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“It’s What I Do that Defines Me”: Real Life Superheroes, Identity, 
and Vigilantism
Benjamin Meade and Taimi Castle

James Madison University, Harrisonburg, VA, USA

ABSTRACT
Real Life Superheroes (RLSH) create unique superhero personas and engage 
in a variety of community-based activities, including street patrols with the 
stated purpose of responding to and deterring crime. Prior research on RLSH 
explored the psychological motivations for participating in the subculture, 
engaging concepts such as edgework and extreme altruism, while also 
avoiding framing RLSH as vigilantes. Most RLSH reject the vigilante label, 
even though the community recognizes vigilante traditions as a precursor to 
the contemporary movement and cites popular vigilante superheroes as 
influences. In this study, we apply a criminological conceptualization of 
vigilantism through an analysis of RLSH interviews and social media posts 
over a two-year period. Based on this framework, RLSH activity classifies as 
vigilantism despite declarations of community outreach and activism. We 
also identified themes of extreme altruism and communal narcissism in our 
data and provide observations about RLSH messaging during the pandemic.
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Real life superheroes

Real-life superheroes (RLSH) are individuals who adopt a superhero persona while operating com
munity service or public safety missions. Inspired by, and similar to, fictionalized superheroes, RLSH 
develop an alternate identity with a unique name and costume/uniform (Weston 2013). The RLSH 
network is global with members/groups in North and South America, Europe and the UK, Oceania 
(Australia and New Zealand), China, and Japan.1 RLSH activities distinguish members from 
cosplayers, who dress up as existing fictional characters from anime and comic book lore. 
Cosplayers focus on the artistic and competitive aspect of creating/replicating their costume or 
appearance, while RLSH create unique identities to accomplish real-life, street-level missions 
(Fishwick and Mak 2015; Krulos 2013).

RLSH were celebrated in a digital exhibit by Peter Tangen, who photographed more than 20 RLSH 
in 2010. The Real Life Superhero Project website featured portraits, stories, and videos of active RLSH 
while also providing an online community for RLSH fans.2 The project, along with the 2010 release of 
the film Kick-Ass, increased the visibility of RLSH, spawning depictions of costumed vigilantes 
roaming the streets fighting crime (Krulos 2013). Traditionally, a vigilante is thought of as pursuing 
criminals and righting perceived injustices with the use of violence, while doing so outside the bounds 
of the law (Johnston 1996). One of the most famous RLSH, Seattle’s Phoenix Jones, contributed to 
mediated vigilante narratives by using his mixed marital arts (MMA) skills to fight crime in his 
neighborhood (Neroulias 2011).

CONTACT Benjamin Meade meadebd@jmu.edu MSC 1205, 90 Bluestone Drive, Harrisonburg, Virginia, 22807

1https://wiki.rlsh.net/wiki/Real_Life_SuperHero.
2http://reallifesuperheroes.com/.
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The vigilante label is one that most RLSH reject, even though the community recognizes vigilante 
traditions as a precursor to the contemporary movement. The spread of the movement globally also 
has been influenced by popular vigilante superheroes (e.g., Batman, Daredevil, Punisher) in comic 
books and a multi-billion dollar a year film industry. The scant research on the RLSH community, 
however, minimizes the vigilante aspects of RLSH activity noting that crime prevention and response 
are only one aspect of RLSH engagement. RLSH prioritize community service and their dominant 
activities – whether as a lone RLSH or in a group – involve charity and activism (Fishwick and Mak 
2015; Krulos 2013; White et al. 2016). RLSH identities reflect a commitment to humanitarian work 
with marginalized community members, with one RLSH identifying himself as a “defender of the 
homeless” (Iouchkov and Birch 2015: 60). Motivated by perceived societal decline and apathy, RLSH 
regard their activities – patrols and community service outreach – as a voluntary, selfless contribution 
to civic engagement (Iouchkov and Birch 2015; White et al. 2016). RLSH report favorable attitudes 
toward law enforcement, working in conjunction with or in support of police toward the shared goal 
of public safety (Fishwick and Mak 2015).

Street patrols, however, can be risky endeavors for the crime-fighting RLSH. Fishwick and Mak 
(2015) argued that RLSH activity reflects edgework, where individuals seek relief from the regulation 
and routinization of institutional life by participating in dangerous, exciting, and emotionally challen
ging activities (Lyng 2005). The performative aspects of RLSH costumes also enrich our understanding 
of Presdee’s (2004) “carnival of crime,” by allowing members to transcend the “citizen world,” and 
transgress in a “carnival of doing good” (Fishwick and Mak 2015: 336). The excitement of these liminal 
spaces offers an ephemeral escape from the monotony and boredom of their everyday lives (Ferrell 
2004).

While RLSH emphasized their altruistic aspirations over crime-fighting, their activities entail 
greater legal and social ramifications than typical altruism. White, Szabo, and Tiliopoulous (2018) 
conceptualized RLSH activity as extreme altruism, where “the cost of providing aid is greater than 
what a normal altruist would be willing to experience” (66). In a larger study comparing RLSH 
personalities to other groups (altruists and the public), the researchers found extreme altruists more 
willing to violate social norms to achieve prosocial objectives, which could also be considered a form 
of antisocial behavior. The idea of extreme altruism appealed to some RLSH, who began to identify 
as X-Alt (Extreme Altruist) after the concept was introduced in a blog post shared among members, 
although the term never gained traction in the larger RLSH community (White, Szabo, and 
Tiliopoulous 2018).

In addition to high scores on altruism and prosocial characteristics, RLSH scored higher on 
measures of narcissism than comparison groups. More specifically, RLSH scored higher on communal 
narcissistic personality traits, which refer to self-enhancement through the community – rather than 
individual – domain (White, Szabo, and Tiliopoulous 2018). Individuals with these traits boast about 
community-oriented activities and describe their service in grandiose ways. The scholars concluded 
that while altruists typically score lower in narcissism, the high scores of RLSH may be reflective of 
a unique combination of prosocial and antisocial characteristics, where RLSH believe themselves to be 
uniquely qualified to help the community. These beliefs are reflected in the “About” section of the The 
Real Life Superhero Project:

. . . there is a real subculture of genuine heroes, that bridge the gap between the fantastic and the practical. 
Anonymous and selfless, they choose every day, to make a difference in the world around them. Whether it be 
feeding the hungry, comforting the sick, or cleaning up their neighborhoods, they save real lives in very real ways.

While RLSH scored higher on a willingness to violate social norms in pursuit of prosocial aims, this 
did not extend to law breaking (White, Szabo, and Tiliopoulous 2018). These results validated prior 
studies reporting general support for law enforcement among the RLSH community (Fishwick and 
Mak 2015; Iouchkov and Birch 2015; White et al. 2016). Yet, the pro-police attitudes of RLSH conflict 
with popular culture depictions of an ineffective and/or corrupt criminal justice system, of which law 
enforcement are the primary actors. In the fictional world of the superhero – where dominant 
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narratives of individual responsibility for social problems call for a swift and retributive justice – 
vigilante violence offers the best remedy (Phillips and Strobl 2013).

RLSH also identify real world citizen patrol groups, such as the Guardian Angels (GA), as 
inspiration for the subculture. Established in 1977 by Curtis Sliwa, GA chapters emerged in 
U.S. cities in response to the perceived rising crime rates in urban environments. The uniformed 
members acted as a visible deterrent to violent crime and assisted communities in other ways (Pennell 
et al. 1989). By organization rules GA did not carry weapons, however original members were trained 
in martial arts and sometimes used violence to intervene or apprehend offenders. Pennell et al.’s (1989) 
extensive study found support among citizens for GA presence in the community, with law enforce
ment reporting neutral or negative attitudes that varied by rank. The researchers found line officers, 
compared to supervisors/administrators, more likely to describe GA as vigilantes, report a negligible 
impact on crime, view them as a threat to legal authority, and highlight the lack of training as 
problematic during citizen encounters.

RLSH cite inspiration from both fictional superheroes and real life citizen patrol groups that 
romanticize crime-fighting and vigilantism. Yet, RLSH reject this identification even while acknowl
edging vigilante traditions as precursors to the movement. In this paper, we analyzed RLSH interviews 
and social media for vigilante themes, guided by Johnston’s (1996) criminological conceptualization of 
vigilantism. Our research is a qualitative, exploratory study examining the self-conceptions and 
identities of RLSH, particularly relating to notions of vigilantism. We briefly contextualize the 
vigilantism framework in the next section.

Vigilantism

RLSH create alternate identities inspired by the vigilante superheroes celebrated in American popular 
culture. These depictions, however, draw upon a long history of vigilantism in the U.S., including the 
frontier justice of the Wild West and the racial terror campaigns of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK) (Bjørgo 
and Mareš 2019). Gavaler (2013) argued superhero narratives share a cultural genealogy with the 
masked vigilantes of the KKK, as depicted in D.W. Griffith’s 1915 film The Birth of a Nation. While the 
formula has evolved over time, and superheroes became champions of the oppressed, characters share 
the same “reactionary, paternalistic ethics of vigilantism” popularized by vigilante heroes in racist 
texts (193).

While vigilante activity is generally understood to be extralegal, vigilantes, both fictional and real, 
operate within a rule of law framework. Batman – the archetypal vigilante superhero – employs 
a violence authorized by criminal justice actors who tacitly or directly support his methods, relying on 
his extralegal status to fight crime (Fawcett and Kohm 2020). Vigilantism is preferred due to the 
constraints of due process, where the pursuit of swift and retributive justice is hindered by lengthy 
legal proceedings that often fail to deliver (Phillips and Strobl 2013).

Contemporary scholarship on real world vigilantism also highlights a lack of state efficacy in crime 
control and concerns over procedural justice as motivating factors (Dumsday 2020; Tankebe 2009; 
Tankebe and Asif 2016). In contrast to fictional depictions of collusion between vigilantes and state 
authorities, concerns over police legitimacy breed vigilante violence (Asif and Weenink 2019). 
Vigilante groups also develop due to concerns over immigration. While some citizen groups violently 
attack non-natives, others limit activity to neighborhood patrols and surveillance (Castle and Parsons 
2019). Bjørgo and Mareš (2019) comparison of far right vigilante groups in multiple countries found 
they emerge due to a number of factors, including: perceptions of societal threat; crime identification 
with a specific group; shocking events; state efficacy; police legitimacy; permissive legislation and a lack 
of governmental trust; militia and vigilante traditions; and a base of support for vigilantism.

The gatekeeping function of vigilante groups extends to digital platforms. Digilantism (Nhan, 
Huey, and Broll 2015), cyber-vigilantism (Smallridge, Wagner, and Crowl 2016), or digital vigilantism 
(Trottier 2017) may develop primarily online but include in-person activities. Digitally mediated 
vigilantism transcends national boundaries and includes a variety of activities that may serve to 
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provide entertainment, advance ideology, or allow direct participation in pursuit of justice (Favarel- 
Garrigues, Tanner, and Trottier 2020). One group of digital vigilantes known as websleuths create 
participatory true crime experiences in online spaces, and host collaborative research, whether 
investigating pedophiles, locating cat killers,3 or searching for missing people (Smallridge, Wagner, 
and Crowl 2016; Trottier 2017; Yardley et al. 2018).

While some of these activities are extralegal, most digital vigilantism would not meet Johnston’s 
(1996) traditional definition, which included six elements: 1) planning, premeditation, and organiza
tion; 2) private, voluntary agency; 3) autonomous citizenship; 4) the threat or use of force; 5) reaction 
to crime and social deviance; and 6) personal and collective security. In other words, vigilante activity 
involves some level of minimal planning and organization by private agents, who volunteer their time 
without the state’s authority or recognition. Contemporary scholars of vigilantism maintain that since 
most vigilante groups do not engage in violence, an expanded definition of vigilantism is essential to 
explaining modern movements. Bjørgo and Mareš (2019) then argue for replacing Johnston’s “threat 
or use of force” with “performance of force,” where uniformed street patrols provide a visible deterrent 
but also serve to intimidate potential offenders or specific groups.

We engaged both the traditional and expanded definitions of vigilantism in our thematic analysis of 
interview transcripts and RLSH media. While the primary data collection concluded last year, the 2020 
pandemic offered researchers an opportunity to evaluate changes to RLSH messages prior to and 
during the pandemic. More specifically, we reflect on the stated goals of community outreach and 
service, noting that governmental recommendations on wearing masks to stop the spread of SARS 
CoV-2 provided RLSH a creative opening (given their own mask wearing) to encourage citizens to 
follow public safety guidelines. We discuss these results after a brief description of methods.

Methods

Our interest in the RLSH movement originated upon discovering a recruitment flyer for the local 
chapter. The Chief and Founder of the local chapter served as our point of contact and key informant 
throughout the research study. Our ethnographic approach to data collection was initially designed to 
include participant observation of street patrols, but this method was later eliminated due to logistical 
concerns.4 Data collection, then, was limited to in-depth interviews, written interview responses, and 
the ethnographic content analysis (ECA) of themes in social media (Altheide and Schneider 2013). We 
obtained approval for our human subjects research from the Institutional Review Board of our 
affiliated institution prior to contacting our subjects (Protocol #19-0700).

We conducted exploratory interviews with members of the local chapter before extending an 
interview solicitation to other RLSH via social media. Potential respondents were identified through 
the friends list of our initial contact and by membership in a RLSH affinity group. While our goal was 
to build a pool of RLSH interviews, we also offered an option to submit written responses to interview 
questions in the solicitation script. The following message was sent to fifty-four RLSH:

Greetings Superheroes!

My name is Benjamin Meade, and, along with my colleague Taimi Castle, I am conducting a research project 
about Real Life Superheroes. Our love of superheroes and our interest in Real Life Superheroes has inspired us to 
want to know more about you and what you do. We are including a brief list of questions below, and we would be 
very happy if you would write up a response to the questions and send them back to me. Your participation is 
voluntary, and there are minimal risks of participating. The benefits of participating would be helping us and the 
world learn more about the life of a RLSH. If you would rather speak about your thoughts, we would be happy to 
arrange a Skype conversation.

3In 2019, a Netflix documentary titled Don’t F**k with Cats: Hunting an Internet Killer featured a group of websleuths who organized 
to identify and locate the creator of anonymous videos posted online depicting animal abuse and torture.

4The street patrols of our local RLSH were sporadic and random, making coordination of observations difficult.
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Four RLSH agreed to video interviews in costume and we received online responses to our questions 
from an additional 13 RLSHs. The majority of our sample was comprised of white men, which parallels 
the population of RLSH, however, the RLSH community (and our sample) is not without gender and 
racial/ethnic diversity. Our sample included two self-identified women and two African American 
individuals. The geographic regions in which our RLSH respondents were active were diverse, 
including major and mid-size urban areas, as well as smaller cities and towns across the U.S. At one 
point, there was a public post in an online group questioning the legitimacy of the messages sent to 
individual members, which allowed us to publicly address our credentials and explain research ethics/ 
integrity. As a result of this public conversation, some of our subjects contacted us directly and 
subsequently answered interview questions.

We developed a semi-structured interview script based on previous studies of RLSH (Fishwick and 
Mak 2015; White et al. 2016) as well as our research interests in identity construction and vigilantism. 
We asked each respondent the same six questions, but also pursued other lines of inquiry based on 
what aspects of RLSH respondents chose to discuss. While this was easier with the video interviews, we 
also probed and asked follow-up questions when pertinent to individuals who responded electro
nically to the questionnaire.

(1) Tell us your origin story
(2) Where (city) do you patrol?
(3) How do your friends, family, and community react to your RLSH activity?
(4) What are your missions and goals as a RLSH?
(5) How are you similar to or different from a vigilante?
(6) How do the police in your area react to your activities.

We also included questions related to police interactions in order to gauge to what extent RLSH 
perceived their role as part of the larger gatekeeping function of “law and order” enforcement. 
Interviews were transcribed and subjects were assigned a designation/number (H1 = Hero 1) for the 
purposes of analysis. Both researchers coded transcripts based on the vigilantism framework and 
identified additional themes important to RLSH identity construction.

In addition to RLSH interviews, we examined RLSH-produced content, activity, and posts on three 
social media platforms: Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Each of our respondents’ social media 
pages were followed/examined, as well as several other high profile RLSH organizations. We con
sidered whether messaging across these platforms was consistent with themes identified during 
interviews, such as a focus on community service over crime-fighting. We also assessed to what degree 
social media content reflected concepts discussed previously: communal narcissism and extreme 
altruism.

Lastly, we monitored social media over the course of several years, providing us a unique oppor
tunity to assess any change in messaging that may have occurred during the course of the pandemic. 
For example, the introduction of mask wearing as one of the most important tools in reducing the 
spread of SARS CoV-2 provided RLSH – who wear masks as a central feature of their identity – with an 
occasion from which they could contribute substantially to public safety messages during the pan
demic. This would increase RLSH visibility and reinforce self-perceptions of RLSH as community 
heroes.

Results

Origin stories

Similar to previous studies, RLSH reported altruistic motivations for joining the movement. We 
identified themes of protection, public safety, and community service as stated priorities. Although 
trash cleanup and homelessness outreach is not the first priority of fictionalized superheroes, RLSH 
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associate these activities with helping and protecting people and communities (in any way possible). 
RLSH expressed a desire to contribute meaningfully to society: 

I decided that I wanted to have an active hand in being a positive influence in the world around me. (H6)

I developed my own costume and decided to help people in many ways, from cleaning trash and 
trimming branches, to stopping fights and contacting local law enforcement with information. I try to 
be in service as much as possible. (H12)

One of the most common themes among RLSH origin stories were narratives of victimization. 
Several RLSH invoked the famous story of Kitty Genovese, who was murdered in Queens, NY in 1964, 
allegedly while over 38 neighbors witnessed but did not intervene. One RLSH chapter observes the 
anniversary of her murder with a candlelit memorial service, honoring her memory as both a crime 
victim and symbol of societal apathy. Even though the myth of 38 witnesses has since been debunked, 
the popularity of the apathy narrative lingered, emerging into a modern parable that continues to 
influence discussions of the bystander effect (Manning, Levine, and Collins 2008). Some RLSH 
reported that local crimes catalyzed their desire to participate:

There was a brutal crime in my childhood. It was a double murder that went unsolved for 20 years. So yeah, I don’t 
like un-righted wrongs too much. Our entire little town lived in terror for far too long. (H15)

Several RLSH also reported a personal history of trauma and/or direct victimization as motivating 
factors, similar to findings by Fishwick and Mak (2015):

My family was falling apart. My brother almost died, and my mother is terminally ill. I was pretty angry at the 
world. One day my friend sent me a picture of a flier, and it was a recruitment poster. So, I said to my friend, “A real 
life superhero deserves a real life super villain. (H17)

In addition to direct/indirect experiences with victimization, and narratives of societal/bystander 
apathy, RLSH were inspired by their love of comic books and consumption of superhero media. 
Participating in the RLSH subculture allowed RLSH to merge altruistic motivations with popular 
culture interests and hobbies in a “carnival of doing good” (Fishwick and Mak 2015).

Since I was 8, I grew up reading comic books and loving superheroes. I heard about the RLSH movement back in 
2006 and I was immediately inspired and for the next 9 years I was preparing myself to be one of the good and legit 
ones. (H8)

I’ve always hated seeing homeless people suffering in the streets with no food, water, and shelter. I’ve always hated 
seeing kids get bullied near the schools. But that’s not what really triggered the idea of me becoming a hero. I was 
watching the movie Kick Ass and wondered why there weren’t any superheroes where I live, so I decided to become 
one (H10).

The RLSH online community also provided participatory spaces for connection with other RLSH, 
whether exchanging ideas about establishing a new superhero identity or tips for creating a RLSH 
costume. In the next section, we discuss vigilante themes that emerged during interviews and analysis 
of media.

We are not vigilantes!

The “About” section of one RLSH chapter website refutes that RLSH are vigilantes. RLSH were 
cognizant of mediated narratives involving costumed crime-fighters patrolling neighborhoods con
fronting (sometimes violently) motivated criminals. The RLSH Wiki describes the varied activity of 
RLSH as including community service, crime prevention and awareness, and street patrols as 
a “neighborhood watch looking for people to help with the outfit functioning as an informal uniform.” 
This messaging aligns with RLSH declarations of support for Guardian Angels as a precursor to the 
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movement. RLSH also shared stories about Guardian Angels and other neighborhood watch groups to 
social media, validating that RLSH view themselves as analogous to these groups.

RLSH confirmed a desire to distance themselves from vigilantes in interviews. RLSH echoed 
popular understandings of vigilantism, with one stating: “My understanding of vigilante is somebody 
who takes justice into their own hands, and is like judge, jury, or executioner. I am definitely not that” 
(H5). Distinguishing an RLSH from a vigilante, another respondent explained:

A vigilante ignores what law enforcement says, they violate people’s rights, and sometimes they’ll also beat people up 
for no random reason. A RLSH, on the other hand, respects the law; they help the homeless; they respect people’s 
rights; they provide services to the community. So, there’s a big difference (H1).

One reason for the universally hostile response of RLSH to the designation of vigilante may have less to 
do with resistance to the label than the need for self-preservation. Being labeled a vigilante might result 
in a swift and negative response from police and citizens in the RLSH’s community. RLSH crave 
visibility in recognition for their altruistic deeds (see discussion regarding communal narcissism), so 
are quick to affirm they operate within the bounds of the law.

Similar to previous studies, RLSH perceived their role as an auxiliary to police in protecting the 
community. Rather than intervene in crimes in progress, RLSH reported crimes and waited for law 
enforcement to arrive at the scene. 

That’s a loaded word (vigilante). Loaded with criminality. Vigilantes are people who take the law into 
their own hands. Judge, Jury and Executioner. That’s not us. What I do is patrol the streets and look for 
crime and report it to the police. (H15)

We only intervene in altercations if absolutely necessary. We call the police, we de-escalate, and then 
intervene as a last resort. We hope that our presence also helps deter crime. (H13).

I am different than a vigilante, because I work within the guidelines of the law and to assist law 
enforcement . . . not do their job. (H8)

Some RLSH, however, acknowledged a willingness to break the law if necessary, and recognized 
that RLSH activities resemble vigilantism to police. 

Would I break the law to help somebody? Absolutely. I feel that the term vigilante can be incriminating, 
but I suppose I’m similar to a vigilante in the sense that I will do what’s necessary to protect somebody, 
without hesitation. (H16)

I don’t consider myself a vigilante. I have had to get physically violent with someone, but it’s only been in 
self-defense or defense of another. I don’t go out and try to beat people up who uh mug somebody or 
whatever. (H15)

One interviewee stated RLSH must “tell the cops what they want to hear,” responding in a sing- 
song voice with the following: 

No officer, I am not a vigilante, I am simply acting as a second set of eyes and ears to you, and I am only 
going to report crimes, and I do not intend to physically intervene unless someone is in absolute 
imminent danger. (H2)

The RLSH in our sample identified “going outside the bounds of the law” to accomplish one’s 
goal(s) as the distinguishing feature of vigilantism, which included acting as law enforcers and using 
violence when necessary. These characteristics are reflected in Johnston’s (1996) criminological 
conceptualization of vigilantism, which guided our assessment of RLSH as vigilantes. We explore 
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each of the six elements, arguing that while RLSH activity may not reflect popular notions of 
vigilantism, RLSH could be classified as vigilantes based on the scholar’s criteria.

Planning, premeditation, and organization
RLSH engage in a great deal of forethought and preparation prior to initiating street activities. RLSH 
carefully construct their identity, name, and uniform/costume, which is personally meaningful/ 
significant. Among our respondents, names were chosen based on exemplifying a mission/purpose, 
affinity for a fictional superhero, a dedication to a family member or friend, etc. Respondents’ 
uniforms identify the superhero, so careful detail to color schemes and defining features of the 
uniform were important (e.g., steampunk goggles, berets, etc.). Several respondents indicated they 
preferred the term uniform over costume, which has a more professional connotation and entails 
utility in the accomplishment of a mission. In contrast, the term costume may evoke play or 
performance more akin to the cosplayer than to a crime-fighting superhero. Many RLSH reported 
that they pieced together their uniform iteratively, finding and adding new items as they developed 
their mission and activities. The look and uniform of RLSH are key components of developing their 
identities as crime fighters and community activists. 

This is a British S-10A1 gas mask. Before I had a regular painter’s respirator with a separate pair of 
goggles. And, so what I did, I took out the original plastic lenses that fog up, and I replaced them with 
a mesh that I can see through/breathe through. And I can spray paint. This is actually glow in the dark 
spray paint. When I light it up with my really powerful flashlight, and I stand in pitch black darkness, all 
you see is two glowing eyes. It’s actually really creepy. (H2).

Street patrols require organization and planning, which might include “surveillance of an intended 
victim or observation of a particular location” (Johnston 1996: 222). Our respondents targeted patrols 
in perceived high crime areas with visible cues of disorder, or in locations where intoxicated partygoers 
or homeless individuals congregate and might need assistance. One subject, H4, was more proactive in 
targeting individuals and tracking down suspects. He received logistical support from a woman who 
listened to police and emergency radios, and then alerted him to crimes in progress. She also 
researched outstanding warrants, passing on addresses to H4 who would “jog” outside a suspect’s 
residence until he made visual contact: 

One of the other things I like to do is look up people with warrants that pop up, and I’ll research it, and 
then because you can’t just go kicking in doors and what not, I’ll run in that area, or I’ll spend time in 
that area, and then when I see them leaving their home, I’ll call it in. (H4)

Some RLSH, like H4, patrolled as lone vigilantes, but most of the RLSH interviewed aligned 
themselves with organizations that have hierarchies, bylaws, procedures, etc. Several prominent 
RLSH organizations of which our respondents were members had badges (similar to police shields) 
or patches sown on their uniforms identifying them with the organization once they completed their 
field training. 

We do have ranks and positions and roles and such, but at the same time, we operate together as one 
unit. And that same scenario is applied to guardian angels, and even the police. Even though you have 
patrolmen, corporal, sergeant, and all the other positions and such, we still operate as one team regardless 
of what rank you have. (H1)

RLSH chapters recruit individuals and mobilize members to engage in recurrent patrols. H1, who is 
the founder of an RLSH chapter, instituted a field training program for new RLSH recruits that 
individuals must complete before they are fully initiated into the organization. One prominent RLSH 
group operating out of Southern California has an intensive training regimen: 
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[RLSH] trains us at the gym, three times a week. And then, once or twice a month we go to a park where 
we reenact possible scenarios of fights and try to figure out how to deal with that. The Krav Maga 
academy allows us free classes every Wednesday. And then we have people come do sit down lectures 
about de-escalation. (H5)

RLSH meet the first criterion for vigilantism due to the level of premeditation and organization. 
Most identify with a local, regional, or state chapter that includes some training. Similar to the 
Guardian Angels, RLSH patrols are planned, logged, and documented. While RLSH work includes 
prosocial goals involving community service and outreach, the street patrols constitute vigilante 
activity.

Private voluntary agency and autonomous citizenship
Johnston (1996) noted that a vigilante cannot be a public officer acting in an official capacity, nor can 
vigilante activity be a commercial enterprise. Thus, individuals acting in a state or professional 
capacity would not meet the criteria. Although a number of our respondents described a military 
background, or were currently working in security, or other public safety fields, they drew distinctions 
between RLSH activity and their occupations. 

And I just wondered why hadn’t somebody gone out and tried to make a difference and tried to help 
people and tried to fight crime, you know like a superhero does. (H3)

We all have very relevant backgrounds. One has his private investigator certification, my wife is 
a licensed EMT, and me and one other guy have several years in security together. Security used to be 
a really big real life job for a lot of superheroes in the community. They either work in some sort of 
security, or medical field. (H2)

Johnston’s (1996) vigilante criteria excludes neighborhood watch programs from vigilantism as 
these groups represent a “responsible” citizenship that is both sanctioned and sponsored by the state. 
The Guardian Angels provided a model for RLSH chapters, and RLSH often described themselves as 
analogous: 

We are basically a superhero version of neighborhood watch, and like the only difference is that we’re just 
bringing the image of a superhero to real life and there is no major difference. (H1)

Yet, neither the Guardian Angels (Pennell et al. 1989) nor RLSH activity is supported or endorsed 
by law enforcement in the same way as crime prevention groups. One RLSH acknowledged that as 
a goal: 

My mission is to realize my potential and mobilize people to create safety within their own comfort zones, 
instead of relying on rationing from government and corporations. (H11)

Some RLSH presumed local police were unaware of their activities, while others stated police 
tolerated their presence and street patrols as long as they did not interfere with official duties. 

My group calls the police before we patrol, which has led to generally neutral or even positive reactions. 
When we haven’t called in, we’ve had issues with them stopping us just to see who we were. But overall, 
our interactions with the police are amicable. (H7)

RLSH perceive themselves as auxiliary even though they acknowledge police do not view them as 
such. RLSH activity is not sanctioned by any state authority and they operate as autonomous agents – 
meeting the second and third criteria for vigilantism.
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Use/threat of force
Johnston (1996) argued that use of force was not necessary to categorize one as a vigilante, but rather 
the threat or potential for violence was sufficient. He highlighted the passivity of some state-sanctioned 
neighborhood watch groups compared with other types of citizen patrols like the Guardian Angels, 
who were trained in martial arts and prepared to use force if necessary (Pennell et al. 1989). The 
operational philosophy of the Guardian Angels permits engagement in forceful action, even if it is 
rarely used; thus, the vigilante classification is justified (Johnston 1996).

Concerning the criterion of [threat of] force, RLSH present contradictory messages. Most empha
sized that vigilantes are violent and actively seek to beat people up, whereas RLSH de-escalate and call 
the police. On the other hand, RLSH uniforms were often designed to frighten and intimidate – 
drawing inspiration from fictional superheroes – for purposes of visible deterrence. Some examples 
included: tactical vest/pants, beret, and dark goggles (inspired by the Guardian Angels uniform); gas 
mask and hood with glow in the dark eyes; skull and other featureless masks and hoods; and sleeveless 
vests flashing muscular arms. Even without visible weaponry, the uniform signals a potential for 
violence.

Several respondents highlighted their martial arts training, military background, and boasted about 
their capacity to be successful in a fight. Street patrol narratives highlighted dangerous settings and 
situations, with references to past altercations. Many RLSH also carried tactical weapons, including 
stun guns and stun gun knuckles (worn like brass knuckles, but deliver an electric shock on contact). 

There was this huge brawl that broke out in the middle of the street (10-15 people), and it was just was 
total chaos. And I ended up having to stun a guy with my stun gun, and I got kicked and punched 
a couple of times. Luckily my armor protected me. (H2)

It’s one thing to carry it (stun gun, looks like large horseshoe with prongs on the end), and another 
thing to brandish it. I don’t use my weapons unless they have to come out. I don’t have any other choice. 
I try de-escalation, walking away, and finally it’s time to even the odds, so to speak. (H2)

As illustrated by H2 above, RLSH emphasized their preference for de-escalation but also 
a willingness to deploy weapons and use force when necessary. Based on RLSH perceptions of popular 
notions of vigilantism, they do not define themselves as vigilantes because they do not invoke 
retributive violence to punish offenders. Rather, elements of the RLSH persona and their activities 
convey a “performance of force” where intimidation is key and the threat of force ever present (Bjørgo 
and Mareš 2019).

Reaction to crime and social deviance/personal and collective security
The fifth element of Johnston’s (1996) framework establishes vigilantism as a criminological concept; 
here, we emphasize the focus upon the crime control and deviance suppression functions of the RLSH 
community. The sixth element concerns providing security from said crime and deviance. RLSH are 
motivated to “do something” about perceived problems plaguing their community: 

My goal is to help as many people as I can. Usually through homeless and community outreach, but also 
through safety patrols, where my team and I make sure that people aren’t passing out drunk or getting 
into mischief. (H5)

I’ve fought real crime on the streets. I’ve spent thousands and thousands of dollars giving out supplies to 
the homeless. I’ll go out and clean up trash off the streets. I’ll clean graffiti off public property or private 
property. (H3)

Scholars argue that vigilantism emerges when the established order is under perceived threat from 
transgressions of institutionalized norms (Bjørgo and Mareš 2019; Johnston 1996). Vigilante activity is 
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a reactive response that serves to assure individuals that the established order will prevail (i.e., comic 
book justice) (Phillips and Strobl 2013). RLSH activities reflect this purpose with the stated desire to 
respond to crime, send messages to potential offenders, and reassure community members order will 
be maintained. For example, one RLSH stated: 

My mission is to be out there to help those that are unable to help themselves. Whether it be with food, 
clothing, or putting myself between them and harm. I am the guardian that shields the people. (H8)

Street patrols, preventive and responsive in nature, are consistent with the themes of providing 
security from crime and deviance. Several RLSH focused patrols on weekend nights with the objective 
of helping intoxicated individuals get home safely. Other RLSH participated in community needle 
cleanups in public parks or expressed a desire to help organize and distribute food/supplies to 
unhoused community members, sometimes in large-scale events.

Extreme altruism and communal narcissism

Similar to prior research on RLSH, we found RLSH prioritized community outreach and public safety 
over crime fighting. We diverge from these scholars, however, in our assessment of RLSH as following 
vigilante traditions popularized in comic books and film, as well as real world citizen groups such as 
the Guardian Angels. RLSH meet Johnston’s (1996) criminological criteria for vigilantism in that they 
engage in planning and organization, are not state-sponsored, but rather private, autonomous 
voluntary agents, who present the possibility of violent force in order to provide security and safety 
to communities from crime and disorder.

Based on the study by White, Szabo, and Tiliopoulous (2018), we also considered whether the 
extreme altruism – of which the legal and social implications are greater than regular altruism – of 
RLSH activity reflected communal narcissism. This corresponds to the almost universal rejection of 
the vigilante label among RLSH, as identification by the police and community would hinder patrols, 
outreach, and decrease visibility. Being a RLSH is most fulfilling when they are identified by their role 
in community outreach and recognized for assisting with public safety.

The superhero identity is key, however, since RLSH could provide service to the community 
through a variety of volunteer opportunities or establish a more traditional neighborhood watch 
program. RLSH crave attention, using social media platforms to increase visibility. Many RLSH also 
live stream or post recordings of patrols to social media. The performative nature of RLSH identity, 
including their look and uniform, and activity fulfills core self-motives and is consistent with 
communal narcissism. These themes were evident in RLSH interviews. For example, when H1 
was told that he “was going to get hurt” and was “crazy for doing this,” he responded to naysayers 
with: “I’d rather be crazy and helping my community the best way I can than not be crazy.” Even 
though many are masked and anonymous, RLSH want their superhero persona to be recognized for 
“doing good.” 

I want to do good stuff and I want to call attention to doing good stuff. You want people
to be like, oh that was cool that you did that. (H3).

Communal narcissists describe their activities in grandiose ways, believing themselves to be 
uniquely qualified for their mission. RLSH stated they were fulfilling their destiny and boasted 
about their superior mental and physical abilities that make them ideal RLSH. Embellishments were 
common in RLSH narratives, a frequent characteristic of communal narcissists. For example, one 
RLSH stated, “as some have always known they are meant to be an author or singer, I’ve always known 
I’m meant to be a superhero” (H16). Another RLSH claimed that he willed himself to walk again after 
an accident from which the doctors said he would never recover and that he previously rescued a man 
from an “exploding” building when first responders could not (H4). The same RLSH stated that he 
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trained and collaborated with police, but also bragged about the strength of his clandestine skills with 
police not even knowing he existed.

RLSH exaggerated the impact they had on communities, with one declaring his neighborhood free 
from dirty needles and drug deals since he began patrolling (although he did not claim sole credit). In 
some cases, RLSH activity was primarily performative online and in public spaces, with little com
munity service. Organizationally affiliated patrols where groups of RLSH roam the streets in uniform, 
taking selfies with drunk bar patrons and police officers reinforce this notion. Some RLSH acknowl
edged more of a personal benefit, whether as assistance in dealing with the symptoms of stated PTSD 
or the feeling of the “helper’s high.” 

Well, I just want to make a difference, like, um, I want to be able to you know save somebody when it 
comes down to it. I mean, I can’t change the world, I can’t stop all crime, I’m not delusional by any 
means, but if I can like make that impact in someone’s life that will follow them the rest of their life. 
(H4)

As mentioned, if community service was indeed the primary goal, RLSH could achieve the same 
ends by volunteering with established community nonprofits. Some RLSH already work in community 
service or public safety occupations, where acts of altruism would be attributed to their real vs. fictional 
identity. RLSH, however, are bound by organizational ethics and guidelines in their professional lives. 
Becoming a RLSH meets communal narcissistic needs by allowing the individual to engage in extreme 
altruism, and the semi-anonymity of uniforms minimizes potential social/legal implications.

Pandemic superheroes?

The pandemic – with restrictions in the U.S. beginning in March 2020 – presented RLSH a novel 
opportunity for community outreach and increased visibility by prioritizing pandemic-related public 
safety messages. Over the years, RLSH members and chapters have cultivated large followings on 
social media, which RLSH could use to encourage mask wearing, hand-washing, and social distancing 
for purposes of decreasing the spread of SARS-CoV-2 – the first “digital” pandemic where infection 
and death rates are shared in real time. RLSH typically use social media for self-promotion via live 
streams, video and patrol logs, etc., although they also feature stories about other watch groups and 
highlight local community needs. We examined individual RLSH accounts and chapter pages to assess 
any change in public safety communications. We revisited the social media pages of our respondents, 
as well as several prominent RLSH organizations. Our data collection and interviews ended before the 
pandemic, so we were unable to ask our respondents for context about their social media positions on 
the pandemic.

One of the most important strategies for reducing transmission of the virus is wearing a mask – 
a key part of the RLSH uniform. Yet, we did not observe any creative memes or messages connecting 
mask wearing on RLSH social media. RLSH shared community requests for equipment (such as 
masks) and public safety guidelines released by local, federal, and international agencies such as the 
World Health Organization (WHO). One RLSH posted often about the importance of mask-wearing 
via the sharing of political memes and photographs where he replaced his RLSH mask with a surgical 
one (H4), but this was an exception to the RLSH social media accounts we monitored.

In contrast to messages encouraging mask wearing, some RLSH posted chapter photos with 
unmasked members standing within six feet of one another in defiance of safety recommendations. 
Overall, the most notable pattern was the absence of RLSH-specific pandemic public safety messages. 
Some RLSH retired or halted patrols due to lockdowns, stating they wished to focus energies on 
fighting pedophiles online (H3). In fact, throughout 2020, we observed a marked increase in RLSH 
sharing posts and hashtags promoting QANON conspiracy theories of child trafficking ahead of the 
November election, indicating that RLSH consumption of news aligns with far right vigilante groups 
(Murray 2020; Tharoor 2020).

DEVIANT BEHAVIOR 1099



The expressed desire to pivot from crime fighting in the streets to websleuthing/digital vigilantism 
foregrounds the similarities between vigilantes and RLSH despite denunciation of such comparisons. 
One chapter continued sporadic patrols throughout the pandemic, posting photographs and updated 
logs to social media, while also unveiling a new logo with the slogan: “Dare to stand up for yourself. 
Dare to be a hero!” The logo included a vague reference to the pandemic (Not today #covid19) but was 
otherwise absent of text related to the RLSH stated goals of community service and outreach.

In addition to the pandemic, a racial reckoning arose across the nation in 2020 due to the killing of 
George Floyd and the Black Lives Matter protests. Some RLSH consider themselves to be champions of 
the oppressed and a few publicly declared support for the protests, participating by providing 
protection to protestors. Statements of unequivocal support for policing efforts were more common 
on RLSH pages, with one chapter quickly censuring posts criticizing police practices. RLSH media 
operates primarily to spotlight these self-anointed, crime-fighting guardians of society rather than 
provide a networked space for critical discourse and societal critique.

Although we were unable to communicate with our respondents directly about the events of 2020, 
the social media content and our analysis of it revealed some interesting contradictions between RLSH 
presentations of their identities and missions in our data and their orientations to the events of 2020. 
While RLSH center the communal good in their messaging and slogans, our assessment of many social 
media pages revealed a lack of awareness or intentional ignoring of the communal harm of not 
wearing masks and police violence.

Conclusion

In this paper, we argue RLSH meet Johnston’s (1996) criteria for vigilantism despite RLSH com
munity-oriented motivations and desires. RLSH adopt their personas based on mediated portrayals 
of superheroes in comic books and films that idealize retributive justice at the hands of vigilantes, 
who employ violence to keep communities safe (Phillips and Strobl 2013). While most RLSH activity 
does not include violence, they still enact vigilantism through an “identification as a group by 
uniform or symbol and the visibility of weaponry,” where they perform force (Bjørgo and Mareš 
2019: 315).

While RLSH in our sample categorically reject the label of vigilante, their actions demonstrate they 
comport with criminological notions of vigilantism (Johnston 1996). Communal narcissism may be 
the bridge between RLSH’s self-conceptions and the reality of their vigilantism. RLSH want to be 
recognized for the extreme altruism they perform. Their communal good deeds fulfill those narcissistic 
core motives. Conceptualizing themselves as vigilantes may call into question the pure nature of their 
altruistic deeds. In addition, legal and community reaction to self-described vigilante activity may 
result in a shift of public opinion toward RLSH activity from helpful and harmless to dangerous and 
threatening. Thus, by rejecting self-conceptions of vigilantism, RLSH maintain their communal 
narcissistic ends (White, Szabo, and Tiliopoulous 2018).

In contrast to citizen patrol groups such as the Guardian Angels, RLSH do not operate under an 
organizational umbrella where regulations guide initiation and activity. RLSH patrol individually or as 
part of a larger chapter, but this informal social control operates outside of state authority (Tanner and 
Campana 2020). Some RLSH emphasized assistance to law enforcement with functions such as traffic 
control, indicating a perceived shared commitment to public safety regardless of police perceptions of 
RLSH as a nuisance or threat. To that shared mission, RLSH would argue that violence is sometimes 
necessary but employed only to the deserving in service of the vulnerable.

Uniformed street patrols provide a visible deterrent as part of the surveillant assemblage and 
gatekeeping functions of policing. It is notable, however, that RLSH have escaped the direct or tacit 
support from law enforcement that far right vigilantes and militias enjoyed during the 2020 Black 
Lives Matter protests sparked by the death of George Floyd (Matthias 2020). Yet, RLSH have also 
avoided criminal classification, similar to other subcultures that share ideological sympathies with 
police (Linnemann and Bill 2017).
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RLSH foreground community activism and altruistic motivations in the presentation of self. Yet, 
the superhero identity and costume are the axis to which acts of altruism become performative. The 
extreme altruism of the RLSH is characterized by a selflessness that meets the communal narcissistic 
needs of an individual who wants to be viewed as uniquely qualified for the superhero role. The RLSH 
persona also provides a pathway to perform masculinity – albeit the hypermasculine version depicted 
in comic books – with blusterous exaggerations of crime fighting exploits. The visual display, however, 
is the most important aspect of RLSH identity and symbolizes a purpose absent from their citizen lives.
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