
CONFRONTING POLITICAL 
VIGILANTISM IN GHANA

PARTICIPATORY DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATES
&

AFRICAN INSTITUTE FOR CRIME, 
POLICY AND GOVERNANCE RESEARCH

By: JUSTICE TANKEBE
(University of Cambridge, UK)

for

policy brief

July 2019

Participatory
Development 
Associates Ltd.

... everyone matters



Participatory Development Associates (PDA) is an organisation of skilled people who 

aim to support processes of empowerment and self-determination in communities, 

organisations and individuals. PDA works with government, non-government and 

private organisations, as well as multilateral and bilateral organisations in areas such 

as decentralisation, policy analysis and advocacy, poverty and social assessments, 

reproductive health, including HIV/AIDS, gender and development, issues of governance 

in education, health and forestry, organisation development with NGOs and other civil 

society organisations, and monitoring and evaluation. Our basic approach is to work with 

communities, organisations and individuals to reflect, to learn and to act, thus bringing 

about a transformation in their present situation.

Address: No. 30, Asafoatse Oman Street (Near Accra Central View Hotel and ATTC), 

Kokomlemle, Accra

Phone: +233 (0) 30 2243098, 020 8129622

Email: info@pdaghana.com

The African Institute for Crime, Policy and Governance Research was established in 2012 

by a group of academics to address the gap in research on crime, justice and governance 

issues in Africa. Researchers in the Institute are leading experts in their respective fields. 

Several of our staff also have long years of experience as criminal justice practitioners 

and policy experts. The Institute aims to promote high-quality research and teaching 

on crime and justice in Africa. It provides training for professionals in the fields of crime 

and justice (police officers, prosecutors, judges, prison officers, probation officers, and 

private security providers) in an evidence-based approach to crime prevention and 

justice delivery.  It also seeks to facilitate international collaboration between Africa and 

other areas of the world on specific themes of mutual interest.

Address: P. O. Box LG 492, Legon-Accra, Ghana, West Africa

Phone:   +223 (0) 277 742915

email:       info@africpgr.org

About
Participatory Development Associates  PDA

African Institute for Crime, Policy and Governance Research AFRICPGR

Acknowledgements
This policy brief is the result of a collaboration between Participatory Development 

Associates PDA and the African Institute for Crime, Policy and Governance Research 

AFRICPGR. The team thanks the Citizen Movement Against Corruption CMaC, 

The Commission on Human Rights and Administrative Justice CHRAJ, Centre for 

Democratic Development CDD and participants for the fruitful discussions during 

the Symposium on the State of Freedom and Justice in Ghana held in march 2019. 

Insights from the discussions fed into parts of this brief.



Introduction
On 9 April 2019, Ghana’s two main political parties – the ruling New Patriotic 

Party and the opposition National Democratic Congress – concluded talks on 

political vigilantism with the National Peace Council. Their object was to find 

ways to disband political vigilante groups. This followed an address by President 

Akuffo Addo which threatened legislation if the parties did not begin a dialogue 

to disband their vigilante groups. In agreeing to the talks, the parties implicitly 

acknowledged that they recruit, train, and resource vigilante groups to act on 

their behalf.  That reinforces reports such as one compiled by the Institute for 

Security Studies (ISS)1 , as well as academic research papers. 

The immediate prompting for the vigilante talks was a well-publicised incident 

on 31 January 2019. What should have been a routine by-election, following 

the death of the member of parliament for Ayawaso, was marred by violence 

on the part of masked security officials from the National Security Secretariat. 

The incident revived concerns about political vigilantism and how it might be 

controlled. At a meeting in Kumasi a few weeks after the Ayawaso debacle, two 

people were shot by members of the National Democratic Congress.²  

Political vigilantism is not a new feature of Ghanaian politics. Some researchers 

say that it has its roots in the movement for independence from British 

colonial rule³ . Both the Convention People’s Party led by Kwame Nkrumah – 

Ghana’s independence leader and first president – and the National Liberation 

Movement were engaged in fierce political struggles over whether Ghana should 

be a federal or a unitary state. The struggle involved violent vigilante activity by 

elements on both sides. 

This policy paper explores the conditions that give rise to vigilantism, the nature 

of that form of violence, and what might be done to tackle the problem. 

Towards A Definition Of 
Political Vigilantism
Vigilantism is complex. The popular view is that it involves episodes in which 

people “take the law into their own hands”, as they use (or threaten to use) 

violence against others who pose a threat to a particular version of the social 

order. Such a definition is a useful starting-point, not least because it contains a 

suggestion that vigilantes are necessarily engaged in unlawful actions, and that 

the power they exercise is not rightfully theirs but belongs to some other persons. 

In this sense, vigilante violence threatens, violates and subverts the rule of law. 

However, when we see vigilantism simply as the usurpation of legitimate power, 

we risk taking the view that political vigilantism is nothing more than vigilante 

action motivated by political interests. That would be a mistake. No vigilante 

activity is politically neutral; every act of vigilantism is inherently political in 

the sense that it always involves the use of power against other persons and 

in pursuit of certain interests.4 Should this lead us to conclude that the phrase 

‘political vigilantism’ is tautological? Not exactly, I think, because what people 

mean by political vigilantism is the illegal use or threatened use of violence by 

private actors in furtherance of partisan politics. Thus, we can define political 

vigilantism as referring to instances in which people take the law into their own 

hands in order to advance a partisan political agenda. 



However, we need to make two further observations as we define political vigilantism. 

First, vigilantism always involves an attempt to create or safeguard a social order 

in which people feel that their interests are protected or in which they feel a degree 

of psychological and material security. This is what political parties in Ghana seek 

to achieve, whether in government or in opposition, by the formation of vigilante 

groups. 

Second, it is a mistake to limit our analysis entirely to street-level vigilantism—that is, 

to popular images of vigilantes as hoodlums engaged in intimidation, harassment, 

beating, maiming or killing those people whose actions are perceived to threaten 

the vigilantes’ own visions of social order. We should also pay attention to what I 

have called vigilantes-in-suits, an expression that refers to people in positions of 

authority who arrogate to themselves powers they do not have as they seek to 

create a social order that benefits sectional interests.5  The violence produced by 

vigilantes-in-suits is largely structural, perpetuating social and economic injustices. 

We cannot fully understand and respond to street-level vigilantes and the threats 

they pose to democracy and the rule of law without a full understanding of their 

counterparts in suits. The maxim that the pen is mightier than the sword applies to 

this contrast between street and suit vigilantes. 

Political Vigilantism Activities 
And Their Effects
Today, Ghana’s two main political parties – the National Democratic Congress and 

the New Patriotic Party – have vigilante groups who wear T-shirts branded with 

their group’s logo. These include the “Azorka Boys” and the “Hawks” for the National 

Democratic Congress, and the “Invincible Forces” and “Delta Forces” for the New 

Patriotic Party. 

Political vigilantism often involves violence. Vigilantes engage in riots, violent protests 

and property destruction; they are known to target elections, intimidating voters or 

mounting roadblocks to prevent “outsiders” from observing polls.⁶   Vigilantes have 

also been known to harass, threaten, assault, and even assassinate opponents.7  

These vigilante groups are often violent, they target opposition groups and public 

officials, and they seize property or assets.⁸ 

The violence associated with political vigilantism is not only physical, such as when 

someone suffers bodily harm or property is destroyed. It is important to recognise 

other forms of violence, whether psychological, emotional, or verbal. Psychological 

violence manifests itself as threatening behaviour that causes fear among 

individuals and constrains their behaviour. Emotional violence makes an individual 

feel worthless, while verbal violence can be seen in the use of language, either 

written or spoken, that causes distress and other forms of harm to an individual. 

These diverse forms of violence draw attention to what might be called political 

digilantism – that is, the types of political vigilantism that can be found on the 

internet.



We can identify two categories of generalized effects from political vigilantism. 

First, there are direct, unmediated vigilante effects. These are the effects contained 

in the rationale for action. They include preventing others from voting or standing 

for or occupying public office, or simply expressing their views, and, some cases, 

permanently removing them from the political arena. Second, there are indirect 

effects, mediated through those who witness or read news about vigilante practices. 

Such people might begin to question democratic governance and the health of the 

rule of law, to withdraw from the political process, or to withhold investments in a 

country’s economy. 

Causes Of Political Vigilantism
The answer to the question why people engage in violent political vigilantism is 

crucial for effective policy interventions. Unless we are clear in our understanding 

and explanation of vigilante violence, we cannot address it. As we have seen, 

vigilantism comes in different shapes, forms, and sizes. The reasons for its 

occurrence are complex and multifaceted. Indeed, there might be as many 

motivations and risk factors for vigilante behaviour as there are vigilante actors. 

The variety of vigilante actions – snatching of ballot boxes, cyber-harassment, 

physical and psychological violence, intimidation, and threats of various kinds – 

would appear to make causal analysis quite challenging. A possible solution is to 

distinguish and to keep firmly in mind the essential elements of vigilante acts. A 

vigilante act involves the following elements: 

 i. a decision to assume and exercise power a person does not have;

 ii. desire to create or to protect a social order in which people or    

  groups feel materially and psychologically secure; and

 iii. the effects of violence – psychological, physical and structural. 

We can identify two general conditions for the rise of political vigilantism. First, 

there are law enforcement conditions. These take two forms. One concerns the 

effectiveness of criminal justice agencies. Social science evidence from decades 

of criminological research shows that people break laws under conditions in which 

they perceive the risk of detection and sanctions to be minimal⁹ . Applied to political 

vigilantism, the evidence suggests that vigilantes and their sponsors persist in 

unlawful activities because they do not consider the risk of apprehension to be 

great. In other words, they can get away with it. 



Beyond perceptions of risk, there is evidence that vigilantism arises under conditions of 

perceived illegitimacy of criminal justice agencies, especially the police 10. ‘Legitimacy’ 

refers to public recognition of power as morally right. It is a multidimensional concept, 

comprising perceptions of the lawfulness, effectiveness and fairness of authority11. 

Thus, criminal justice agencies that are perceived to engage in misconduct (for 

example, corruption), that appear chronically ineffective in addressing safety 

concerns, and that treat citizens with disrespect jeopardize their legitimacy. Without 

legitimacy, alternative actors will seek to exercise the powers otherwise reserved for 

those agencies. 

Part of the problem for the enforcement agencies – in projecting deterrence and 

legitimacy – is that both aggressive partisan interference in police work and the failure 

by police managers to assert their independence have left the police powerless to 

respond to political vigilantism. Either the police fail to make arrests or arrests lead 

to no prosecutions as politicians intervene through the back door to release suspects. 

In the courts, magistrates are threatened and, in some cases, forced to flee for their 

lives.12 

The second general condition for political vigilantism is structural. A large body of 

evidence from research in social anthropology makes clear that vigilantism in various 

manifestations arises as a result of socio-economic inequalities and marginalisation. 

“Vigilantism is much more than a popular response to crime. It operates at the 

intersections between the state and society, and lies at the centre of popular 

understandings of the roots of inequality, injustice, and corruption”13 . Injustices and 

inequalities – induced by decades of neoliberal economic policies – tend to weaken 

people’s identification with and attachment to the State. 

This often manifests itself in various forms. For example, people might feel a sense 

of powerlessness and disillusionment because they cannot view the State as 

representing their interests and aspirations. Both poverty and blocked or non-existent 

opportunities can deprive people of dignity. If people are poor and feel powerless to 

improve their situation, the frustration that ensues can render them open to various 

temptations, including recruitment into political vigilantism. 

In conclusion, the research evidence shows that political vigilantism thrives in an 

environment of low certainty of apprehension and punishment, perceived illegitimacy 

of criminal justice, and socio-economic injustice. 



Tackling Political Vigilantism 
Tackling political vigilantism requires evidence-based action, not moralism on the 

threats of vigilantism to democratic governance, or mere words of political resolve. 

A number of long-term and short-term interventions are needed to tackle the 

problem. We believe that interventions should consider five key areas:

• Creating a more inclusive and equal society, which requires tackling    

 social and economic injustice in Ghanaian society. The country requires   

 strategies to tackle youth unemployment. Yet unemployment cannot   

 be addressed without tackling the corruption that diverts public resources   

 into private coffers, allowing the rich to get richer and preventing brighter   

 opportunities for the youth.14  An inclusive and equal society can help   

 prevent future recruitment into political vigilantism.

• Ghana needs well-considered rehabilitative programmes for members   

 of disbanded political vigilante groups. I have argued elsewhere that   

 active vigilantes gain a sense of meaning in their lives, and that vigilantism   

 might also give them power, esteem, prestige and a sense of belonging.15    

 A policy decision that merely disbands vigilante groups without    

 rehabilitation will fail. An option here is to develop rehabilitation    

 programmes for disbanded vigilante group members. 

 These programmes could include cognitive therapy to neutralise the

            vigilantist indoctrinations and rationalisations, and re-settlement    

 interventions to offer alternative livelihoods to political vigilantes. 

However, the target for any such interventions should not be limited to the 

youth directly involved in political vigilantism. There is research evidence 

to show that approval of vigilantism increases with age.16  This suggests 

that young people who become involved in political vigilantism might be 

coerced by older and more powerful actors who recruit and supply them 

with rationalisations for street-level violence. Consequently, and as the 

2009 UN report on extra-judicial killing recommends17 , such research 

findings suggest that policy interventions should identify and include 

actors who are not directly involved in vigilante activities but who might 

be an inspiration for those activities. 

• Ghana needs to enhance the capacity of criminal justice agencies to deter   

 political vigilantism. The Vigilantism and Related Offences (VRO) Bill,    

 which is currently under public consultation, seeks to address this    

 weakness in deterrence by proposing, among other things, severe sentences  

 for those convicted of vigilantism.  



I.  Realise that the risks of being caught or convicted and also the  

 sentence levels have altered;

II.  Take these altered risks into account when deciding whether to 

  join a vigilante group and engage in vigilante actions;

III. Believe they have a significant likelihood of being arrested for   

 their involvement in vigilantism;

IV. Believe that if they are arrested the new sentencing policy will   

 apply to them;

V. Be prepared to change their choices in the light of changes   

 in their perceptions of the certainty and severity of painful      

 consequences.

These conditions require a sense of proportion in expectations of the impact of 

the VRO Bill on the incidence and persistence of political vigilantism. They also 

suggest a need for fresh and creative thinking to ensure that these conditions 

are met. Meanwhile, the conditions are further complicated by evidence from 

criminological research suggesting that deterrence works best among those 

with strong bonds to society19 . It is, therefore, important that efforts to enhance 

deterrence go hand-in-hand with the broader socio-economic reforms 

identified above.

However, merely changing sentences will not deter political vigilantism unless the 

following pre-conditions for criminal deterrence effects are fulfilled 18. Potential 

political vigilantes and their sponsors must:

• There is a need for urgent and radical police reforms to promote   

 innovation and effectiveness, and to insulate the police from    

 partisan political interference, especially at the operational    

 level.  Political vigilantism is an example of what Elinor Ostrom   

 calls a “collective action problem.”20  The political actors in Ghana   

 know that they will benefit from avoiding political vigilantism. Their   

 pronouncements make clear  that they do not lack knowledge   

 on the threats of vigilantism21 , both to them as collectives and to   

 broader Ghanaian society. However, they do not trust each other to   

 honour any agreements, and that is the problem with any communiqués,  

 such as what the National Peace Council will produce. This collective   

 action problem of political vigilantism requires a solution. We see   

 this solution in the creation of a credible and legitimate police service  

 that can monitor and detect offenders and their sponsors, and then   

 prosecute them. 

 The reforms we anticipate here are twofold: first, constitutional reforms  

 to decentralise the police service, making each of the existing 17 police  

 regional commands fully independent. Police chiefs for these new forces  

 should be recruited on merit on the basis of a fair and open process.   

 This will replace the current arrangement of presidential appointment.  

 Next, a new national agency constituted of people with expertise in   

 police work, such as academics and practitioners, should be created to  

 oversee police work. The agency, which will replace the Police Council,  

 will be responsible for police accountability and promoting innovations  

 such as evidence-based interventions in police work.22  



• Finally, we recommend the creation of counter-vigilantism units (CVUs) in  

 each regional police service. Political vigilantism remains a persistent  

 threat to human rights, rule of law and democratic governance. 

 It is, therefore, important to create a specialised unit focused solely on  

 acquiring and developing intelligence to disrupt and prevent vigilantism.  

 This will require procedures to facilitate information-sharing among   

            police forces across the country. The flow of information from the public    

 is the  lifeblood of police work. CVUs must therefore work to secure public  

 collaboration in tackling vigilantism. According to the 2017 Afrobarometer  

 data, nine out of ten Ghanaians in a large sample  will ‘approve’   

 or ‘strongly  approve’ government decisions to prosecute and  punish  

 people engaged in vigilante actions. This suggests a climate of goodwill in  

 which counter-vigilantism units can thrive.
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