustrates, vigilantism is not so much about challenging the state as it is 

about responding to a collective sense of insecurity and perception that the State is incapable 

or unwilling to provide the security the collective craves. 

As these various cases illustrates, each outbreak of vigilantism has its own distinctive 

characteristics, in the sense that the causes and purposes, as well as outcomes may differ. 

Thus, in order to be able to study vigilantism, one needs to pay attention to the specific 

context in which the vigilante groups operate. However, these vigilante groups do have 

characteristics in common, which allow us to analytically label them as vigilante groups 

(Abrahams 1998). 

Vigilantism is defined as “an organized attempt by a group of ordinary citizens to enforce 

norms and maintain law and order on behalf of their communities” (Abrahams 2008, 423). 

The phenomenon is composed of six specific characteristics (Johnston 1996). First of all, 

there is at least some minimal level of planning and organization involved. Some acts of 

vigilantism may appear as rather spontaneous and random acts, such as when criminals are 

„caught in the act‟ and subsequently beaten up by a mob. However, for such collective action 

to take place there needs to be sufficient social conditions that enables collective mobilization, 

for instance a communal lack of faith in the formal justice system. In addition, the 

organization can either be long-term, which allows for more highly organized vigilante 

groups, or ad hoc, in which vigilante acts are less hierarchically organized, but nonetheless 

premeditated (Johnston 1996).  

The second characteristic is that vigilantism is undertaken by „private, voluntary agents‟ 

(Johnston 1996). This entails that the vigilantism is conducted by ordinary people on a 

voluntary and non-commercial basis. There is a grey area between vigilantism and the state, 

where off-duty police and private security companies can be found. Johnston (1996) argues 

that neither of these actors should be considered as vigilantes. Private security companies 
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conduct commercial activities that are regulated by state law and hence enjoy the state‟s 

recognition and authorization. Off-duty police enjoy full police powers whether on- or off-

duty. Thus, unlawful acts that police officers do when off-duty should be considered as abuse 

of power, rather than vigilantism, in Johnston‟s (1996) view.  

Abrahams (1998:125) offers a more nuanced view, arguing that if off-duty police engage in 

vigilante activities, which reflect “a popular dissatisfaction with the state‟s attempts to provide 

law and order” and aims to substitute for the state, then it can be considered as vigilantism. 

However, if „off-duty police vigilantism‟ is a “reflection of the state‟s dissatisfaction with the 

legal weapons at their disposal”, then it should rather be characterized as extra-judicial 

killings by the state (Abrahams 1998:125). The key criteria are thus that there is neither direct 

state involvement nor approval (Abrahams 1998). This last point matches the third specific 

characteristic proposed by Johnston (1996), which is that vigilantism should be autonomous. 

This means that vigilantism should neither enjoy the open nor tacit approval of the state. To 

further complicate matters however, it is unclear how feasible this criteria for vigilantism is in 

reality, since the state is not a unitary actor. Hence, certain branches of the state may actively 

oppose vigilantism, meanwhile others tacitly approve of it (Heald 2007). 

Fourthly, vigilantism involves a varying degree of violence (Johnston 1996). Vigilantism is 

often expressed through the use of physical (often excess) force, but the mere threat of 

physical force can also be an effective tool for achieving the vigilante aim. Hence, not all 

vigilante acts include actual physical force, but violence usually is an overhanging threat. 

Vigilantism does not necessarily have to be violent at all, considering that there are groups 

such as neighbourhood watches or street patrols which would technically fulfil all other 

vigilantism criteria, but may prefer to use non-violent methods to achieve their aim. This 

would be an interesting category to study, but for the purposes of this study, the focus will be 

on vigilantism that is, in one way or another, violent. 

Fifthly, vigilantism is either a reaction to crime or social deviation (Johnston 1996). Hence, 

there are two modes of vigilantism, with one focusing on crime control, while the other one 

focuses on enforcing and maintaining social order and values. These two categories can at 

times be difficult to separate, especially in places with competing legal jurisdictions. An 

example is vigilante targeting of people accused of witchcraft or Satanism, practices which 

are not necessarily outlawed by state law, but may be perceived as a very real threat to the 

local communal order in which the vigilantism takes place (Abrahams 2008; Burrell and 
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Weston 2008). Regardless if the aim of vigilantism is to address crime or social deviance, 

vigilante action “arises when some established order is under threat from the transgression (or 

potential transgression) of institutionalized norms” (Johnston 1996:229). This threat can either 

be real or perceived to be real.  

The sixth and Johnston‟s (1996) last necessary feature of vigilantism is that it offers 

assurances of collective and personal security. Security is a central concept with regards to 

vigilantism and essentially what separates vigilantism from other types of violence. The aim 

of vigilantism is to offer an assurance that something is being done in order to maintain the 

established order (in other words, offer a predictable environment), often in response to state 

failure to do so. This reactionary action is usually aimed at the community level, and aims to 

“minimize objective threat to person, property, or values and to reduce associated fear” 

(Johnston 1996, 231). For vigilantism to be more likely to spring up, the State should be 

widely perceived as incapable or unwilling of providing the citizens the security that they 

crave. In order to find a solution to their insecurity, citizens may thus turn to vigilantism as a 

solution to their security problem. 

One can thus summarize that the aim of vigilantism is to provide security, order and justice 

(Schuberth 2013). Paradoxically however, from the State‟s point of view, although crime 

control vigilantism may be enforcing a first-order legal rule (for instance, catching a thief), it 

is at the same time breaking a second-order legal rule, i.e. who is allowed to enforce the law, 

if the vigilantes mete out the punishment themselves rather than turn to the police (Abrahams 

2008). This then challenges the State‟s monopoly on violence, as well as its role as the highest 

authority with regards to the law.  

Some scholars have thus defined vigilantism as an illegal or extra-legal act, but Johnston 

(1996) sees this as problematic, since not all vigilante groups necessarily operate outside the 

law. In fact, vigilantism as such does not necessarily seek to challenge the idea of the State, 

but rather seek to give the State „a helping hand‟, since it is failing to live up to its duties in 

the eyes of the people (Abrahams 2008). Thus, the legality of vigilante acts is not a defining 

feature of vigilantism, but it is nonetheless an important issue, since vigilantes threaten the 

idea of human rights and due process. 

Vigilantism is not necessarily either „good‟ or „bad‟, although this dichotomy is often use by 

vigilantes themselves in order to justify their actions towards their victims. Vigilantism is a 

reaction to real problems that are not being addressed sufficiently by the State (Abrahams 
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1998). Hence, any outbreak of vigilantism should be taken seriously, and not be dismissed as 

an act of barbaric and „uncivil‟ people. In addition, vigilantism is perhaps more likely to be 

perpetrated in lower socioeconomic communities, who cannot afford to protect themselves 

through private security companies. Hence, poorer people are more dependent on the State for 

security, and if the State fails to provide this, then the turn to vigilantism are more likely. 

Vigilantism can however have quite negative effects on both the community in which it 

operates, as well as on a more national level. At the community level, vigilantism which aims 

to maintain social control can be quite oppressive and intolerant. For instance, accusations of 

witchcraft are often levelled against independently minded women and men (Abrahams 

1998). It has also been argued that vigilantism often involves disproportional punishment, 

such as the killing of petty thieves (Nivette 2016). This may to be true to the certain extent, 

but claims of excess use of violence should be made with caution. What may be perceived as 

a petty crime to a financially better-off person may in fact constitute a life-or-death situation 

for a less well-off person in the community where this petty crime takes place. Breaking in 

and stealing all the family‟s money may mean that the family will not be able to eat for 

several days. Such situations obviously create a lot of frustration and tension, as well as 

contribute to a widespread perception of insecurity in that community. Even the people whose 

homes were not burgled will be affected, since they might think their home is next. Such 

communal anxiety then facilitates the collective mobilization into vigilante groups, especially 

if the expectation is that the State will do nothing. This is however not to say that vigilante 

violence is justifiable, but rather that it has to be put into context. 

Although the aim of vigilantism may be crime or social control, vigilantism can also be 

manipulated by community leaders or elites for political or personal gains (Abrahams 1998). 

One example includes the lynching of a young man in Guatemalan town in 1997. Although 

this case has several analytical layers, one central aspect of the case is that the mob was 

agitated to lynch the man by the town mayor, who was competing against the lynched man‟s 

father in the next municipal election (Burrell and Weston 2008, 380-385). Hence, the town 

mayor gained politically from this vigilante act. Thus, although vigilantism may appear to be 

a bottom-up collective action, it is also susceptible to elite manipulation for other purposes 

than to maintain order and security. This in turn can lead to more violence. At a broader, 

national level, vigilantism can spread to other communities and become the norm for handling 

crime. This may impede on the state-building process, more specifically on the legitimacy and 

credibility of the state justice system (Nivette 2016). 
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In a post-civil war context, vigilantism may appear for several reasons. First of all, it may 

arise as a response to high levels of crime, especially if the State is still in the process of 

recovering from the war and unable to address high levels of crime. Secondly, vigilantism 

may be a legacy of the previous war, in the sense that the practice arose during the war and 

has managed to survive into the transition period (Burrell and Weston 2008).  

Thirdly, even though the State may be unable to provide justice and security, there are other 

potential justice and security providers. In certain communities, customary law and authority 

may have played an important role in this regard for centuries, before the idea of the 

Weberian State even existed. However, due to the destructiveness of civil wars, these customs 

may be destroyed and thus leave a justice and security vacuum behind. If the State fails to fill 

this vacuum, then vigilantism might be a solution that communities turn to. This was for 

instance the case in Guatemala, where indigenous communities suffered tremendously during 

the civil war, which lead to some communities experiencing the complete wipe-out of the 

older generations (Fernández García 2004). 

These suggested explanations for why vigilantism may appear in post-war societies are not 

mutually exclusive, or the only ones. The link between state performance, more specifically 

the state justice system, and vigilantism is one of the most cited explanations for the 

occurrence of vigilantism (e.g. Burrell and Weston 2008). Many authors have pointed to this 

connection, but few (to my knowledge) have focused extensively on exactly how these are 

connected.  

One exception is Amy Nivette (2016), who has shown that institutional illegitimacy is one 

important predictor of support for violent vigilantism. Hence, the State actors that are tasked 

with maintaining and enforcing the law, e.g. the police and the courts, play an influential role 

on the likelihood and level of vigilantism. There already exist studies focusing on the 

relationship between the legitimacy of the police and vigilantism (see Tankebe 2009). Hence, 

my intention is to specifically focus on the judiciary and its interaction with the citizens. 

Although the police may have more closer interaction with citizens, police work has to work 

in tandem with a functioning judiciary in order to be able to effectively combat crime 

(Höglund 2008). 
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Conceptualizing judicial corruption 

The judiciary’s role in post-war society 

A commonly cited reason for the prevalence of vigilantism is the malfunction of the state 

justice system (Burrell and Weston 2008). The two most important sectors of the State in this 

respect are the police and the judiciary. The police are the most visible justice actor to the 

citizenry, but the judiciary also plays a crucial role in the sense that it is, theoretically, the 

authority with the responsibility to sanction and punish behaviour that is not permissible in a 

society.  

A key assumption for my argument is that the judiciary is the institution with the 

responsibility to ensure that citizens follow the rules and punish those who do not. A critical 

aspect of state formation is to socialize the citizens into the „culture of the State‟, i.e., what 

norms and values citizens are expected to follow (Steenkamp 2009). This may be done 

through a carrot and stick process, where the judiciary represents the stick. The work of the 

judiciary then signals to the citizenry how they should behave, in order to avoid punishment. 

Add to this the idea that the State should have a monopoly on violence, and then we can see 

that the judiciary plays an important role in ensuring that violence committed without state 

authorization is punished.  

During civil wars however, this monopoly on violence is challenged, and in practice the 

judiciary cannot punish every act of unlawful violence, and hence there tends to arise a 

situation of impunity. In a post-war society, where a culture of violence and impunity may 

have been widely established during the civil war, the judiciary may face an especially 

challenging task in (re)introducing the State‟s monopoly on violence and socializing citizens 

in the norms and rules against the use of violence for political, criminal and social purposes. 

By punishing violent behaviour, the judiciary not only aids in the restoration of the State‟s 

monopoly on violence, but also signals to the rest of society the standard of behaviour 

expected from the State‟s citizens. In other words, the judiciary contributes to establishing a 

rule of law. This has not gone unnoticed by the international peacebuilding community, which 

have sought to address the role of the judiciary in post-war societies by advocating for judicial 

reforms (e.g. UNSG Report 2004). Despite the insistence on judicial reforms however, the 

reality of many post-war societies is that the judiciaries are still perceived by the citizens as 

untrustworthy. This distrust of the judiciary can be attributed to two main reasons; 

inefficiency and illegitimacy (Nivette 2016).  
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Something that affects both the efficiency and legitimacy of state institutions, such as the 

judiciary, is corruption (O‟Donnell 2008). Corruption is an issue of varying importance in 

most states across the globe, but I will argue that the effect of corruption in the judiciary in 

post-war societies can be especially corrosive. Before that discussion however, a definition 

and discussion of judicial corruption in relation to post-war societies is necessary. 

Definition and discussion of judicial corruption 

Corruption, as most social concepts, is a complex term whose definition lacks overall 

consensus. The use of the term often carries quite negative connotations. In a broad sense, 

corruption can be understood as “the abuse of power for private (material or non-material) 

gain” (Transparency International 2007). More specifically however, there are three key 

elements to a rough-sketched definition of corruption (Philp 2012, 33). 

First, there should be should be a conception of a public office, for which the rules and norms 

of that office aim to serve the public interest, rather than the officeholders‟ personal interests 

(Philp 2012, 33). In this case, the public office is the judiciary, who should uphold the state‟s 

laws for the benefit of the citizens the state aims to serve and protect, rather than benefit the 

interests of the officeholders within the judiciary (e.g. judges).  

Secondly, the view should then be that “corruption involves the distortion or subversion of the 

exercise of public office”, in which the officeholder acts in ways that benefits private, partisan 

or sectional interests, rather than the public interest (Philp 2012, 33). Such distortion or 

subversion then results in that those who should gain (the public), based on the conception of 

the rules and norms of the public office, do not. Meanwhile, those who gain are actually those 

who, according to the rules, should not. Corruption is then in essence cheating the rules of the 

game to which society has agreed to follow. Or as Mark Philp (2012, 32) puts it: “corruption 

cheats people of their legitimate expectations”. 

Thirdly, corruption is to the minimum a triadic game, with the office-holder, the intended 

beneficiary (the public) and the actual beneficiary (Philp 2012). In the empirical reality, the 

office-holder and the actual beneficiary may technically be the same person, but for analytical 

purposes, these should be separated. Based on these three key elements of corruption, Philp 

(2012) gives the following tentative definition of corruption: 

―where a public official act[s] in ways that violate the rules and norms of the office, and that 

involve personal, partisan or sectional gain, harms the interests of the public (or some sub-
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section thereof) who is the designated beneficiary of that office, to benefit themselves and/or a 

third party, who rewards or otherwise incentivises [the public official] to gain access to 

goods or services they would not otherwise obtain.‖ (Philp 2012, 34) 

With regards to corruption in the judicial branch of the State, hereafter referred to as judicial 

corruption, this entails that an actor within the court system, say a judge or prosecutor, does 

not adhere to the formal rules and norms of their position, which by implication does not 

guarantee citizens equal access to justice and fair treatment in the courts (Pepys 2007). In 

other words, judicial corruption “includes any inappropriate influence on the impartiality of 

the judicial process by any actor within the court system” (Transparency International 2007, 

page). 

According to Transparency International (2007), there are two types of judicial corruption. 

First, there is judicial corruption in the form of political interference. This is related to the 

judiciary‟s independence from the executive and legislative branches of the State. The 

judiciary can become politicized if the other state branches become involved in judicial 

matters. Hence judges and prosecutors might act more according to partisan interests, rather 

than in the public interest. This turns the judiciary into a political tool, which can be applied to 

political enemies rather than actual law-breakers.  

Secondly, judicial corruption can also take the form of bribery of actors within the judicial 

system.  This bribery is usually intended to achieve a certain outcome, or to speed up the 

judicial process (Transparency International 2007). In certain contexts, the courts can have a 

huge backlog of cases, which then means that a lot of time can pass by before a case is heard 

and the outcome determined. People with the means to bribe judges can then achieve 

outcomes in their cases quicker than people without such means, which then leads to a 

judicial system that benefits those with more means at their disposal. In franker terms, where 

judicial corruption is rife, the “rich and well-connected citizens triumph over ordinary 

citizens, and governmental entities and business enterprises prevail over citizens” (Pepys 

2007, page). This in turn may create societal grievances. Although both types of judicial 

corruption are important, the focus in this thesis will be on the second type, since it is in 

closer proximity to the citizens and thus more likely to affect their attitude and perception of 

the judiciary as a whole. 

Judicial corruption is of course not inevitable, but there are certain conditions which may lead 

to a larger likelihood of widespread judicial corruption. There are several internal factors 
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within the judiciary which may affect the extent of corruption (Pepys 2007). If most of the 

judicial hierarchy is involved in corrupt behaviour, this may lead to a „culture of corruption‟ 

within the judiciary, where corrupt judges are never held accountable and judges who try to 

be independent and do not accept bribes may be penalized by their superiors and colleagues. 

Additionally, if corruption within the judiciary is tolerated, this may encourage collusion 

among judicial staff, both horizontally and vertically in the hierarchy (Pepys 2007).  

Another important factor is low salaries for judicial staff. This may lead to the temptation to 

request bribes. Low salaries may also mean that qualified legal personnel will choose not the 

work within the state justice system. Also, if administrative court procedures are inadequately 

monitored, this may make corrupt behaviour easier, such as for case files to go „missing‟ 

(Pepys 2007). 

There are also external factors which may affect the level of judicial corruption. In violent 

societies, judges can be subject to external pressures, in the form of death threats, if they do 

not rule in a certain way, hence leading to a corrupt decision (Pepys 2007). This last factor 

especially ties into judicial corruption in post-war contexts. However, also the internal factors 

may be relevant in a post-war context. For instance, a culture of corruption within the 

judiciary may have evolved during the preceding civil war. Hence the war-time experience 

may have created habits that are difficult to shake off. In addition, the previous war may have 

led to the brain drain of qualified legal personnel, or left the judiciary relatively under-

resourced, the regime preferring to allocate those funds to the military expenditure instead. 

In post-war societies, judicial corruption does not necessarily only emerge due to internal 

factors within the judiciary and external pressures. Somewhat unexpectedly, international 

peacebuilding may also (unintentionally) contribute to exacerbating corruption in post-war 

societies (Cheng and Zaum 2012). First of all, post-war societies, especially those places who 

have received international attention during the war and peace process, tend to become 

recipients of colossal amounts of development aid. Given the conditions that post-war states 

often find themselves in, with lax regulatory frameworks, unpaid salaries, and weak 

institutions, the large influx of aid money is thought to generate increased opportunities for 

corruption (for more detailed explanation, see van Billerbeck 2012). 

Secondly, in order to implement peacebuilding objectives, international peacebuilding actors 

are highly dependent on cooperation with local elites, at national and sub-national level. Due 

to the information asymmetry between international and local actors, the reliance on local 
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elites can potentially lead to the corruption, in the sense that local elites become gatekeepers 

who can control the inflow of aid into communities (Cheng and Zaum 2012). Although such a 

peacebuilding strategy may be beneficial to a certain extent, in the long-term this can 

empower and enrich political and economic elites, which can indirectly impact on judicial 

corruption. 

Thirdly and somewhat related to the previous point, international peacebuilders tend to 

prioritize stability and counter-terrorism over tackling corruption among actors who have a 

capacity for violence (Cheng and Zaum 2012). Although this approach is understandable, it is 

short-sighted, since corruption may reinforce the socioeconomic inequalities in a society 

which oftentimes drove them into a civil war in the first place (Pugh 2013). Thus, as I will 

argue, although corruption may be tolerated by international peacebuilders based on the 

observation that it keeps political violence at bay, corruption may be a driver of other forms of 

violence. 

Fourth and lastly, democratization in the form of holding elections, often within a few years 

after the end of the civil war, has been the norm within international peacebuilding ever since 

the end of the Cold War (Paris 2004). Not only may early democratic elections in a post-war 

society lead to electoral violence, it may also fuel and entrench corruption (Cheng and Zaum 

2012). One argument suggests that rapid democratization can lead to a „selection effect‟, 

where corrupt candidates are the ones more likely to end up in the government. Cheng and 

Zaum (2012) illustrate the reasoning behind the argument: 

Electoral campaigns require money, and those most able to fund such campaigns in the 

aftermath of civil war are people who are most likely to be powerful and corrupt. The result is 

government leadership that tends toward corruption, and an electoral process that is likely to 

entrench and democratically legitimise war-time elites (Cheng and Zaum 2012, 16). 

Although international peacebuilding may not directly contribute to judicial corruption, it 

may, as pointed out, lead to more corruption among those in power in society. Corrupt elites 

may seek to influence the judiciary, either through political influence or bribery, in order to 

maintain their own status quo power. Whether the corrupt elites will succeed in corrupting the 

judiciary depends on the strength of the judiciary. If the judiciary is weak, then it is more 

susceptible to corruption. If the judiciary is relatively strong, it may be able to withstand the 

pressures from the elite, with the risk that those in political power may seek ways to weaken a 

strong judiciary. 
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Why is judicial corruption in post-war societies important to study? 

Here the discussion returns to corruption‟s effect on the efficiency and legitimacy of the 

judiciary. During a critical juncture, such as a war-to-peace transition, perceptions of 

corruption can help to shape whether, in the eyes of the society, the State is perceived as the 

solution or the problem. Corruption tends to undermine the State‟s ability to govern, i.e., its 

effectiveness, as well as the popular recognition of the State‟s right to govern, i.e., its 

legitimacy (O‟Donnell 2008, 227).  

The inefficiency of the judiciary, as representative of the State, indicates that the judiciary is 

weak, since it is unable to “punish violations of the law and provide security for its citizens” 

(Nivette 2016). Inefficiency does not necessarily translate into illegitimacy, although this 

tends to be the case. Thus, even though state institutions may be inefficient, they may 

nonetheless be perceived as legitimate; in other words, even though the State with not be able 

to govern, this does not hinder the State from having the people‟s consent to govern. 

The legitimacy of judiciary is especially important in post-war states, since state institutions 

may not yet be effective, but can improve over time if perceived as legitimate by society 

(O‟Donnell 2008). Hence, corruption in state institutions such as the judiciary can impede on 

the healing process of state-society relations after a destructive civil war. Corruption 

undermines the popular perception of the state, and as the state loses the trust of the people, 

this trust will be hard to re-establish. People may turn to other institutions in order to satisfy 

their needs (Cheng and Zaum 2012). 

Some researchers would argue that corruption may have a stabilizing impact on post-war 

societies in the short term, but most agree that there long-term implications are 

“overwhelmingly negative” (Cheng and Zaum 2012, 11). There are several reasons behind 

consensus among researchers. First of all, corruption may have been an underlying cause of 

the civil war in the first place, and not addressing it may, in the worst case scenario, lead to 

renewed armed conflict (Pugh 2013). Corruption leads to greater social and economic 

inequality, factors which can be converted into grievances (ibid.). Furthermore, in the 

aftermath of ethnic armed conflicts, tension between groups in society may be extra sensitive, 

and if the state cannot perform its duties in maintaining order and security, rivalling groups 

may not entrust the state with a monopoly on violence and hence there may be an outbreak of 

inter-ethnic violence (Cheng and Zaum 2012, 7). 
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Secondly, corruption in state institutions runs counter to the objectives of statebuilding, which 

is to strengthen state institutions (Pugh 2013). Corruption contributes to state weakness 

(O‟Donnell 2008) and undermines “the foundations for the long-term development of state 

institutions” (Cheng and Zaum 2012, 11). Thus, judicial corruption weakens the formal 

judicial system, thereby hampering the state‟s effort to establish order and security in the post-

war society.  

Lastly, corruption in the judiciary may also be linked to a more violent post-war society in 

general, and can have the effect of causing people to turn to vigilantism. Exactly how these 

two issues connect will be presented and discussed in the next section, where I elaborate on 

the causal mechanism linking judicial corruption to violent vigilantism. 

The causal link: How judicial corruption leads to violent vigilantism in post-war societies 

―[I]f [citizens] have respect for the work of the courts, their respect for law will survive the 

shortcoming of every other branch of government; but if they lose their respect for the courts, 

their respect for law and order will vanish with it to the greater detriment of society‖- 

Vanderbilt (1955, 4-5) 

As already alluded to in the previous sections, several scholars have argued that it is likely 

that there is a link between a state‟s performance as the security and justice provider and the 

level of vigilantism (e.g. Nivette 2016). While there of course are many possible causal 

pathways for the incidence of vigilantism, this thesis will specifically focus on the suggested 

causal link between state performance, in the form of judicial corruption, and violent 

vigilantism. 

I intend to argue that the level of judicial corruption can affect the level of violent vigilantism. 

As illustrated in the previous section, judicial corruption is likely to be a present condition 

within most post-war states. Given this, if it were solely judicial corruption that caused 

vigilantism, then we would probably see much more vigilantism than we actually do. 

However, social realities are more complex than that. Thus, I argue that it is rather the extent 

as well as perception of judicial corruption that may exacerbate the level of violent 

vigilantism.  

A few „bad apples‟ within the judiciary may not necessarily cause people to distrust the 

judiciary as a whole. However, if the judiciary as a whole, or to a large extent, is viewed as 

corrupt, then this might discourage people from turning to the judiciary in the case of 
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interpersonal conflicts (Nivette 2014). This is because most people will then be aware of the 

corruption in the judicial system, and hence they cannot expect that their case will be treated 

according to the formal rules and procedures. Thus, there is a big likelihood that in order to 

achieve justice, they may have to bribe the judicial staff. Justice then becomes a private 

commodity, rather than a public good, which only those with sufficient means can buy.  

This in turn may affect the perceived legitimacy of the judiciary. Legitimacy is important in 

the sense that it conceptualizes the social contract between the state and the society over 

which the state claims the right to rule. If citizens perceive state institutions as legitimate, then 

it is more likely that they accept state authority and comply with the rules and norms of the 

state. This compliance also includes the acceptance of the State‟s authority to limit certain 

behaviours, i.e. through laws. It is also through laws that the State‟s monopoly on violence is 

codified (Nivette 2014).  

If citizens perceive that the law reflects their own beliefs about justice and fairness and that 

the state institutions that enforce the law have the right to do so, then they are more likely to 

willingly abide by the law (Tyler 1990). However, if the actors within the judiciary behave in 

a corrupt manner and citizens discover this as they interact with the judiciary, then this might 

trigger a delegitimization process, in which the judiciary‟s work is increasing viewed upon as 

illegitimate (Nivette 2014). Thus, citizens may not necessarily reject the laws themselves, but 

rather the institution that is tasked with enforcing them.  

By implication, the understanding of legitimacy is that it is conditional, based on how the 

judiciary performs, and if it does not perform as expected, then citizens may withdraw their 

consent (Nivette 2014). Thus, if the judiciary misbehaves in the view of the public, then 

citizens might increasingly regard the criminal justice system as illegitimate, and an avenue 

not worth pursuing. Corruption is one type of misconduct that citizens are likely to reject, as 

illustrated in the previous section, since it essentially entails cheating the intended 

beneficiaries of what is rightfully theirs. Cheaters lack moral authority, hence the state loses 

its claim to hold monopoly on violence (Eisner and Nivette 2013). 

The causal mechanism that links judicial corruption and violent vigilantism is thus 

delegitimization. The delegitimization of the judiciary entails that citizens no longer trust the 

capability of the judiciary to provide justice and security. This lack of trust in turn facilitates a 

turn toward self-help options (Nivette 2014). Thus, citizens may reject the state‟s monopoly 

on violence, and may instead look for other options for achieving order and security. Under 
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certain conditions, this may drive citizens to support vigilantism, or even spur them into 

action.  

As mentioned in the section on violent vigilantism, post-war societies may be experience 

certain conditions which makes vigilante activities more likely. First of all, there is the recent 

history of violence, which may have facilitated a culture of violence. Thus, people may still 

be quite used to the idea that the state does not have the monopoly on violence, and violence 

may still be perceived as an acceptable way to handle problems. Secondly, crime levels may 

be high in some post-war societies, either as a continuation of war-time criminal activity or 

taking advantage of the relative stability following an end to the civil war but still the state is 

quite weak and cannot address crimes properly. High crime levels can then lead to a societal 

sense of insecurity, which may spur some individuals to turn to vigilantism in order to combat 

crime. Thirdly, as was touched upon in the second point, the state institutions tasked with 

establishing and maintaining order and security might be in a transitional phase, which makes 

them less able to handle potentially high crime levels. In these post-war circumstances, adding 

judicial corruption to the mix may spur citizens to turn to vigilantism.  

Several studies have shown that lack of trust in state institutions drives individuals to arm 

themselves for protection and to use violence in order to solve conflicts (studies cited in 

Nivette 2014, 101). In addition, becoming a victim of crime may also make victims more 

likely to mobilize for collective action. Regina Bateson (2012) has found that crime 

victimization is an influential predictor for political participation, equivalent to five to ten 

years of education. Bateson (2012) also found that crime victimization is correlated with 

support for vigilantism, particularly in Latin America. Hence, victims of crimes may be more 

likely to support vigilantism, but may also be more willing to take collective action in order to 

change their own situation. Thus, crime victimization could potentially push citizens into 

taking vigilante action, especially if the victims do not trust that the state institutions will do 

anything about it. Fear of victimization could also potentially spur vigilantism, since the fear 

that they might be the next victims may spur some individuals to take pre-emptive action 

(Johnston 1996). 

However, crimes and fear of crime victimization is endemic to most societies, but despite this 

violent vigilantism is not as common. Thus, for violent vigilantism to occur, there needs to a 

sufficient amount of passive support. At least one study has shown that when a population 

holds positive attitudes toward violence, then outbreak of armed conflict is more likely to 
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occur in that specific areas (Linke, Schutte and Buhaug 2015). Thus, by implication violent 

vigilantism is more likely in a post-war society to occur if there is broad-based support for it. 

Hence, when studying this suggested causal story, it is not only important to study the actual 

behaviour of vigilantes, but also the general support for such type of action. If a society thinks 

vigilantism is acceptable, or even preferable to what the State has to offer, then it makes it 

more likely that vigilantism will occur. 

The causal story can be visualized in the following manner: 

 

To summarize, a low level of judicial corruption may not impact the popular perception that 

much, but the more common judicial corruption is the less people will trust the judicial 

system. If people do not trust the judicial system, but nonetheless require justice and security, 

then they might turn to other options in order to get what they need. In post-war 

circumstances where there state institutions are weak and there are high levels of crime, 

vigilantism may fulfil this need, and hence, we may see more violent vigilantism in these 

societies. For high levels of violent vigilantism to be possible, the popular attitude towards 

violent vigilantism must be favourable. In other words, if a substantial part of the population 

believes violent vigilantism is a socially acceptable response to criminal violence, then 

vigilantes‟ violent behaviour is not socially condemned, and this may in turn allow violent 

vigilantism to become a rather normal aspect of everyday life. 

The expected relationship that I intend to investigate is summarized as: 

Hypothesis: high levels of judicial corruption increases the likelihood of high levels of violent 

vigilantism 
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Delegitimization 
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Chapter 3: 

Research Design 

Method and Case Selection 

In order to carry out this comparative case study, I have chosen a qualitative approach, for 

two reasons. First of all, the variables that I am interested in, judicial corruption and violent 

vigilantism, are not easily quantifiable. There is quantitative data on corruption, but there is 

no global data covering a sufficient amount of cases where there is violent vigilantism. 

Secondly, since I am interested in studying the whole causal chain of the argument, a 

qualitative approach is preferable over a quantitative. 

I will use the method of structured, focused comparison. This method entails preparing a set 

of questions that will be applied to each case, with the aim of capturing the research objective 

whilst also ensuring cross-case comparability (George and Bennett 2005, 67). The questions 

will be presented in the next section (Operationalization of variables).  

The strategy for case selection is Mill‟s „method of difference‟. This entails selecting cases 

that are have the same value on rivalling explanatory variables, while ensuring variation in the 

dependent variable. By employing the „method of difference‟, it enhances the possibility to 

rule out key rivalling explanations, thereby increasing the potential strength of one‟s own 

hypothesis.  

In order to avoid selection bias, a number of criteria for case selection have been developed. 

First of all, in order to qualify as a post-civil war society, the country of analysis should have 

seen a definite end to political armed conflict, for instance through negotiated settlement. 

Secondly, there needs to be variation on the dependent variable, in other words, the cases 

should have a varying level of violent vigilantism. Since there is no reliable and consistent 

data on violent vigilantism globally, determining what constitutes low or high levels of 

violent vigilantism becomes somewhat arbitrary. Hence, my approach has been to choose 

cases where there are clear-cut differences in terms of reporting on vigilantism. This means 

that I have chosen one case where there clearly were a lot of vigilantism, and one case were 

there were almost no reported incidents during the time period under study. The third case 

was chosen as an „in-between‟ case, since there were some reported incidents of vigilantism. 

The „in-between‟ case is the intermediate level in relation to the two extreme cases, and hence 

should not be viewed as an intermediate case in general. 



32 

 

Thirdly, since one rival explanation is the cultural legacy of war argument, the preceding civil 

wars should have been protracted (minimum five years) and of a high intensity (minimum 

1,000 battle-related deaths per year) (Steenkamp 2009). Fourthly, another rival explanation is 

that the state is too weak to enforce the law (MacGinty 2006). Hence, the judicial system may 

be incapable of enforcing the law, either because it was completely destroyed during the war 

or because it was in some other way incapacitated. This explanation is however not easy to 

separate from judicial corruption, since the judiciary may be weakened as a result of 

corruption. Or it may be the other way around, that a weak judicial system spurs corruption. 

This is something that cannot be easily addressed without prior knowledge of the cases, thus 

the main aim is including this as a case selection criteria is to ensure that the level of judicial 

capacity is the same across the cases. 

Based on these four case selection criteria, the cases that have been chosen are Guatemala, 

Nicaragua and El Salvador. In addition to being able to hold rival explanatory variables 

constant whilst also ensuring variation in the dependent variable, selecting these cases has the 

benefit of holding other dimensions as similar as possible. All three of them are located in the 

same geographical region, and experienced civil wars around roughly the same time and with 

roughly the same characteristics. All respective civil wars were terminated in the 1990s. They 

also show similar levels of socioeconomic inequalities, as well as a somewhat similar level of 

democratization. 

Table 1 provides a summary of the case selection. The data on armed conflict fatalities was 

collected from UCDP (2017). In order to determine the similarities in terms of state capacity, 

the cases were compared using the World Governance Indicators Online Analysis, checking 

specifically the respective scores on „Government Effectiveness‟. On a 0 to 100 scale, none of 

the cases scored over the 40 threshold during their respective ten-year post-war period. Hence, 

they were all deemed as having low state capacity. 
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Table 1: Summary of case selection 

 Guatemala El Salvador Nicaragua 

Time period for 

analysis 

(year 1-10) 

1997-2006 1993-2002 1991-2000 

Level of violent 

vigilantism  

High 

(300-400 reported 

incidents; 250 

killings) 

Intermediate 

(approx. 85 reported 

killings) 

Low 

(one reported 

incident; no reported 

killings) 

Level of judicial 

corruption 

? ? ? 

Armed conflict 

length 

36 years  12 years  12 years 

Armed conflict 

intensity (fatalities) 

200,000 

 

75,000 

 

56,500 

 

State capacity 

 

Low  Low  Low  

 

The time period chosen for the study of these cases is a ten-year period after the official end 

of the civil war, starting with the year after the end to the armed conflict. This time period was 

chosen for two reasons. First of all, when considering previous literature, „post-war‟ has 

usually been defined as the five or ten year period after the end to an armed conflict, 

especially within quantitative studies (Suhrke 2011). In qualitative studies, the definition of 

what constitutes the „post-war‟ period is not as strict and varies depending on the analytical 

perspective and methodology (ibid.). However, „post-war‟ violence should not be located too 

far away from the actual war it succeeded, since the interesting part about studying violence 

in the post-war period is the convergence between the legacy of war and the conditions of 

peace (ibid.). Thus, even though I have chosen a qualitative approach, I will nonetheless go 

for the ten-year period for my analysis, for the above mentioned reason, but also for pragmatic 

reasons. 

Secondly, one could perhaps argue that expecting the judiciary to function properly only one 

year after the end to an armed conflict is too optimistic. This is certainly the case if the post-

war state institutions have completely collapsed as a result of the civil war, as in for instance 

Somalia. If the cases to be studied had been collapsed states, then analysing a longer time 

period might have been necessary. However, since the cases I have selected were not 

collapsed states by the end of the civil wars, the ten-year period is nonetheless appropriate. 
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Operationalization of variables 

In order to empirically capture the concepts that are to be investigated, the theoretical 

definitions need to be operationalized. In this section, I will provide the operational 

definitions for the concepts to be measured, and present the questions I will pose to each case 

as part of the structured, focused comparison. 

The dependent variable is violent vigilantism. The operational definition will be understood as 

instances when ordinary citizens „take the law into their own hands‟, i.e. an organized attempt 

to enforce norms and maintain law and order on behalf of their communities, through the use 

of physical force or threat thereof (Abrahams 2008). In concrete terms, such action may 

include violence by a highly organized vigilante group, or less organized instances of mob 

violence.  

The targets of violent vigilantism should be criminals or suspected criminals. Usually targets 

of vigilante violence are (suspected) criminals, e.g. thieves (Johnston 1996).  However, targets 

may also not have done anything illegal according to state law, but nonetheless be targeted if 

the person has broken some kind of community norm. Thus, empirically, violent vigilantism 

does not only target criminals, but may also target people that are perceived by the vigilante 

actors as „undesirables‟ (Abrahams 1998). For the purposes of this study however, the 

targeting of suspected criminals is the most relevant, as it suggests a rejection of the formal 

state judicial process of handling law-breakers. 

Another condition in order for an incident to be considered a case of violent vigilantism is that 

the action should not be „permitted‟ by the state. As mentioned in the theory section, 

vigilantism is considered to be a response to the lack of punishment for rule-breaking by the 

state, hence the need for citizens to „take the law into their own hands‟.  However, vigilantism 

can be somewhat of a grey area with regards to state involvement. For instance, how should 

one treat instances of vigilantism perpetrated by state officials, e.g. police officers, during 

their spare-time? The line between individual actions and state-sanctioned extra-judicial 

killings can be blurred. This is something that cannot easily be addressed by the research 

design and is something I will have to take into consideration when analysing the cases. 

Ideally however, violent vigilantism is committed by non-state actors with neither 

involvement nor approval by the state. 
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There are no consistent numbers on reported instances of vigilante violence for all three cases. 

This is perhaps not so surprising, due to the complex nature of vigilantism. Hence, it is 

impossible to know with certainty the real level of vigilante violence, especially if events fail 

to be picked up by the national media. Thus, there may be more violent vigilantism than the 

numbers indicate. 

To assess the level of violent vigilantism, when possible I will use reported data on incidents 

of violent vigilantism. In the case of Guatemala, most of the numbers gathered on vigilantism 

was done by the UN Observer mission MINUGUA. For the other two cases, I will have to 

rely on numbers provided by academic researchers, as well as news reporting. In order to find 

news reports on vigilantism, I used the Factiva database to retrieve articles, restricting the 

search to the ten-year periods under study. The search terms used were „vigilante‟ and 

„lynching‟. Lynching is a type of vigilantism often involving mob violence and is a recurring 

phenomenon especially in Guatemala, but also in several other Latin American countries 

(Godoy 2006, 184).  

The following question will be asked to each case, in order to assess the level of violent 

vigilantism: 

1.1) How many instances of violent vigilantism have been reported in the post-war period? 

The independent variable is judicial corruption. Judicial corruption will be understood as 

instances when judges in the criminal justice system are bribed or in some other way 

incentivized not to rule according to the law, but rather according to their and their briber‟s 

interests. Thus, the judicial process can be manipulated in ways that can be perceived as 

unfair by the general population. 

Due to the often clandestine nature of judicial corruption, it is difficult to know the true extent 

of judicial corruption (Pugh 2013). Considering that I am interested in how the popular 

perception of the judiciary may be linked to the population‟s trust in the formal judicial 

process and likelihood of turning to vigilante justice, what matters is not only the extent of 

actual corruption, but also how corrupt judges are perceived to be. If people expect that 

criminals will be able to walk free due to a corrupt judicial system, then this decreases the 

likelihood that they will turn to the formal judicial system in the first place, regardless of the 

„objective‟ reality of corruption amongst judges (Kaufmann, Kraay and Mastruzzi 2007). To 

assess the level of judicial corruption, I will use data from Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem), 
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Transparency International reports, various survey studies provided by the Latin American 

Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) as well as anecdotal evidence. 

The questions that will be posed to each case in order to capture judicial corruption are: 

2.1) How corrupt are the judges perceived to be? 

2.2) How common is it that judges are bribed? 

The causal mechanism also needs to be operationalized. Delegitimization has occurred if 

citizens have chosen to withdraw their support and co-operation from the criminal justice 

system (Nivette 2014). In order to measure the level of support for the criminal justice system, 

the attitude amongst the population will be gauged. More precisely, attitudes will be captured 

as the level of trust in the judicial process. Related to the perceived legitimacy of the justice 

system is whether the citizens expect to be treated equally. Hence, one question will aim to 

capture this. Another way of measuring the perceived legitimacy of the state justice 

institutions is by actually studying who people turn to when they need help. Hence, one 

question will specifically focus on whether people turn to the state justice institutions when a 

crime has been committed against them. 

The last question will capture the societal tolerance of violent vigilantism. Low level of trust 

in the state justice system does not per se have to lead to vigilantism, especially if there are 

other avenues for achieving justice available (e.g. customary law). However, if societal norms 

tolerate vigilantism, then this increases the likelihood of vigilante justice. 

Thus, in order to test the causal mechanism, survey data on people‟s attitudes and behaviour 

towards the judiciary will be studied. The survey data will be taken from a range of sources, 

such as Latinobarómetro, LAPOP and other available surveys. The survey data will be 

contextualized with anecdotal evidence where possible or where no other information is 

available. 

To capture the causal mechanism, the following questions will be asked of each case: 

3.1) What is the level of trust towards the judiciary? 

3.2) Are people perceived to be treated equally before the law?  

3.3) If a crime is committed, who are people most likely to turn to for help? 

3.4) Is there widespread support for vigilantism?  
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Sources and Potential Biases 

In order to test the hypothesis and study the causal mechanism, both primary and secondary 

data will be used. In terms of primary data, survey data will be used. One of the main sources 

for survey data that will be is the Latinobarómetro, which has conducted annual survey rounds 

in 18 Latin American countries since 1995. Another important source for survey data is the 

Latin American Public Opinion Poll (LAPOP), which has survey studies covering part of the 

time periods for each case. To answer the question on how common bribery is, the V-Dem 

will provide scores for the whole ten-year period of each case. These scores are based on 

subjective expert ratings (V-Dem 2017). 

In order to make the description of the variables thicker, secondary sources will also be 

consulted. These will mainly take the form of academic research, drawing upon the rich 

ethnographic literature that has been done on Latin America. In addition, reports will also be 

used from international NGOs such as Amnesty International. News articles are another 

valuable source, especially for finding information on incidents involving violent vigilantism. 

The news articles will be accessed through Factiva. 

As I am not fluent in the Spanish language, a clear downside to the final case selection is that 

I will probably miss out on highly relevant research on the cases written in Spanish. There is 

also a risk that important evidence might be missed. In addition, by only consulting sources 

written in English, I might be exposed to a biased narrative on these cases. This is something I 

am highly aware of, and therefore any conclusions I reach, based on the secondary material, 

will have to be made with caution. Thus, meanwhile my case selection has certain advantages 

in terms of fulfilling the case selection criteria, this selection also has clear disadvantages in 

terms of the sources I will be able to access and comprehend. In order to overcome this 

potential bias, I will triangulate the sources to the best of my ability. 
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Chapter 4: Guatemala - 

High levels of post-war violent vigilantism 

 

In this chapter the empirical results for the case of Guatemala will be presented. First, there 

will be a short section on the background to the case. Then I will present the results for the 

questions aiming to capture 1) the dependent variable, 2) the independent variable and 3) the 

causal mechanism. The two following chapters on El Salvador and Nicaragua will follow the 

exact same structure. 

Post-war context 

Guatemala saw a 36 year civil war come to an end in 1996, with the signing of the final peace 

agreement between the Guatemalan government and the rebel coalition. The civil war was 

brutal in many ways, with an approximate death toll of 200,000 people (UCDP 2017). There 

were wide-spread human rights abuses, and in the 1980s, the counterinsurgency campaign 

levelled towards indigenous Mayan communities reached genocidal proportions (Fernández 

García 2004). 

The onset of the civil war was very much driven by grievances over the socioeconomic 

inequalities that prevailed in Guatemala, especially the disproportionate land distribution 

(Paris 2004). The socioeconomic inequalities were largely left unaddressed by the peace 

agreement (Godoy 2006). The country‟s indigenous population constitute approximately half 

of Guatemala‟s total population, and they tend to suffer disproportionately from 

socioeconomic exclusion, although a majority of Guatemalans, regardless of their ethnicity, 

live in poverty (Godoy 2006). 

The end of the civil war did not mark the end of violence. Although political violence 

declined sharply, criminal and social violence increased. Homicide rates in the immediate 

post-war period were “alarmingly high” (Godoy 2006, 45). 

Violent vigilantism 

In Guatemala, violent vigilantism in the post-war period took two separate forms; „social 

cleansing‟ death squads and lynch mobs. While the former tended to be of a clandestine 

nature, the latter one tended to occur in broad daylight in front of crowds. They nonetheless 
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shared the common trait of being „crime control‟ vigilantism, and although one can debate the 

extent to which both phenomena where autonomous from state involvement, they do fulfil the 

minimum criteria to be categorized as vigilantism, as discussed in chapter 2. 

1.1) How many instances of violent vigilantism has there been in the post-war period? 

With regards to the number of instances of lynchings, the numbers vary and are highly 

uncertain. Largely thanks to the UN observer mission, MINUGUA, we know with some 

degree of certainty that the reported lynching incidents between 1996 and 2002 were 

approximately 482, which resulted in 943 victims, of which 240 died (Amnesty International 

2003). After MINUGUA ended their mission, no consistent statistics have been kept on cases 

of lynchings. According to other sources, the amount of lynchings were most intense in the 

years immediately after the war, but started to decline in the mid-2000s (Burrell 2013). In 

2006, there were at least 13 lynchings between January and August (Alston 2007). 

The numbers available on lynching incidents are however likely to be grossly understated, 

since lynching incidents tended to be concentrated to the rural Western highlands, where state 

presence was minimal (Godoy 2004). Hence, it is likely that a lot of lynchings went 

unreported. In addition, due to the remoteness of these regions, lynching incidents may not 

have been picked up by national media, especially if the lynching was intra-communal. There 

were a few high profile cases which caught international media attention, but these involved 

the lynching of foreign tourists, which was actually quite rare. The number of vigilante acts 

with regard to „social cleansing‟ death squads is even harder to estimate, due to their 

clandestine nature. 

Judicial corruption 

Before going into detail on judicial corruption, some basic facts about the Guatemalan judicial 

system may be appropriate to keep in mind. The Guatemalan judiciary underwent a judicial 

reform in the 1990s, starting in 1994 (Amnesty International 2002). This reform was intended 

to make the justice system more efficient and improve access to justice for the majority of 

Guatemalans, but impunity continued to be an obstacle for the establishment of rule of law in 

the post-war period (Sieder 2004). During the civil war, the judiciary had been subordinated 

to the military, thus the judiciary had failed to investigate the human rights violations 

committed during the civil war (Sieder 2004). 
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The judicial actors in Guatemala are the justices of peace at municipal level, trial and 

sentencing judges, appeals courts, the Constitutional Court, and the Supreme Court 

(Transparency International 2007). The Supreme Court is the highest court as well as the 

highest administrative entity within the judiciary (Amnesty International 2002). The judiciary 

should have been independent from the other government branches, but in reality there was 

political influence over the judiciary, especially with regard to the appointment procedures for 

the Supreme Court judges. Such political influence could then easily „trickle down‟ to the 

lower courts, since the Supreme Court was in charge of appointments to the first instance and 

appeals courts (Amnesty International 2002). The appointment of lower court judges based on 

nepotism and clientelism rather than merit was still a commonality during the post-war period 

(Sieder 2004). 

2.1) How corrupt were the judges perceived to be? 

Considering that one of the peace accords signed in 1996 emphasized the importance of 

judicial reform, with the aim of combating corruption within the judiciary (Peña 2007, 212), 

judicial corruption seems to have been of particular concern in the immediate post-war period. 

According to the Transparency International Global Corruption Barometer report from 2005, 

judges in Guatemala received an average rating of 3.9, on a scale where 1 meant „not at all 

corrupt‟ and 5 meant „extremely corrupt‟. This indicates that the perception of Guatemalan 

judges was that they were corrupt. In addition, a 2002 national survey by the Guatemalan 

government revealed that 87% of population thought that “justice is corrupt” (Godoy 2006, 

47). These are the only surveys available
4
 that specifically asked the respondents about the 

perceived corruption within the judiciary. 

There is also anecdotal evidence to support the claim that judges in Guatemala were perceived 

as corrupt. Rachel Sieder (2004, 141) describes the judiciary as “plagued by corruption”, 

among many other problems. Dinorah Azpuru (2002, 26) reported that there was “deep-rooted 

corruption in the lower-ranks” of the judiciary. There were also well-publicized cases of 

judicial corruption in 2005 and 2006, which were likely to have damaged the popular 

perception of the judiciary (Peña 2007, 212).  Between 2000 and 2005, the Judicial 

Disciplinary Board received approximately 3,000 complaints against judges, most concerning 

corruption (ibid.). 

                                                             
4 In English. Surveys in Spanish might have added more information on the other post-war years. 
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Lastly, Fernández García (2004) provides quote about the perception of the judiciary from the 

perspective of a rural, indigenous Guatemalan: 

―the perception the Q’eqchi have of the official system of justice is that the authorities do not 

do a good job of investigating the cases that are brought to them, that judges deceive or steal, 

that employees ‘swindle money’, that problems tend to become more complicated instead of 

finding a solution, that discrimination and racism exist: Furthermore, illiteracy, unfamiliarity 

with the Spanish language, and the distances between a community and the courts are factors 

which hamper appeals to this system.‖(Fernández García 2004, 28; my own emphasis) 

This quote clearly points to that the judiciary was perceived as corrupt, but also illustrates that 

corruption was not the only issue which may have been causing parts of the Guatemalan 

population to not trust the judiciary. Lack of access to state institutions and cultural barriers 

have also been pointed out as major reasons for why especially the rural indigenous 

populations may not have trusted the judiciary (e.g. Fernández García 2004; Godoy 2006). 

2.2) How common is it that judges are bribed? 

Graph 1: Guatemala - Corrupt judicial decision (V-Dem 2017) 

 

According to V-Dem data, which asked respondents the question “How often do individuals 

or businesses make undocumented extra payments or bribes in order to speed up or delay the 

process or to obtain a favourable judicial decision?‖, the average rate for Guatemala between 

1997 and 2006 was 1.36 (for variation across time period, see graph 1). This placed 
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Guatemala between the thresholds of „Usually‟ (1) and „About half of the time‟ (2), although 

somewhat closer to the „Usually‟. From this can be concluded that the bribery of judges was 

fairly common in the post-war period.  

Bribery was however not the only reason for corrupt decisions being taken by judges; threats 

and intimidation were also an issue that independent judges faced. For instance, Sieder (2004, 

147) reports that in a study done during the post-war period, 25 percent of the judges (and 87 

percent of public prosecutors) reported that they had been subject to “pressure from their 

superiors or interested parties to alter the course of investigations and cases”. There are also 

several other sources pointing out that judges were intimidated and received death threats 

when trying to make independent decisions (e.g. Godoy 2006, 53).  

Causal mechanism 

3.1) Trust toward the judiciary 

In order to gauge the level of trust toward the judiciary in post-war Guatemala, survey data 

from Latinobarómetro has been consulted and the results can be seen in table 2. The data has 

been collected through the Latinobarómetro Online Data Analysis tool. The survey rounds 

collect data based on probability sampling, thus the results should be representative
5
 of the 

whole of Guatemala‟s population that are over 18 years of age (Latinobarométro 2006).   

Table 2: Guatemala: Confidence in the judiciary (Latinobarómetro, %) 

 1997 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 

A lot of 

confidence 

5 5 6 4 6 4 9 4 4 

Some confidence 23 22 24 13 16 9 13 16 23 

Little confidence 30 46 31 43 40 19 37 35 46 

No confidence at 

all 

26 25 24 34 34 57 41 42 22 

No answer/ 

Refused 

13 1 5 5 0 4 0 1 1 

Don´t know 3 1 10 0 3 7 0 2 4 

Total (N)  1,000 1,000 989 1,002 1,000 1,006 1,000 1,000 1,000 

                                                             
5 This applies to all data from Latinobarómetro which I use throughout this study, both on Guatemala, but also in 

the other cases (El Salvador and Nicaragua). 
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As can be seen from this table, throughout the post-war period, less than ten percent of the 

population had a lot of confidence in the judiciary. In fact, most respondents either had little 

or no confidence in the judiciary. In 2003, more than half of the respondents had no 

confidence in the judiciary. On average, 70 percent of the population had little or no 

confidence in the judiciary in the ten-year post-war period. This indicates that the level of 

trust towards the judiciary was quite low among Guatemalans during these years. 

According to Sieder (2004, 141), there is a historical legacy of mistrust against the judiciary 

in Guatemala. In that light, this result by the Latinobarómetro is quite understandable. Thus, it 

perhaps unrealistic to expect the citizenry to start trusting the judiciary immediately after a 36 

year long civil war, in which the formal justice system was being undermined by the military. 

On the other hand, the comprehensive peace agreement signed by the warring parties in 1996 

did indicate a new beginning for Guatemala and changes to the judiciary did take place in the 

immediate post-war years. The judicial reform does not seem to have improved the citizens‟ 

trust in the judiciary, at least not during the time period under study. 

3.2) Are people perceived to be treated equally before the law?  

Considering that we now know that the trust in the judiciary was quite low in the post-war 

period, we now move on to the Guatemalans‟ perception of fairness in the courts. This will 

also be illustrated through the use of Latinobarómetro data, as well as a survey study by 

Young et.al. (1998). The Latinobarómetro survey rounds for the years 1997-2000
6
 asked the 

following question with regards perceived equality before the law: 

 “The Political Constitution states that all [Guatemalans] are equal before the law. Do you 

think that all [Guatemalans] are equal before the law or that there is no equality before the 

law in [Guatemala]?‖ 

Table 3: Guatemala - Is there equality before the law or not? Latinobarómetro (1997-2000) 

 1997 1998 2000 

Yes, all equal 23% 31% 24% 

There are inequalities 70% 68% 73% 

No answer/Refused 7% 1% 3% 

Total (N) 1,000 1,000 989 

                                                             
6 There was no survey round in 1999. 



44 

 

These results clearly indicate that Guatemalans perceived that there were inequalities before 

the law. These results are supported by the findings in another 1997 survey, which reported 

that a significant proportion of respondents viewed the courts as unfair, favouring Ladinos 

over indigenous, the rich and powerful over the rest of society (Young et.al. 1998).  

In the same survey, respondents were asked to what extent they believed the courts respected 

and defended citizens‟ rights; 30 percent of the respondents answered that courts do defend 

citizens‟ rights, 26 percent answered sometimes, and 44 percent were of the view that courts 

do not respect citizens‟ rights (Young et.al. 1998). This indicates that a significant proportion 

of the respondents did not expect that the courts will respect their rights. This is perhaps not 

so surprising considering that this survey was conducted immediately after the end of the civil 

war. Hence, citizens were still aware of the judiciary‟s role during the war, which certainly 

did not protect citizens‟ rights. However, considering that a judicial reform was conducted in 

the immediate post-war years, how did citizens view the equality before the law in the latter 

half of the post-war period? 

For the latter half of the post-war period under study, Latinobarómetro also offers survey data, 

but have expanded the amount of possible responses, hence allowing for more nuanced 

answers. The results from these survey rounds are presented in table 4.  

Table 4: Guatemala - How much equality is there before the law (Latinobarómetro 2002-05) 

 2002 2003 2005 

Very 11% 12% 4% 

Quite 16% 18% 14% 

A little 38% 31% 44% 

Not at all 29% 25% 36% 

No answer/ refused 6% 15% 3% 

Total (N) 1,000 1,006 1,000 

Table 4 illustrates that for the years 2002-2005, the majority of Guatemalans believed there 

was little or no equality before the law whatsoever. Thus, throughout the post-war period, a 

majority of Guatemalans did not believe that the judiciary could guarantee a fair trial. In 

addition, a survey study from 2001 found that the more respondents believed in a fair justice 

system, the more likely they were to support the justice system (Azpuru 2002). Thus, 
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considering that a majority of Guatemalans did not believe that there was equality before the 

law; it is quite likely that they did not support the justice system either.  

3.3) If a crime is committed, who were citizens most likely to turn to for help? 

Another indicator for whether the Guatemalans support the justice system is to whom they are 

likely to turn in case a crime is committed. In order to gauge this question, survey data from 

Latinobarómetro and LAPOP has been used. 

Figure 1: Guatemala - Latinobarómetro (2000) 

 

When asked to whom they turned after being victim to a crime, more than half responded that 

they turned to nobody, as can be seen in figure 1. The second most common response was to 

turn to the police, followed by the judiciary. This indicates that 42% of the respondents turned 

to the state in pursuit of justice, while the majority did not.  

To add to this, in the LAPOP survey from 2001, out of the 13 percent who reported that they 

personally had been victims of a crime, only 7 percent went to the state authorities. Of those 

who went to the state authorities, 60 percent reported that going to the state authorities had 

given „bad results‟ (Azpuru 2002). This further indicates that few Guatemalans chose to turn 

to the state institutions for help, and those who did go to the state authorities did not seem to 

get the help they had expected. 

Some anecdotal evidence can help to further illustrate this point. Fernández García (2004), 

herself a Guatemalan, reports that: 
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―If one calls the police when a crime is committed, the most likely occurrence is that they will 

simply not arrive — and for truly unthinkable reasons. The most common is that there are no 

police available, or that there is no vehicle to transport them, or that they have no money to 

purchase fuel for the police car‖. (Fernández García 2004, 43) 

Hence, most Guatemalans perhaps did not expect that the state institutions such as the police 

could do anything about crime, and did not even bother to report the crime. 

3.4) Attitudes toward vigilantism 

The last chain in the causal mechanism is the support for vigilantism. If people see 

vigilantism as a viable alternative way of addressing their insecure situations, then they might 

be more likely to act upon this alternative or at least support those who do. There is available 

survey data on support for vigilantism for the years 1997, 1999, 2001, 2004 and 2006, thus 

covering most of the post-war period. 

In a 1997 survey, 10 percent of respondents supported vigilantism, while 70 percent believed 

justice can be achieved through the police and courts and 20 percent through community 

leaders (Young et.al. 1998). In a 1999 survey the support for vigilantism had now increased to 

29 percent, with 12 percent responding that vigilantism could be justifiable under certain 

circumstances. Almost half of Guatemalans did however not approve of vigilantism (Seligson 

2003).  

In a 2001 survey, respondents were asked whether they thought that the population should 

participate in a neighbourhood watch group in order to protect the community from crime. 

Most of the respondents (87 percent) supported this idea (Azpuru 2002). The same survey 

round also had questions specifically focused on violent vigilantism. Similarly as in 1999, 

about a third of respondents agreed that self-justice is justified, while 13 percent responded 

self-justice is sometimes justified. The survey also asked respondents why they think 

lynchings occur, and 54 percent answered „because justice does not work‟ (ibid.). 

The 2001 survey results also showed that the support for vigilantism varies depending on the 

region and ethnicity. Indigenous Guatemalans were more likely to support vigilantism in three 

regions (northwest, southeast and the metropolitan area). Overall, the support for vigilantism 

is lowest in the metropolitan area, while the highest in the southwest and the southeast of 

Guatemala (Azpuru 2002). Another important finding in this study was that those respondents 
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with higher trust in the courts had lower approval rate for self-justice (ibid.). Hence, this 

clearly indicates that trust in the judiciary and approval of vigilantism is correlated. 

Lastly, in a 2004 survey, 31 percent of Guatemalans approved of vigilantism when state does 

not punish criminals, while in 2006 the approval rate had increased to 36 percent (Azpuru 

2006). These results all indicate that a substantial proportion of Guatemala‟s population were 

supportive of vigilantism throughout the ten-year post-war period. In the first year however, 

only 10 percent supported vigilantism, indicating that people were perhaps hopeful that the 

state institutions could change and improve. Over time however, the approval of vigilantism 

grew, indicating that people‟s expectations of state institutions might not have been met. 
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Chapter 5: El Salvador - 

 Intermediate levels of violent vigilantism 

Post-war context 

The Chapultepec Peace Agreement in 1992 ended a twelve year civil war between the 

government and the rebel coalition, which saw approximately 75.000 people killed, most of 

them civilians (Call 2003). During the civil war, there were serious human rights violations 

committed mainly by the Salvadoran government against the civilian population (Hume 

2004). 

From an international perspective, El Salvador has been hailed as a success story in terms of 

peace agreement implementation; the cease-fire was never broken, the insurgent group was 

demobilized and turned into a political party, elections have been held on a regular basis (Call 

2003). However, although the political warring actors may have found a way of resolving 

their conflicts in a non-violent manner, unfortunately the same does not necessarily go for the 

rest of the Salvadoran society. Despite the end of the bloody civil war, violence has continued 

to be a major issue in El Salvador, mostly in its criminal form.  

El Salvador experienced a sharp increase in criminal violence following the end of the civil 

war. Homicide rates basically sky-rocketed, reaching such levels that El Salvador earned the 

reputation of being one of the most violent countries on Earth that was not in an armed 

conflict (Call 2003). Poverty and unemployment has been pointed out as the main drivers of 

criminal violence in El Salvador, especially in the sense that these factors were influential in 

driving young people join youth gangs. Despite being a middle income country, El Salvador 

is highly unequal in socioeconomic terms and large parts of the population live in poverty, 

especially in the rural areas (Paris 2004).  

Violent vigilantism 

Throughout the post-war period there was a proliferation of „social cleansing‟ vigilante 

groups. The targets of violent vigilantism were often “petty thieves, small-time drug-

traffickers, beggars, prostitutes, street children, and young gang members” (Tracy 1995, 2). 

Thus, it was not only suspected criminals who were targeted, but also people deemed as 

„undesirables‟ (ibid.). The most notorious vigilante group was perhaps the Sombra Negra. The 

Sombra Negra reportedly focused on accused criminals who were released by judges due to 
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lack of evidence, and claimed that they conducted their own investigations before 

condemning someone to death (Ladutke 2001). 

The rise of violent vigilantism has mainly been attributed to the high levels of crime and the 

inability of the police force to effectively address crime, or that is at least how vigilante 

groups such as Sombra Negra motivated their actions (Amnesty International 1996). The true 

motives may however at times have been more sinister. Some sources indicate that oftentimes 

it seems business owners were financing these vigilante groups (DeCesare 1998). In the case 

of Sombra Negra, there were even suspicions of political involvement, at least at the 

department level (Ladutke 2001). This indicates that violent vigilantism may have been 

subject to private interests, such as vengeance, or political interests. In addition, some 

observers suspected that some of the „social cleansing‟ vigilante groups were the continuation 

of previous war-time death squads networks (Tracy 1995). 

1.1) How many instances of violent vigilantism has there been during the post-war period? 

A UN human rights report mentions that there had been a string of „social cleansing‟ vigilante 

killings in 1993, but no numbers were provided (Murray 1993). Most reporting on violent 

vigilantism tends to refer to 1994 as the starting point for „crime control‟ vigilante activities in 

post-war El Salvador. Killings by vigilantes in 1994 occurred mainly in the city of San 

Miguel, and were attributed to a group referred to as Sombra Negra. Between December 1994 

and April 1995, it is estimated that Sombra Negra was responsible for 21 deaths (Ladutke 

2001). Two other vigilante groups were also active in 1995, and together with Sombra Negra, 

these groups were responsible for the killings of at least 30 people (Tracy 1995). 

In 1997, it was reported that approximately 40 people had been killed by vigilantes (Reuters 

News 1997). In 1998, several killings were reported in the department of Santa Ana, “as a 

new death squad known as the Chicos Buenos, announced its presence through flyers 

threatening alleged criminals” (Ladutke 2001, 306). In the following year, a dozen of reported 

killings by vigilantes were reported (ibid.). If we put all these reported numbers together, the 

total number of reported killings by vigilantes in post-war El Salvador can be estimated at 85 

deaths
7
. 

                                                             
7 This is however a highly uncertain estimation, since the real extent of violent vigilantism is unknown. There is 

no official reporting on vigilante killings for this period. 
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Judicial Corruption 

The judiciary in El Salvador is organized in a similar manner as in Guatemala. There is the 

Supreme Court, which is the highest authority within the judiciary. Then there are second 

instance appellate courts at the department level, first instance courts at the metropolitan level, 

and finally, the justices of peace at the municipality level (Popkin 2000).  

During the civil war, the judiciary had remained largely passive in the face of the major 

human rights violations committed by the military against political opponents of the regime. 

In addition, bribery of judges was common practice, even rebels managed to bribe judges to 

free their comrades from jail (Call 2003, 849). When high profile cases involving US citizens 

occurred, the lack of prosecutions for these killings spurred the US government to demand a 

judicial reform in order to give judiciary more independence from the executive (Call 2003). 

Hence, El Salvador underwent an ambitious judicial reform in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Despite the efforts at enhancing independence through judicial reform, in reality the judiciary 

was not independent from the influence of the other government branches. The members of 

the Supreme Court were appointed by the legislative branch, which in turn was subservient to 

the executive (Popkin 2000, 25). The judiciary itself was also organized in a highly vertical 

manner, thus independent action at lower levels was easily subverted by the decisions at 

higher levels within the judiciary (Call 2003). 

2.1) How corrupt were the judges perceived to be? 

Most researchers point to that the judicial system was widely perceived as corrupt, as well as 

inefficient.  Charles Call (2003, 859) for instance, writes that “ten years after the peace 

accords, the judicial system remained weak, inefficient, antiquated, overly partisan and 

subject to corruption”. 

According to a 1996 public opinion poll, “four times as many people thought the country‟s 

justice system was corrupt as thought it honest” (Call 2003, 858), and 60 percent of 

respondents believed Salvadoran judges were subject to political control (Popkin 2000, 203).  

In addition, twice as many people blamed the courts for failing to address the increase in 

crime and violence as people who blamed the police (Popkin 2000, 190).  This blame on the 

judiciary partly had to do with the perception that criminals were getting away. What would 

often happen was that criminals would be arrested, only to be set free a few hours later 

(Ladutke 2001). This has been attributed to faulty police procedures, but also “judges‟ 



51 

 

corruption and ignorance that always continues to be the same” (Ladutke 2001, 298). Hence, 

Salvadorans clearly link the judicial corruption with the prevalence of crime.  

Corruption among judges was definitely perceived as an issue, considering that in 1994 a 

review of judges was launched by the National Judicial Council (Call 2003). The outcome of 

this review was not very impressive however:  

―Only 31 judges of 520 were removed and only one officially for corruption. Five years later, 

the Supreme Court was still reluctant to discipline lower court judges. The National Council 

recommended that 230 judges should be sanctioned, but few actually were‖ (Call 2003, 853).  

This may possibly indicate two things; first, that the Supreme Court was quite resistant to 

reform and purges (Call 2003), thus indicating a culture of corruption within the judiciary. 

Secondly, that the unwillingness of the Supreme Court to purge corrupt judges signalled to the 

rest of society that corruption was rife within the judiciary. Hence, people knew to expect that 

court cases could be manipulated. 

Christine Wade (2016) provides additional anecdotal evidence that supports the view that 

judges were widely perceived as corrupt, in the sense that they mainly served the interests of 

the economic elite. There were several high-profile cases of corruption scandals in the 1990s 

involving businesses run by the economic elite, and if those scandals ever ended up being 

prosecuted, most of those under trial were eventually acquitted (Wade 2016, 143-145). This 

contributed to the view that judges were protecting the economic elite (ibid.). Thus, it is likely 

that the vast majority of Salvadorans would have perceived the judicial system as benefitting 

mainly the richest and most well-connected in El Salvador. 

This view is supported by the truth commission, who were tasked with investigating war 

crimes following the war. The truth commission pointed out in their recommendations that a 

major flaw in the judiciary was the inability to prosecute well-connected civilians and military 

officers (Villiers Negroponte 2012). Nothing indicates that this changed during the post-war 

period. In other words, members of the elite could act with impunity, thereby corrupting the 

rule of law. This in turn may have signalled to the rest of society that the judiciary was 

corruptible and clearly in favour of a specific segment of society. 

2.2) How common is it that judges are bribed? 
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Graph 2: El Salvador - Corrupt judicial decision (V-Dem 2017) 

 

As in the Guatemalan case, V-Dem data provides the most substantial indication on the extent 

of bribery of judicial staff. For the ten year post-war period under study (1993-2002), El 

Salvador scores an average of 1.81 in the V-Dem data, corresponding most closely to the 

„about half of the time‟ threshold (see graph 2). Thus, bribery is fairly common, in the sense 

that is might influence half of the cases brought to court.  

Anecdotal evidence supports this finding. Margaret Popkin (2000, 20) writes that “stories of 

the ease with which juries and judges could be bought abound”, while pointing the blame for 

this „easy bribery‟ at the low salaries of judicial staff. She also adds that threats and 

intimidation of judges were also common practice, in order to manipulate the outcome of a 

case. Based on this evidence, bribery of judges seems to have been fairly common in post-war 

El Salvador.  

Causal mechanism 

3.1) Trust toward the judiciary 

In the immediate post-war years, the confidence in the judiciary was quite low. In a public 

opinion poll conducted in 1994, 30 percent of the respondents reported that their trust in the 

judiciary had decreased, while only 20 percent responded that their trust in the judiciary had 

increased over the past five years. Meanwhile, for 37 percent of the respondents, their trust in 

the judiciary remained unchanged (Call 2003, 858). For the rest of the post-war period, 

Latinobarómetro has data on the population‟s confidence in the judiciary (table 5). 
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Table 5: El Salvador - Confidence in the judiciary (Latinobarómetro 1996-2002) 

 1996 1997 1998 2000 2001 2002 

A lot of confidence 9% 14% 8% 6% 15% 10% 

Some confidence 27% 32% 28% 28% 12% 19% 

Little confidence 37% 34% 44% 41% 39% 34% 

No confidence at all 12% 13% 17% 23% 30% 30% 

No answer/Refused 12% 5% 3% 1% 5% 1% 

Don´t know 3% 2% 0% 1% 0% 6% 

Total (N)  1,003 1,010 1,000 1,001 1,000 1,014 

Overall, the confidence in the judiciary was quite low, with the proportion of respondents 

answering „little confidence‟ being the biggest each year. For all years, the „a lot of 

confidence‟ never receives more than 15 percent, suggesting that there is certainly not a high 

level of trust in the judiciary. The proportion answering that they have „some confidence‟ in 

the judiciary is however the second largest response between 1996 and 2000. This however 

changes in 2001 and 2002, when „no confidence at all‟ becomes the second largest response. 

In sum, this result tells us that for the years 1996-2000, a majority of Salvadoran had little or 

some confidence in the judiciary. Meanwhile in 2001-2002, the trust decreases, with the 

majority now having little or no confidence at all in the judiciary. 

3.2) Equality before the law 

In 1995 and in 1999, survey respondents were asked: “To what extent do you believe that the 

courts in El Salvador guarantee a fair trial?” (Seligson, Macías and Cruz 2000, 30). To this 

question the average score was 41 out of 100 in 1995, and 47 out of 100 in 1999. These 

survey rounds thus indicate a slight increase in the belief that trials are fair between the years 

of 1995 and 1999. In contrast, Latinobarómetro provides the following results for the period 

1996-2000 (see table 6). 

Table 6: El Salvador - There is equality before the law or not (Latinobarómetro 1996-2000) 

 1996 1997 1998 2000 

Yes, all equal 30% 38% 45% 25% 

There are inequalities 64% 59% 54% 71% 

No answer/Refused 5% 3% 2% 4% 

Total (N)  1,003 1,010 1,000 1,001 
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As table 6 illustrates, a majority of Salvadorans did not think there was equality before the 

law. In the 2002 Latinobarómetro round, the question was slightly changed, in order to 

provide for more nuanced answers. The majority of respondents nonetheless answered that 

there was little (30%) or no (27%) equality before the law. 

3.3) To whom did people turn to if a crime was committed? 

Figure 2: El Salvador - Latinobarómetro (2000) 

 

In the 2000 survey round by the Latinobarómetro, this question was asked and, as can be seen 

in figure 2, slightly more than half went to the police, and three percent to the judiciary. More 

than a third chose to turn to nobody, signalling a lack of belief in state authorities‟ ability to 

help. In a question asking whether the respondents thought the police was efficient in 

combating crime, 52% disagreed or strongly disagreed, hence indicating that a majority of 

Salvadorans did not think the police could help them (Latinobarómetro 2000). 

3.4) Attitudes toward vigilantism 

There are several pieces of evidence that indicate that a significant proportion of Salvadorans 

held a positive attitude towards vigilantism in the post-war period, thus rejecting the state‟s 

monopoly on violence. 

In 1995, a public opinion poll showed that more than half of the population (53 percent) in El 

Salvador supported the statement: “given that the government cannot supply justice or 

security, the people have the right to seek justice through their own hands” (Ladutke 2001, 

299). In the following year, the support for the same statement had decreased slightly, to 46 
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percent of Salvadorans (Popkin 2000, 1). A 1998 public opinion poll showed that 52.5 percent 

of those polled agreed that individuals have the right to take justice into their own hands, 

while 40 percent disagreed. In addition, the same survey found that more than a third (37 

percent) of those polled supported the activities of „social cleansing‟ vigilante groups (Popkin 

2000, 190). Additionally, 49% of respondents were in favour of armed neighbourhood watch 

groups (Ladutke 2001, 299). 

This survey data overwhelmingly points to that there was widespread support for vigilantism 

in El Salvador, at least within the five years following the end of the civil war. I was unable to 

find survey data for the years 1999 until 2002, but a survey conducted in 2003 indicates that 

the support for vigilantism remained largely the same. The survey showed that 55 percent of 

the respondents approved of the killing of a criminal (that constituted a threat to the 

community), meanwhile 40 percent approved of the lynching of a criminal (Hume 2004). 

There is also a vast amount of anecdotal evidence to support the view already provided by the 

surveys. An interesting piece of evidence however, which surveys are unable to catch, is the 

dominant discourse on vigilantism in El Salvador. Although some state officials openly 

rejected the killings committed by vigilante groups such as Sombra Negra, most of them 

nevertheless referred to the victims as „criminals‟. Thus, by implication, even the state 

officials legitimized the vigilantes‟ actions to a certain extent (Ladutke 2001). This 

legitimization of vigilantism even extended to the victims‟ families. Apparently one family 

put out an ad addressed to Sombra Negra, calling on them to do more thorough investigations 

because their own son had not been a criminal (ibid.). Hence, the dominant discourse on 

vigilantism tended to justify vigilante killings, both explicitly and implicitly, which made 

speaking out against vigilante groups quite difficult (ibid.).  
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Chapter 6: 

Nicaragua –low levels of violent vigilantism 

Post-war context 

A 12 year long civil war ended in Nicaragua when the Sandinistas were voted out of 

government in 1990, leading to the subsequent demobilization of the rebels, referred to as the 

Contras. Similarly to the other cases in this study, the post-war context in Nicaragua did not 

translate into improved socioeconomic conditions for the majority of Nicaraguans. Post-war 

austerity measures had the major side-effect of leading to high rates of unemployment and 

widening the income inequality between rich and poor. During most parts of the 1990s, 

roughly half of Nicaragua‟s population were either unemployed or underemployed. Nicaragua 

also experienced an increase in criminal violence following the end of the civil war. Between 

1990 and 2003, the absolute number of crimes more than tripled according to Nicaraguan 

police statistics
8
 (Rodgers 2004).  

Although poverty and unemployment probably constitute the largest factors behind the 

criminal violence, another important factor was the failed reintegration of former combatants 

into civilian life. Due to austerity measures, the Nicaraguan state authorities were unable to 

fund peacebuilding programs, hence some ex-combatants turned to criminal activities in order 

to make a living (Paris 2004, 119). These „rearmados‟, as they were called, largely operated in 

the rural areas of Nicaragua. Initially the „rearmados‟, especially ex-Contras, committed 

violent acts for political reasons, but over the 1990s they increasingly became involved in 

criminal activities, such as weapons trafficking (Rogers 2001). In urban areas, the increase in 

criminal violence has mainly been attributed to common criminals and youth gangs (Paris 

2004, 119; Rodgers 2006).  

Violent vigilantism 

1.1) How many instances of violent vigilantism have been reported in the post-war period? 

It seems Nicaragua has had very low levels of violent vigilantism in the post-war period. Only 

one single incident shows up with regard to lynchings in news reports in Nicaragua during 

this period. The event occurred in July 2000, and involved a mob attempting to lynch a judge, 

                                                             
8 Numbers which are likely to be under-reported, so the actual number of crimes is probably higher (Rodgers 

2004) 
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who was accused of corruption. The judge was at the time being investigated for dropping 

two controversial cases without reviewing them, thus indicating that corruption was involved 

(NotiCen, 2000).  

This case may tell us two things. First, lynching is not unheard of in Nicaragua, and there is 

the possibility that lynchings do occur in Nicaragua, but that they may not grab national 

media attention. Secondly, another possible reason for why no other lynchings were reported 

may be that they do not succeed, or at least do not display very spectacular violence (as in 

Guatemala). Hence, there may be attempted lynchings, which are successfully averted before 

they harm anyone physically. On the other hand, it may very well be that this indeed was the 

only attempted violent vigilante act during the ten-year post-war period. Researchers studying 

lynchings in Guatemala have indicated that lynchings are quite rare in El Salvador and 

Nicaragua (e.g. Burrell 2013, 118). 

It is also worth mentioning that research on pandillas, a form of youth gang phenomenon in 

Nicaragua, suggests that these gangs may have functioned as a type of neighbourhood 

vigilante militia during the initial post-war period (Rodgers 2008). Dennis Rodgers (2008) has 

studied one specific pandilla group in a neighbourhood in Managua and how it transformed 

over the course of the post-war period.  

During his research on the group in 1996/97, he discovered that although the members of this 

pandilla themselves committed crimes, they did so towards other neighbourhoods, never their 

own. Hence, this pandilla group felt an affinity towards their own community, and they would 

protect their neighbourhood against crime from other gangs. When the cocaine trafficking 

trade started to infiltrate Nicaragua in 1999 however, this gang changed in character and 

turned against its own neighbourhood community (Rodgers 2008). This however indicates 

that pandillas throughout Managua and other Nicaraguan cities may have functioned as 

vigilantes, protecting their neighbourhoods against other criminals. Thus, the actual level of 

violent vigilantism could potentially have been higher, but this is difficult to assess. Where do 

you draw the line between gang warfare and vigilantism? 

Judicial corruption 

The judicial system in Nicaragua consists of local judges at municipality level, district judges 

at regional level, the Courts of Appeals and the Supreme Court, which is the highest court 

(Blandino 2007). The judiciary is formally independent, but is in reality subject to political 
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influence (BTI 2003). For instance, appointments to the Supreme Court “are decided 

according to political considerations” (BTI 2003, 4).  

In order to answer the two questions that have been asked in order to capture the level of 

judicial corruption with a focus on bribery, mainly data from two survey studies have been 

used, as well as data from V-Dem (2017). Two national surveys were conducted under the 

leadership of Mitchell Seligson (1997; 1999) in 1996 and 1998, and aimed to capture the 

Nicaraguan people‟s views on corruption. Both surveys used a national probability sampling 

method, and both surveys rounds interviewed 2,400 people. The results refer to 98 percent of 

the Nicaraguan population (Seligson 1999). 

2.1) How corrupt were the judges perceived to be? 

In the 1996 survey, corruption was perceived as widespread and as something that affected 

Nicaraguans personally by 75 percent of the respondents. With specific regard to the 

corruption in courts, judges were not held in any high esteem among the survey respondents. 

In 1996 as well as 1998, judges scored an overall average of 7 on a 1-10 scale, where 1 meant 

„honest‟ and 10 meant „corrupt‟. Thus, judges are much closer to being perceived as corrupt 

than as honest. As a point of comparison, teachers were perceived to be the most honest 

among public officials in Nicaragua, scoring an average 3 in 1996 and 4 in 1998. Judges had 

company of several other groups of public officials scoring the same average, such as the 

police, government ministers and mayors. Thus, judges were not singled out as the most 

corrupt public officials group, but were rather viewed as part of a general culture of 

corruption amongst public officials.  

The follow-up survey in 1998 did suggest that corruption in general was a growing concern 

among Nicaraguans, but that actual corruption seemed to be in decline, since fewer 

respondents reported that they had personally experienced corruption (Seligson 1999). 

Latinobarómetro data supports this view, since the survey rounds show that between 1997 

until 2000, the concern over corruption as a serious problem increased from 80 percent to 93 

percent of respondents. It is worth pointing out however, that this is probably due to 

corruption becoming increasingly politicized in the later part of the 1990s, as highly 

publicized corruption investigations were conducted against both governments of the 1990s 

(Isbester 2001).  

2.2) How common was it that judges were bribed? 
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Graph 3: Nicaragua - Corrupt judicial decision (V-Dem 2017) 

 

According to the V-Dem data, for the period 1991 to 2000, the average score was 1.48, which 

places Nicaraguan judges as making corrupt decisions due to bribes between „Usually‟ and 

„About half of the time‟. There was a slight improvement in 1995, which set Nicaraguan 

judges closer to the „About half of the time‟ threshold. Despite this slight improvement, 

overall, the influencing of judges‟ decisions was considered as quite common. 

Seligson‟s 1996 survey shows that 21 percent knew someone who has paid a bribe to judges. 

Actual personal experience with corruption is even lower. Hence a critical finding in 

Seligson‟s survey (1997) was that there is a gap between the perception of corruption and 

actual experience of corruption in Nicaragua.  This means that while the perception of 

corruption as a serious issue might have increased, the actual extent of judicial corruption 

might have been the same throughout the ten-year post-war period. 

Causal mechanism 

3.1) Trust toward the judiciary 

In the initial post-war period, it seems the judiciary was relatively trusted among Nicaraguans. 

In 1991, a public opinion poll shows that courts scored 52 out of 100 on a scale measuring 

urban Nicaraguans‟ support for various institutions (Seligson 1996). Although not the most 

supported institution in Nicaragua, this score nonetheless indicates that a majority of urban 

Nicaraguans trusted the judiciary at this point in time. This level of trust did not continue 
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however. In the following round in 1995, the trust had decreased to 35 out of 100, a 

significant decrease in support over a four year period. The 1991 public opinion poll however 

was only conducted in the four largest cities of Nicaragua, hence only corresponding to the 

public opinion of 45% of Nicaragua‟s total population (Seligson 1996). Hence, we should not 

generalize too much based on this survey, since it mainly reflects the views of urban 

Nicaraguans. 

A 1994 CID Gallup national survey however, shows a similar result as the 1995 survey. In the 

1994 survey, the justice system scores 37 out of 100, which places it as one of the least trusted 

institutions in Nicaragua, wedged between the legislature, who scored 40, and the police, who 

scored 36 (Seligson 1996). Thus, during the first half of the post-war period, it seems the 

judiciary was one of the least trusted public institutions. For the second half of the post-war 

period under study, i.e. 1996-2000, we will turn to the survey data provided by 

Latinobarómetro. The results from these survey rounds can be seen in table 7. 

Table 7: Nicaragua – confidence in the judiciary (Latinobarómetro 1996-2000) 

 1996 1997 1998 2000 

A lot of confidence 11% 12% 5% 4% 

Some confidence 32% 27% 19% 13% 

Little confidence 43% 32% 40% 25% 

No confidence at all 5% 27% 32% 55% 

No answer/Refused 6% 1% 2% 2% 

Don´t know 3% 1% 2% 2% 

Total (N)  1,034 1,002 1,000 1,000 

As you can see from this table, Nicaraguans did not have much trust in their judiciary between 

1996 and 2000. Although, almost a third of the respondents did have some trust in the 

judiciary in 1996, this confidence decreased over time. By 2000, more than half of 

Nicaraguans did not have any confidence in the judiciary whatsoever. 

3.2) Fairness of trials 

Something that is believed to greatly contribute to the loss of legitimacy in the eyes of citizens 

is whether or not there is procedural justice (Tyler 1990), in other words, whether citizens‟ 

cases are treated fairly in the courts. For Nicaragua, there is unfortunately no survey data on 

the population‟s perception of whether they expect to be treated fairly by the judiciary for the 



61 

 

first half of the post-war period. For the second half, there is survey data by Latinobarómetro 

(table 8). 

Table 8: Nicaragua- There is equality before the law or not (Latinobarómetro 1996-2000) 

 1996 1997 1998 2000 

Yes, all equal 34% 43% 27% 12% 

There are inequalities 62% 56% 63% 86% 

No answer/Refused 3% 0% 10% 2% 

Total (N)  1,034 1,002 1,000 1,000 

 

As table 8 shows, a clear majority of the respondents perceived that there were inequalities 

before the law. In fact, by 2000, most of the respondents perceived that there was no equality 

before the law. 

The survey by Seligson (1999), mentioned in a previous section (on judicial corruption), also 

found that personal experience with corruption decreased the respondent‟s expectation to 

receive a fair trial. This suggests a link between experience of corruption and the lack of trust 

towards state institutions, in this case the legal system. In the 1996 survey by Seligson (1997), 

a similar relationship was found, in the sense that: as the perception of bribery as common 

increased amongst respondents, there was a significant decline in support for the courts. This 

finding also points to a link between perception of corruption and the decreased perception of 

state institutions as legitimate. Hence, both these findings indicate that there is an on-going 

delegitimization process due to corruption.  

3.3) If a crime was committed, who do citizens turn to? 
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Figure 3: Nicaragua - Latinobarómetro (2000) 

 

The 2000 survey round by Latinobarómetro (see figure 3) reports that a total of 45 percent 

turned to state authorities in case a crime had been committed. The majority of victims 

however did not report the crime to anybody. This clearly indicates that the majority of 

victims of crime did not believe they could get any help from state authorities. In the same 

survey round, respondents were asked whether they viewed the police force as efficient in 

fighting crime. More than 80 percent of respondents did not think the Nicaraguan police force 

was efficient in terms of fighting crime. Hence, it is perhaps understandable why a majority of 

Nicaraguans do not report crimes to state authorities. 

3.4) Attitudes toward vigilantism 

Unfortunately, there is a lack of data on public opinion with regards to vigilantism in post-war 

Nicaragua, at least for the time period focused upon in this study. LAPOP does provide 

survey data on vigilantism for the whole of Latin America, including Nicaragua, but these 

surveys are outside of the time period under study in this thesis.  

The lack of data can be down to two factors. First, compared to Guatemala, which has had 

high levels of violent vigilantism, Nicaragua has not had the same level of vigilantism. Hence 

surveys conducted in Nicaragua have not taken views on vigilantism into account. Secondly, 

LAPOP does have survey rounds on Nicaragua during the 1990s, but these are in Spanish. 

Hence, due to time constraint and the language barrier, I could not go into these surveys to see 

whether any questions on vigilantism have been asked. 
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I was only able to find anecdotal evidence on support for vigilantism in Dennis Rodgers‟ 

research on one Managua-neighbourhood pandilla group, mentioned previously. When 

interviewing local residents in the neighbourhood where this pandilla group had its territorial 

base, Rodgers (2008) found that residents tended to denounce pandillas phenomenon in 

general, but expressed gratitude over their own neighbourhood pandilla. One interviewee 

summarizes the ambivalent attitude towards pandillas in 1997: 

―The pandilla looks after the neighbourhood and screws others; it protects us and allows us 

to feel a little bit safer, to live our lives a little bit more easily… Gangs are not a good thing, 

and it’s their fault that we have to live with all this insecurity, but that’s a problem of 

pandillerismo in general, not of our gang here in the barrio. They protect us, help us – 

without them, things would be much worse for us‖ (Rodgers 2008, 353). 

Hence, although the pandilla contributed to a general environment of insecurity, the residents 

in their neighbourhood at least supported the fact that the pandilla provided some security, 

especially since the police was not present in the neighbourhood (Rodgers 2008). Although it 

is impossible to tell if this pandilla-neighbourhood relationship was common across 

Nicaragua, it does indicate that in insecure environments, ordinary citizens may favour 

vigilantism if that is the only option available.   
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Chapter 7: 

Cross-case Comparison 

First, I will discuss to what degree the hypothesis received support. Secondly, I will discuss to 

what degree the expected causal pathway was matched by the cases. Thirdly, I will turn to 

possible alternative explanations. Lastly, I will discuss limitations and potential biases of this 

study. 

Hypothesis 

Table 9: Cross-case comparison - Summary of empirical results on the expected relationship 

 Guatemala El Salvador Nicaragua 

Level of violent 

vigilantism 

High Intermediate  Low 

 

Level of judicial 

corruption 

High High High 

As can be seen from table 9, when summarizing the results in general terms, the hypothesis 

does not get support. Judicial corruption turned out to be a rampant issue in all three cases. 

There were of course some nuances, for instance, based on the V-Dem score, the actual extent 

of bribery was somewhat lower in El Salvador than in the two other cases (see table 10).  

Table 10: Cross-case comparison – Nuances in judicial corruption 

 Guatemala  El Salvador Nicaragua 

Perceived judicial 

corruption 

3.9 out of 5 on 

corruption scale 

(TI 2005) 

4 to 1 believed 

justice was corrupt 

(Call 2003) 

7 out of 10  on 

corruption scale 

(Seligson 1997; 

1999) 

Actual judicial 

corruption (average 

V-Dem score) 

1.36 (Closest to 

„Usually‟) 

1.81 (Closest to „Half 

of the time‟) 

1.48 (Between 

„Usually‟ and „Half 

of the time‟) 

The V-Dem score is the most comparable across the cases, and as can be seen in table 10, El 

Salvador had the least actual judicial corruption, relative to the other two cases. One could 
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argue that expecting bribery to be involved in about half of the courts cases is still quite a lot, 

but on the other hand a 50/50 chance is perhaps worth a shot. In addition, the main issue with 

the judiciary in El Salvador seems to have been that it favoured the elite. Hence, people could 

perhaps more easily predict when a court case would be manipulated, since those are the ones 

where someone from the elite is involved. This could perhaps explain why El Salvador 

experienced slightly lower levels of violent vigilantism, compared to Guatemala. 

With regard to the other two cases, Guatemala clearly had the highest level of judicial 

corruption and the highest level of violent vigilantism, thus supporting the hypothesis. 

Nicaragua on the other hand, contradicts the hypothesis, since it had high levels of judicial 

corruption, but nonetheless has low levels of violent vigilantism. Thus, there is no clear-cut 

support for the hypothesis. 

An additional interesting observation was that in all three cases there were instances where 

corrupt judges were attacked by vigilantes. In the El Salvador case, Sombra Negra threatened 

to kill six judges they accused of being corrupt (Ladutke 2001). In Nicaragua, the only 

attempted lynching was targeted toward a judge accused of corruption (NotiCen 2000). In 

Guatemala, there were several instances where judges were targeted by lynch mobs 

(Fernández García 2004). This was not predicted by the theory, but does indicate that people 

felt frustrated over the prevalence of judicial corruption. How representatives of state 

institutions behave may thus not only trigger violence towards the criminals that are allowed 

behave with impunity, but also towards state public officials who allow the impunity to 

proceed.  

Causal pathway 

We now turn to how the cases fared with regard to the expected causal pathway. First, with 

regard to the popular trust in the judiciary, there was no huge difference between the cases 

across their post-war periods
9
. The distrust was on average the highest in Guatemala, while 

the lowest in El Salvador. However, in all three cases, a majority of the population had little 

or no trust the judiciary.  

 

                                                             
9
 But as seen in table 11, not all post-war years are covered for El Salvador and Nicaragua by Latinobarómetro. 

This should not be an issue however, since as illustrated in the case analyses, the trust levels did not change 

much. 
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Table 11: Cross-case comparison - Trust in the judiciary; average during post-war period 

(Latinobarómetro) 

 Guatemala  

(1997-2006) 

El Salvador  

(1996-2002) 

Nicaragua  

(1996-2000) 

A lot / some 

confidence 

31% 36% 31% 

Little / no confidence 71% 59% 65% 

Considering that all three cases experienced quite high levels of judicial corruption as well, 

the distrust may have been a result of the judicial corruption. However, low levels of trust 

may have several causes. Hence, an indicator that may specifically connect judicial corruption 

and the lack of trust in the judiciary is the perception of fairness. Did the populations in these 

cases perceive that the judicial system provided justice in a fair way? 

Table 12: Cross-case comparison – summary of perception of procedural injustice (average) 

 Guatemala 

(1997-2006)
10

 

El Salvador 

(1996-2002) 

Nicaragua 

(1996-2000) 

There are inequalities 

before the law 

69% 61%  67%  

Table 12 summarizes the survey data from Latinobarómetro, focusing specifically on the 

perception that there were inequalities in the way the law was applied. As this table shows, a 

majority of respondents thought there were inequalities before the law. There is not a lot of 

difference between the cases, although Guatemala does have the highest average percentage, 

and El Salvador has the lowest. This tells us that more or less two thirds of the population in 

these countries believed that the law was not applied in an equal manner in the post-war 

period. Hence, some of the distrust of the judiciary may have been due to the fact that people 

did not believe that the judiciary could guarantee a fair trial. Although this perception may be 

caused by different potential factors, one important finding in the study of Nicaragua was that 

experience of corruption was likely to decrease the perception that the judiciary could 

guarantee a fair trial (Seligson 1999). Considering that all these cases had quite high levels of 

corruption, it is likely that at least some of the perception of lack of procedural justice was 

due to the rampant corruption within the judiciaries. 

                                                             
10 In survey rounds 2002-2005, there were more available responses to the question. I have added the responses 

„little equality‟ and „no equality‟ to the overall average. I did the same for the 2002 survey round for El Salvador. 
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Another indicator for the legitimacy of the judiciary, or rather the state justice institutions as a 

whole is whether people turn to them for help. Thus, even though people may be sceptical 

about the judiciary‟s ability to provide justice in a fair and trustworthy way, people may 

nonetheless turn to the state for help if they saw no other alternative. Hence, by turning to the 

state in case a crime had been committed, this indicates that the citizens do perceive the state 

as the actor with sufficient legitimate authority on such matters. 

Table 13: Cross-case comparison – To whom did crime victims turn? Latinobarómetro (2000) 

 Guatemala El Salvador Nicaragua 

State authorities 

(police and judiciary) 

42% 54% 45% 

Nobody 51% 38% 51% 

Other responses 7% 8% 4% 

Total (N) 359 376 282 

As the table summary shows, in Guatemala and Nicaragua, the majority of crime victims 

decided to turn to nobody.  Meanwhile in El Salvador a majority of crime victims actually 

turned to the police (and three percent to the judiciary; see figure 2). Thus, even though a 

majority of Salvadorans tended to distrust the judiciary and did not believe there was equality 

before the law, victims of crime nonetheless chose to turn to the police for help.  

This could perhaps be viewed as the police performing better than the judiciary, hence 

Salvadorans trust them more. However, when asked whether respondents viewed the police as 

effective in combating crime, a majority (52%) answered that they did not think the police 

were effective. This does however indicate that a majority of crime victims saw the state 

authorities as the best alternative for taking care of the crime committed against them. In other 

words, the state was viewed as a legitimate actor in this regard. 

On the other hand, more than a third of crime victims in El Salvador chose to turn to nobody, 

as a majority did in both Guatemala and Nicaragua. This signals that a substantial amount of 

crime victims would rather do nothing than seek out the help of state institutions, indicating a 

significant mistrust toward state institutions.  

Given that research has shown that crime victimization could spur people to harbour a 

supportive attitude towards vigilantism (Bateson 2012), how did these cases fare in that 

respect? This was the question that was most difficult to find comparable data on, especially 
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for Nicaragua. However, in both Guatemala and El Salvador there were some surveys that 

explicitly asked people about their opinion on vigilantism.  

In Guatemala, the percentage that was supportive of vigilantism increased during the post-war 

period, from 10 percent in 1997 to around 30 percent in the years 1999-2006. In addition, one 

quite important finding with regards to support for vigilantism was that the more Guatemalans 

trusted the judiciary, the less likely they were to be supportive of vigilantism (Azpuru 

2002).Thus, in the case of Guatemala, the causal pathway seems to be in place; low level of 

trust in the judiciary, a majority believing that the justice system treats people unequally, a 

majority not going to the state authorities when becoming a victim of a crime, and a third of 

the population favouring violent vigilantism. Hence, the state was not viewed a reliant 

provider of justice and security, and given the substantial amount of people that were in 

favour of vigilantism, this could be one plausible causal pathway explaining the high levels of 

violent vigilantism in post-war Guatemala. 

In El Salvador, there was substantial support for vigilantism in the post-war period, those 

expressing support for violent vigilantism ranging from a third to more than half of the 

respondents. This may seem somewhat contradictory, considering that a majority of crime 

victims preferred to go to state authorities. On the other hand, a substantial amount (46%) of 

crime victims also chose not to turn to state authorities. So the large amount of support for 

vigilantism could have been an expression of this. In addition, vigilante groups in El Salvador 

were suspected of having some kind of cooperative relationship with the police. Thus, 

supporting vigilantism may not necessarily have been a rejection of the state, but rather 

support for a phenomenon that was considered an extension of the state. What it does signal is 

that there was a rejection of the rule of law. 

Finally, in Nicaragua, certain parts of the causal pathway were in place. There was a quite low 

level of trust in the judiciary, a majority of Nicaraguans did not think that there was equality 

before the law and a majority of crime victims did not go to the state authorities. The missing 

piece is however how people in general viewed vigilantism. The research done on one single 

neighbourhood in Managua is not enough in order to draw generalizations for the whole of 

Nicaragua. Hence, we cannot know if the low level of violent vigilantism is due to lack of 

general support for such behaviour or simply because organizations that could carry out 

vigilantism were not in place. This will be expanded upon in the discussion on alternative 

explanations. 
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To summarize, the causal pathway seems to be have been in place in the case of Guatemala, 

but only somewhat in place in the cases of El Salvador and Nicaragua. In Nicaragua, the first 

part of the causal mechanism is there, but not in the way that the theory predicted. In El 

Salvador, the majority of crime victims chose to go to state authorities despite not believing 

that the justice system was trustworthy or fair. Hence, it seems that the state justice 

institutions were perceived as somewhat more legitimate than in the other two cases. This 

could perhaps explain the intermediate levels of violent vigilantism in the case of El Salvador, 

but I believe more in-depth research into El Salvador is necessary before such conclusions can 

be drawn. Thus, the overall results for this study are mixed. 

Alternative explanations 

What could explain the low level of violent vigilantism in Nicaragua, despite the high level of 

judicial corruption as well as most parts of the causal pathway being in place? One of the 

strongest alternative explanations is probably the lack of clandestine extra-legal militia groups 

operating on behalf of the state during the civil war. Both in Guatemala and El Salvador it 

seems like these types of militia group networks were never fully demobilized, hence such 

networks enabled mobilization for violent vigilantism, since they already had a modus 

operandi for doing such activities. Nicaragua does not seem to have experienced a similar 

phenomenon. Hence most Nicaraguans may not have had the capability of „taking the law into 

their own hands‟.  

Those people, e.g. ex-combatants, who potentially had the „know-how‟ for organizing such 

violence seems to have mainly used their violent skills for criminal activities. As the research 

by Dennis Rodgers showed, pandillas did function as vigilantes initially, but this changed as 

the cocaine trade entered Nicaragua. In addition, Rodgers (2012) also indicates that these 

groups changed as the ex-combatants outgrew and eventually left the pandillas. Hence, over 

time, as ex-combatants left these gangs, there might not have been anyone around with the 

skills to organize vigilante activities (assuming that ex-combatants did not pass on their skills 

to younger generations).  

Thus, if we connect this to the previous research literature, this cross-case study does indicate 

that a culture of violence can have a significant impact on the post-war context, in the sense 

that people who have been „taught‟ violent conflict resolution skills during the civil war, may 

continue to apply them in the post-war period. There seems to be an important connection 

between ex-combatants and violent vigilantism, which should be investigated further. 
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Another possible alternative explanation that could perhaps explain the lower levels of violent 

vigilantism in Nicaragua is whether there was more availability of „safety nets‟. „Safety nets‟ 

in this context refers to civil society actors to which individuals can turn for help instead of 

the state, such as religious organizations, NGOs or neighbourhood organizations (Nivette 

2014). These are institutions that can provide social welfare, and hence even if someone 

becomes victim of a crime, they can turn to these institutions for help. In cases where safety 

nets are available, crime victimization may not necessarily create the frustration which could 

mobilize a collective of people to pursue vigilantism. Thus, the ability of civil society to care 

for the population, especially when austerity measures hinder state institutions from pursuing 

social welfare programs, could then alleviate the suffering of the poorer population in the face 

of high levels of crime. In the case of Nicaragua, it is hard to tell whether this is the case, 

without having looked specifically into the role of civil society. 

Another potential confounder that is related to the previous point is the cohesion within 

communities (Nivette 2014). Research has shown that community cohesion can either 

increase the likelihood of vigilantism or increase the likelihood of cooperation with the police 

(Sunshine and Tyler 2003; Zizumbo-Colunga 2010). This depends on what type of social 

capital is created in the community (Nivette 2014). Thus, in the case of indigenous 

communities in Guatemala, these communities have sufficient cohesion which enables 

vigilantism, in the form of lynch mobs. Meanwhile, in Nicaragua, research by Rodgers (2006) 

indicates that as crime levels rose in Managua, this led to „social atomization‟, in other words, 

that people disengaged from civil society and thus there was less community cohesion. Thus, 

when the pandilla (which Rodgers studied) turned predatory, the neighbourhood residents did 

not have sufficient cohesion in order to organize their own vigilante group. This is however 

just one study of a single neighbourhood in Managua, thus it is impossible to tell whether this 

is a factor that could explain the low levels of violent vigilantism across the whole of 

Nicaragua. 

There are also alternative explanations that are somewhat more case-specific. As was 

observed in the case of Guatemala, there were actually two separate phenomena of 

vigilantism. Although they may stem from a similar cause, i.e. war-time militia groups, the 

form and execution of these vigilantisms are somewhat different. In the case of lynchings in 

remote areas, the main issue seems to have been a lack of state institutional presence, rather 

than judicial corruption per se. Vigilantism in these cases is rather an issue of lack of state 

institutions rather than bad performance. Thus, the legacy of war argument is perhaps the 
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strongest explanation for the high levels of violent vigilantism, since the end of the civil war 

left a security vacuum in these communities, which was then filled by vigilantism. 

Meanwhile, in the case of „social cleansing‟ death squads in urban areas, it is likely that there 

is more interaction between citizens and state justice institutions, thus the explanation 

proposed in this thesis is perhaps more applicable to this type of vigilantism. 

Lastly, in El Salvador, some authors pointed to the role of media in hyping up the fear of 

crime, thus increasing the citizens‟ sense of insecurity (e.g. Ladutke 2001). News reporting 

tended to sensationalize criminal violence, and portrayed the issue in a simplistic manner, 

mainly pinning the blame for the high levels of crime on the youth gangs. In reality, gang 

violence is estimated to have been responsible for around 30 percent of the homicides, 

meanwhile common criminals, interpersonal disputes (e.g. bar fights) and organized crime 

accounted for the majority of the homicides (Ladutke 2001). However, due to the 

scapegoating of youth gangs in the media, this could partly explain why gang members were 

commonly the victims of violent vigilantism. Hence, at least in the case of El Salvador, the 

sensationalized reporting on as well as dominant discourse on criminal violence may have to 

some extent contributed to an increased collective sense of insecurity, in turn leading to the 

lashing out against the scapegoated group. 

Limitations and biases 

There are limitations and biases which hinder far-reaching conclusions based on this study. In 

terms of generalizability, by choosing a „method of difference‟ approach to the case selection, 

this means that the external generalizability may be compromised. Although the case selection 

presents an interesting empirical puzzle, there are certain factors that make these cases quite 

unique. For instance, there is the drug trafficking from South America to North America that 

passes through the region in which these cases are located, thus having a confounding impact 

on the nature of criminal violence in these countries. This may then increase the likelihood of 

vigilantism in a way that is not comparably the case in other parts of the world. 

In addition, in terms of vigilantism in post-war societies, how representative are these cases? 

As mentioned in the section on vigilantism in chapter 2, vigilantism tends to be quite context-

specific, arising in response to local conditions. However, there have been cases of lynch 

mobs in other post-war societies, such as in Mozambique (Jacobs 2010). Guatemala is 

however the most well-documented case, and may thus seem as an „extreme‟ case. Whether 

that is true in reality is difficult to tell, considering the lack of systematic gathering of data on 
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this phenomenon. „Social cleansing‟ death squads are also not a phenomenon restricted to 

Guatemala and El Salvador, although they may have a certain history in the region. Similar 

„social cleansing‟ vigilantes has also been a phenomenon in post-war South Africa (Buur 

2010). Vigilantism is of course not a phenomenon restricted to post-war societies, and has 

been recurring in many countries in Latin America (e.g. Brazil, Mexico, Venezuela) as well as 

many other parts of the world (for specific examples, see chapter 2 or Pratten and Sen 2008). 

Thus, I would argue that despite the specific case selection in this study, the argument 

investigated in this thesis could be applied to other contexts as well, both post-war and non-

post-war societies. 

However, something that should not be generalized based on this study is the level of violent 

vigilantism. The level of violent vigilantism was determined by the reported instances in 

relation to the other cases. Hence, El Salvador does not represent an intermediate case of 

violent vigilantism in general, just in relation to Guatemala and Nicaragua. This is because, as 

has been mentioned several times, there has so far been no systematic gathering of data on 

vigilantism at the global level (to my knowledge), thus there is no threshold against which to 

determine the level of violent vigilantism in a general sense. The ACLED project does gather 

data on vigilantism in Africa and in some countries in Asia. Thus, when designing this study, 

the choice was between ensuring a neat case selection or comparable data on vigilantism 

across cases. In the end I chose to ensure a solid case selection, thus being able to hold key 

rival explanations constant whilst also ensuring an interesting variation in the dependent 

variable. 

Data availability was also tough in terms of ensuring that there was data for the whole ten-

year post-war period. The aim was to try to cover all years during the ten-year period, but this 

aim could not always be fulfilled.  Latinobarómetro, which was a key source for the causal 

mechanism, started gathering survey data on these cases in 1996. Hence, in the case of 

Guatemala, the whole post-war period could be covered, but that was not the case for 

Nicaragua and El Salvador. In order to make up for this, I tried to find additional survey data 

which could provide information about the initial post-war years in Nicaragua and El 

Salvador. Two conditions constrained the gathering of data for these two cases; language and 

time. 

First of all, with regards to time, in the case of Nicaragua, I needed to find sources which 

captured people‟s opinion in 1991, which is more than 25 years ago. In this regard, I was 
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perhaps lucky that there was an interest among international aid agencies in knowing how the 

democratization process in these cases was going. Thus, such surveys could at times capture 

some of the variables that I was interested. Secondly, in terms of language, a major limitation 

was the fact that I do not know Spanish. For many of surveys I had to rely on secondary 

information, i.e. researchers reporting on the results of the surveys. This put me one layer of 

analysis away from the original source. Ideally, I would have liked have been able to assess 

the survey results myself, but for some cases this was simply not possible. This implies two 

things. First, if someone were to replicate this study, they may reach a different conclusion if 

they also are able to assess the surveys in Spanish. Secondly, one could argue that survey 

results that I was unable to verify myself should have been left out of the study. However, 

between having no information whatsoever and having some information, I chose to include 

the results from these surveys nonetheless, after assessing that both the surveys and the 

authors reporting on them seemed credible. 

The direction of the relationship studied here was challenging to assess, especially since the 

study is conducted at state level, and not at the individual level. Hence, it was difficult to 

ensure that all the links along the causal pathway actually were in place and going in the 

direction they were predicted to. Some pieces of evidence here and there indicated that the 

direction was the one predicted by the argument, but to ensure that this really is the case then 

actual interviews with people, where all these questions were asked of the same sample, could 

produce clearer results. As of the current research design, we can just assume that the 

proposed causal pathway is a plausible one, but we cannot know with certainty. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 
 

Summary 

The focus of this study has been to answer the research question why do some post-war 

societies experience high levels of violent vigilantism, whilst other do not? The argument 

proposed was that higher levels of judicial corruption could lead to higher levels of violent 

vigilantism. In addition to this expected relationship, the causal mechanism was also 

investigated. It was theorized that judicial corruption will trigger a delegitimization process, 

in which the trust in the state‟s ability to provide justice and security would decrease among 

large parts of the citizenry. This decrease in legitimacy of the state justice system would then 

in turn increase the likelihood that citizens will choose to turn to vigilantism, in order to 

punish law-breakers. To study this argument, a qualitative cross-case comparison was 

conducted on post-war Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua, which constituted an 

interesting empirical puzzle. 

The findings were mixed. In the case of Guatemala, the expected relationship and causal 

mechanism were largely supported, although it seems clear that a high level of judicial 

corruption is not the only factor contributing to the delegitimization of state institutions. 

However, despite displaying high levels of judicial corruption, Nicaragua did not have high 

levels of violent vigilantism, thus contradicting the hypothesis. Interestingly, parts of the 

causal mechanism were in place, in the sense that Nicaraguans did not seem to trust the 

judiciary. What seems to have been missing was the mobilization factor. Thus, even though 

Nicaraguans perceived the judiciary as corrupt and did not trust the state justice institutions, 

this did not trigger violent vigilantism.  

In the case of El Salvador, the results were mixed and produced unexpected results. Out of the 

three cases investigated, El Salvador displayed the lowest level of judicial corruption, 

although the difference to the other cases was not huge. Although Salvadorans did not have a 

lot of trust in the judiciary, a majority of crime victims did turn to the police or the judiciary 

in order to get help. This indicates that the state justice institutions, although they may not 

have enjoyed high levels of trust, were nonetheless viewed as legitimate actors in terms of 

justice and security. Despite this legitimacy however, substantial parts of the Salvadoran 

population approved of violent vigilantism and indeed approved directly of vigilante acts 

committed by vigilante groups such as Sombra Negra. The most likely explanation for this 
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somewhat ambiguous result of both supporting the state justice institutions and violent 

vigilantism, which directly challenges the authority of state justice institutions, may be that 

vigilantes were viewed as an extension of the state apparatus. This perception is a legacy of 

similar groups operating during the civil war, but taking on new societal issues in the post-war 

era. This highlights the importance of demobilizing clandestine war-time militia groups, since 

the continuation of such networks can result in other types of human rights violations during 

peace-times. 

Future research and policy implications 

This study has contributed to furthering the understanding of violent vigilantism in post-war 

societies, by pointing to the significant role war-time militia groups seems to play in the 

continuation of violence. This finding in turn shows that the causal mechanism suggested by 

previous research could be strengthened if it clarified how the delegitimization process in turn 

mobilizes citizens to turn to vigilantism. This part of the causal mechanism is the weakest, 

and more research should be devoted to explaining what motivates people to turn to 

vigilantism specifically, while discarding other, non-violent, options. 

In this regard, future research should look into the role ex-combatants may play in 

vigilantism. In all three cases studied, ex-combatants were indicated to be the main instigators 

of violent vigilantism, indicating that vigilantism requires a violent organizational skill-set, 

obtained during armed conflict. Violent vigilantism perpetrated by ex-combatants may not 

only be a result of a culture of violence, but may also a way for ex-combatants of maintaining 

their social status and position of power, achieved through violence during the war. Hence, 

future research should also explore the possible motivations to why ex-combatants instigate 

violent vigilantism. A policy implication that can be drawn from this observation is that peace 

agreements should not forget to include members of clandestine militia groups, especially 

government-affiliated ones, in the DDR processes. 

Although it turned out that corruption in the judiciary may not have a crucial effect on violent 

vigilantism, it is nonetheless clear that corruption is something that hampers the quality of 

peace in the post-war societies in this study. As was shown to a certain extent in all three 

cases, corruption in the judiciary may be a contributing factor to a lack of trust in the state 

justice institutions, and this may in the long-term lead to disengagement by the citizens from 

the state, which thereby undermines the statebuilding process. Hence, peacebuilding 

practitioners need to pay attention to the way peace- and statebuilding practices may 
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contribute to allowing a culture of corruption to fester, thus inevitably leading to an unfair 

distribution of justice and security.  

An interesting event with regards to tackling corruption in post-war societies was the creation 

of the International Commission against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG) at the end of 2006 

(Alston 2007). This anti-corruption body has been quite successful in addressing impunity 

(WOLA 2015). Thus, an extension of this study could be to study a longer time-period, which 

would include the entering of this anti-corruption measure and how this may have affected the 

level of violent vigilantism. Similarly, hard line policies on the combating of crime could 

have had a similar effect in El Salvador, but these were also implemented outside the ten-year 

period of this study. Hence, an extension of the time period in El Salvador could similarly 

provide interesting observations in terms of violent vigilantism.  

Lastly, in order to better understand the phenomenon of vigilantism in post-war societies in all 

parts of the globe, there should be efforts to gather systematic data on vigilantism. The 

ACLED project is already doing important work by gathering information on vigilante 

militias in Africa and some countries in Asia, but this should be extended to cover the all parts 

of the world.  

Although vigilantism may seem like an obscure phenomenon, it is an interesting and diverse 

phenomenon that deserves attention since it serves as an important indicator for state-society 

relations. As this thesis is being written, vigilantes in the Philippines are killing „drug-dealers‟ 

and „drug-users‟ on behalf of the state (Kine 2017). Apart from showing the uneasy ease with 

which the state authorities can motivate citizens to kill other citizens, it also illustrates the 

consequence of advocating a simplistic solution to a complex problem, regardless of who the 

advocate is. 
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