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4

In this chapter we begin a journey over the landscape
of crime and justice in the United States. First we need
to define the seemingly obvious—what is a crime?
Crime, as we shall see, is often a matter of perspec-
tive. For example, under certain circumstances, the
killing of women and children may be defined not as
a crime, but as the heroic action of “freedom fight-
ers” To further complicate matters, consider the obser-
vation that [rangate’s Oliver North is a hero to some
Americans and a criminal to others. How do we evalu-
ate the actions of Panama’s former strongman, Manuel
Noriega? Drug-dealing criminal? Nationalistic hero?
Coward? It's all a matter of perspective. Furthermore,
the legal system which defines certain harmful
behavior as criminal defines an even larger amount
of harmful behavior as civil wrongs. What accounts
for the difference?

Defining Crime

Societal concern with the “crime problem™ has an
ancient history that includes divine intervention:
“Thou shalt not kill!"™ Every recorded society has had
some version of this prohibition, but nearly all also
allowed some exception to it. Consider the following
variation: “Thou shalt not kill, except in the service
of thy nation.” This exception has sent tens of millions
of people to their deaths as they tried in pitched com-
bat to take the lives of their enemies, all in the name
of national honor. The more of the enemy they killed,
the greater the risks they took in that pursuir, the higher
the esteem in which they were held, oftentimes not only
by their own comrades-in-arms but by the enemy as well.

What of the individuals who hold true to the abso-
lute prohibition against killing? At a minimum, their
countrymen may ostracize them. They may find them-
selves subject to imprisonment or worse. In more
enlightened times and places, they are offered alter-
native ways of serving their nation-state.

Other exceptions to the prohibition against tak-
ing human life have led to the destruction of entire
populations. Thus, for ancient Hebrews, the prohibi-
tion did not extend to Amalekites in Canaan and the
Sinai peninsula; for Catholics during the Thirty Years'
War (1614-48), the prohibition did not extend to Pro-
testants, and vice versa; for the Ottoman Empire, it
did not extend to the Armenians, particularly during
the massacre of 1915; for the Nazis (1933-1945), it did
not extend to Jews, More recently, it has not been
extended by some contemporary Brazilians to the
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native tribes inhabiting the Amazon basin. Apparently
the lifestyle and physical appearances of these Indians,
not to mention the rich lands through which they
roam, have resulted in a common redefinition of the
original prohibition. This one effectively reads: “Thou
shalt not kill human beings, but aren't human
so they are fair game.” In the Amazon basin the word
“Indians” completed this sentence. Just as Jews,
Gypsies, and others were “legally” defined as non-
humans in Hitler's Germany, so these natives are con-
sidered less than human by those who covet their lands.
Even a cursory review of history and of contemporary
times will cause the reader to conclude that crime and
justice are not objective realities. Rather, they are

Defining Crime: Iran

White patrol cars whose license plates carry the let-
ter “K” in Persian, identify the Komiteh, Outfitted
in olive green fatigues and sporting sidearms, they
enforce Islamic regulations on social behavior:

* A young store clerk is pulled from the street and
thrown against a wall. Komiteh officers wipe
her lips with cotton dabbed in cold ¢ream, look-
ing for any sign of lipstick, forbidden in pub-
lic for Iranian women, as is any exposure of
arms, hair, or ankles.

A woman in her early forties is stopped as she
walks with an adolescent boy—the officers sug-
gestshe is a prostitute and the boy is her client.
The humiliated woman is released after produc-
ing identification proving the boy is her son.
A young man's acceptance into a prestigious
university is withdrawn after he is overheard
playing Western music.

A sailor is held in jail for three days after attend-
ing a party where liquor was served. He is freed
only after his parents offer their car as collateral
that he will never repeat the offense.

A fourteen-year old girl places on a classroom
wall a small sticker that declares: “Down with
the Ayatollah Khomeini.” She serves three years
in prison for the offense, The Komiteh uses spies
throughout the school system to report any vio-
lations of law.

SOURCE: Philip Shenon, *In Iran, 2 Glimpse of Ankle Can
Bring Out the Komiteh” New York Timses, 16 July 1990:
L.




