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Vigilance and the slippery
slope to vigilantism

By Dave McDonald
14.Nov.13 (1 Comment)

In July this year a 44-year-old Bristol man named Bijan Ebrahimi was beaten, set
alight and killed. Last week two 24-year-old male neighbours pleaded guilty
over their roles in his death. Following this a more complete picture of the
circumstances surrounding Mr Ebrahimi’s murder has begun to emerge.

According to those living in his council estate, Ebrahimi was a paedophile. He
had been witnessed photographing young locals, prompting a complaint to
police. When he was taken away to be interviewed, locals gathered, chanting
‘paedo, paedo.

His interview with police revealed, however, that he was not a paedophile.
Ebrahimi was a disabled Iranian migrant living in public housing, rarely leaving
his residence because of his physical condition. It appears this marked him out
as suspicious to locals. As Britain’s Jelegraph has recently reported, these
differences were understood as ‘crimes’ that carried the death penalty.

His family have since said that he was ‘a quiet, disabled man whose only joys in
life came from his horticultural interests and his cat. They also emphasised that
‘he was an excellent uncle and a warm, supportive brother’. The photographs he
had taken were of children routinely damaging his prized garden and hanging
pots. He took these images to provide police and the council as evidence of
criminal damage.

Having been released by police late on Friday 12 July, he was dead by the early
hours of Sunday 14 July. Unfounded suspicion within this housing estate
culminated in his brutal murder. There is now an independent investigation
underway into the role of the investigating police officers that returned him to
this hostile environment, with three officers suspended.

How has it come to this? As tragic as this case is it is not unique. Paedophiles -
or in this case, those rumoured to be paedophiles - are all too frequently the
subject of vigilante violence. The fact that Ebrahimi was innocent makes this
case particularly tragic. But our collective reaction should not be informed
purely by his innocence. Nor should we be comforted by the fact that this
occurred on the other side of the world.

The politicisation of the fear of crime carries with it the potential for perverse
consequences. State governments across Australia have increasingly
implemented more and more punitive measures to deal with convicted sex
offenders, including working with children checks, sex offender registries, post-
sentence preventative detention and wide-ranging monitoring regimes.
Recently, Western Australia enacted provisions to enable public access to sex
offender registries under certain circumstances.

On one level these initiatives may seem straightforward and unequivocal.
Nonetheless, the fact that they apply almost exclusively to sex offenders and
not others — murders, serial killers and so on - says something about the
particular regard we invest in this form of offending. In a context in which child
sex offenders are regarded as exceptional to other convicted criminals, it
follows that their treatment is also often unique.

Upon release, for example, the residential location of sex offenders is often the
subject of widespread rumour and innuendo. Mirroring the experience of
international jurisdictions, these addresses have been publicly identified, with
criminal damage against these properties not uncommon.

Alongside increasingly punitive legal measures, politicians and shock jocks

regularly take aim at judges and the courts as soft on crime. The consequence is
not anlv a diminiched ranfidence in the indiciarv hiit alen an increacina
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precariousness in the separation of powers.

In this climate, it is perhaps unsurprising that the community is initiated into
action. We are increasingly encouraged to be vigilant about crime but this can
have a sinister potential.

The death of Bijan Ebrahimi has been described as a collective failure - one
that also implicates the police who appear to have failed in their duty to protect
him. But there is a broader collective failure to be witnessed. This sad episode is
but one example of a larger phenomenon in which vigilance against the fear of
crime translates into vigilantism.

It is not only those individuals who perform such violence that need to be
condemned. We should also be wary of the politicisation of the fear of crime
that helps enable a climate in which individuals feel justified to act as judge,
jury and executioner.

Overland is a not-for-profit magazine with a proud history of
supporting writers, and publishing ideas and voices often excluded
from other places.

If you like this piece, or support Overlands work in general, please
subscribe or donate.

Dave McDonald is a lecturer in Criminology at the University of Melbourne. His
current research explores social responses to so-called exceptional or excessive
criminality, as well as the relationship between law and sexual difference. He
lectures in topics including terrorism, transnational and global criminology, and
contemporary issues associating with legal mediation of harm in an Australian
context.
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From robert coburn on 17 November 2013 at 7.58 pm

Why can’t those responsible for the politising of the fear be held in contempt of
court or face conspiricy or sedition charges?
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