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In the world’s largest democracy, the word ‘vigilante’ evokes unsavoury images of goons 

stopping cattle trucks and lynching drivers, or video filming themselves assaulting men accused of love 

jihad, or beating up couples celebrating Valentine’s Day. A vigilante in India is both bad news and a bad 

word. Vigilantes are anti-democratic. They lack the values of a constitutional democracy. A consensus 

has emerged in India to demand that the law-and-order machinery comes down heavily on such 

vigilante behaviour. 

 

A respectable garb in the U.S. 

So, imagine my shock when I discovered that in the world’s oldest democracy, the word 

‘vigilante’ receives only half the opprobrium that we heap on it in India. The other half is suppressed by 

a law that makes vigilantism respectable. One form of the vigilante, in the United States, is the ‘citizen 

arrester’ who enjoys legal status and whose actions are protected by a law that permits him or her to 

pursue and arrest a person accused of breaking the law. Drawing on a legal convention that comes from 

the Common Law tradition in England, dating from the 12th Century, a citizen arrester can physically 

arrest a person, on behalf of the Monarch (now State) who is regarded by them as breaking or evading 

the law. There are procedures to be followed, and risks involved for wrongful arrest, but assuming that 

these are adhered to the citizen arrester is regarded as aiding the consolidation of a political system 

based on the rule of law. Because of its potential for abuse, in legal circles in the U.S., there is a debate 

on the need to circumscribe the scope, and eligibility, of who can be a citizen arrester. 

  

The ‘Heartbeat Bill’ 
But rather than diminish the place of the citizen arrester, the recent decisions of the Texas 

legislature are in fact encouraging the practice. Two cases are particularly noteworthy. The first is the 

latest innovation introduced in Senate Bill 8 (SB8) in Texas, known as the ‘Heartbeat Bill’, signed into law 

by the Texas Governor Greg Abbott in May 2021, that seeks to ban abortions after six weeks when the 

foetus registers a heartbeat. The passage of this law has produced an active debate in the U.S., between 

pro-abortion and pro-life groups, drawing on medical science, law, bioethics, and women’s rights, to 

refine the different elements of the Roe vs Wade judgment of 1973. 

There are five aspects worthy of attention. The first is it deprives women of the right over their 

own bodies by making abortion illegal after six weeks when many women do not even know that they 

are pregnant. This in effect means that abortions, when needed, are unavailable. The second is to 

include, in the applicability of the law, even women who are victims of rape and incest. Victims are 

thereby subjected to a second victimisation since now they will be compelled to carry the pregnancy to 

full term or seek termination in the dark alleys beyond the law. The third is to make culpable anyone 

associated with an abortion after six weeks and this could include the Uber driver who takes the 

pregnant woman to the clinic, the receptionist, the nurse and the doctor. The fourth is the declining, by 

the Supreme Court of the USA, in a five versus four vote, to hear the injunction challenging the Texas 

Anti-Abortion Law. 

In her dissenting note, Justice Sonia Sotomayor wrote: ‘Presented with an application to enjoin a 

flagrantly unconstitutional law engineered to prohibit women exercising their constitutional rights and 

evade judicial scrutiny, a majority of justices have opted to bury their heads in the sand… The Court 
should not be so content to ignore its constitutional obligations to protect not only the rights of women, 

but also the sanctity of its precedents and of the rule of law.’  
This sandy terrain to which the court retired is, unfortunately, very familiar to us in India. And 

the fifth, on which I wish to comment here, is the legal device that blocks State officials from enforcing 

the law but outsources the enforcement to private citizens who can sue abortion providers from 

performing abortions and are entitled to collect $10,000 as a civil payout in addition to their legal fees. 
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Such a person can even be someone from outside the state who can show any connection to the 

abortion. Enter the ‘bounty hunter’ or ‘citizen arrester’. 
While each of the five aspects raises important ethical and legal issues I wish to highlight only 

the fifth since Republicans in Texas have used the legal device — call it a cunning innovation — of 

empowering and encouraging citizen arresters to perform the job of state officials who are thereby 

protected from being sued. The effect of this innovation is to deny women the rights given by Roe vs 

Wade. The case shows the length to which partisan groups in a democracy, even in one as mature as the 

U.S., will go to overturn settled law and redesign both the public discourse and the institutional order to 

make it consistent with their religious ideology. Linda Greenhouse commenting on the legislation in her 

article in The New York Times (September 9, 2021) asked in exasperation: ‘Who let God into the 

legislative chamber?’ This is the same question we often ask in India. 

  

Voting ‘reforms’ 
The second case in Texas concerns the Reforms to the Voting Law in Texas which seek to reverse 

the gains of earlier years. SB1, the Bill recently signed by the governor, bans drive through voting, 24 

hour voting, and distribution of mail-in applications. It requires new ID requirements for voting by mail, 

creates new rules for voter assistance, establishes monthly checks, etc. To block the passage of the Bill, 

the minority Democrats who felt the changes amounted to voter suppression and would disadvantage 

minority voters, flew out of the State to Washington DC so that the house could not convene for want of 

a quorum. The Republicans responded by relying on the law to compel voting and thus Speaker Dade 

Phelan signed warrants authorising the Sergeant-at-Arms to arrest and produce the missing 

representatives. The length to which the Speaker went is shocking to our democratic sensibilities. Some 

representatives stated that they were less worried of being arrested by officials and more by citizen 

arresters.  

In an overview article titled ‘Vilifying the Vigilante: A Narrowed Scope of Citizen’s Arrest’, Professor 

Ira P. Robbins discusses its historical origins, pitfalls, good application and reform. He argues for the 

scope of citizen arresters to be restricted to only a small category of people, such as shopkeepers, out-

of-jurisdiction police, and private police forces, and being abolished in all other cases. The trend, 

unfortunately, as shown by Texan laws, SB1 and SB8, is moving in the other way. Because of the 

opprobrium we have heaped on vigilantes in India, I hesitated to equate them with the citizen arrester 

till I read the phrase in a letter on SB8, by the Chairman of the U.S. House Judiciary Committee, Jerrold 

Nadler, to the Attorney General, Merrick B. Garland, to prosecute ‘would be vigilantes attempting to use 

the private right of action established by that blatantly unconstitutional law’. The oldest and the largest 

democracies, it seems, both have a vigilante problem today. 

 

 vigilante (noun) – a member of the self-

appointed group which unofficially punishing 

crimes. 

 spell (verb) – mean, amount to, signal, signify, 

point to. 

 citizen arrester (noun) – one form of the 

vigilante, in the United States, is the ‘citizen 

arrester’ who enjoys legal status and whose 

actions are protected by a law that permits 

him or her to pursue and arrest a person 

accused of breaking the law. 

 evoke (verb) – bring to mind, call to mind, call 

up, invoke, give rise to, bring forth. 

 unsavoury (adjective) – disreputable, 

unpleasant, disagreeable. 

 lynching (noun) – an act of punishing/killing 

someone by hanging for claimed offence by 

the group of people without legal trail. 

 assault (verb) – physically attack, beat up, 

thrash. 

 lack (verb) – be without. 

 consensus (noun) – an idea or opinion that is 

shared by all the people in a group. 
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 law and order (phrase) – lawfulness 

peacefulness, harmony (of a society). 

 machinery (noun) – system, apparatus, 

structure. 

 come down on (phrasal verb) – criticize, 

punish, censure, reprimand, rebuke, reproach. 

 garb (noun) – an outward appearance, form, 

guise. 

 opprobrium (noun) – condemnation, harsh 

criticism, censure, castigation. 

 heap on (phrasal verb) – shower on, lavish on, 

load on (praise, abuse, criticism, etc. at 

someone). 

 suppress (verb) – control, contain, restrain, 

stifle, muffle. 

 vigilantism (noun) – unofficial way of 

punishing crime by a self-appointed group of 

people. 

 pursue (verb) – engage in, conduct, take part 

in, take up (an activity). 

 draw on (phrasal verb) – have recourse to, 

avail oneself of, turn to,  fall back on, rely on, 

make use of, utilize. 

 convention (noun) – custom, practice, habit, 

tradition. 

 monarch (noun) – sovereign, ruler, crowned 

head. 

 evade (verb) – avoid, dodge, elude. 

 adhere to (verb) – abide by, follow, obey, 

comply with. 

 consolidation (noun) – unification, 

reinforcement. 

 circumscribe (verb) – restrict, limit; regulate. 

 heartbeat bill (noun) – the latest innovation 

introduced in Senate Bill 8 (SB8) in Texas, 

known as the ‘Heartbeat Bill’, signed into law 

by the Texas Governor Greg Abbott in May 

2021, that seeks to ban abortions after six 

weeks when the foetus registers a heartbeat. 

 Bill (noun) – draft statute/law, proposed 

legislation, proposal (presented to 

parliament/congress/state 

legislative/assembly for discussion). 

 legislature (noun) – law-making body or 

governing body; parliament, congress, 

assembly.  

 noteworthy (adjective) – worthy of mention, 

significant, important, noticeable, interesting. 

 fetus (noun) – (unborn child); the spelling 

“foetus” is still used in some non-technical 

contexts. 

 passage (noun) – enactment, passing, 

ratification, acceptance, approval, adoption, 

validation, endorsement. 

 pro- (prefix) – supporting. 

 bioethics (noun) – the branch of ethics that 

studies moral values in medical and biological 

research. 

 deprive of (verb) – dispossess, strip of, deny, 

prevent from having. 

 incest (noun) – sexual activity between family 

members or close relatives. 

 thereby (adverb) – as a result of that. 

 victimisation (noun) – an act of exploiting or 

victimizing someone (treat someone unfairly); 

exploitation, oppression. 

 in the dark (phrase) – unaware of, ignorant of, 

uninformed about. 

 alley (noun) – passage. 

 culpable (adjective) – to blame, guilty, at fault, 

in the wrong, blameworthy. 

 injunction (noun) – order, ruling, direction 

 Texas Anti-Abortion Law (noun) – known as 

Senate Bill 8; it prohibits most abortions after 

six weeks (once a fetal heartbeat is detected).  

 dissenting (adjective) – opposite, 

contradicting, disagreeing, conflicting. 

 enjoin (verb) – urge, instruct, pressurize (to do 

something). 

 flagrantly (adverb) – blatantly, glaringly, 

obviously, evidently. 

 unconstitutional (adjective) – undemocratic, 

autocratic, dictatorial, totalitarian. 

 engineer (verb) – bring about, cause, 

mastermind, orchestrate, manipulate. 

 bury one’s head in the sand (phrase) – ignore 

problems. 

 content (noun) – satisfied. 

 obligation (noun) – necessary condition, 

precondition, requirement. 

 sanctity (noun) – ultimate importance, 

inviolability; righteousness, devotion. 
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 precedent (noun) – model, exemplar, example, 

pattern; previous example/instance, prior 

instance. 

 sandy (adjective) – granular, stony. 

 retire (verb) – retreat, withdraw, pull back, 

disengage, back off, give way. 

 outsource (verb) – assign (work) to others. 

 sue (verb) – appeal, petition, ask, plead, 

entreat. 

 entitle (verb) – allow, permit, grant. 

 payout (noun) – payment. 

 bounty hunter (noun) – a person who pursues 

a criminal for whom a reward is provided. 

 highlight (verb) – underline, underscore, 

emphasize. 

 cunning (noun) – shrewdness, astuteness, 

sharp-wittedness, sharpness, acuteness, 

acumen, intelligence. 

 empower (verb) – enable, give the power to. 

 partisan (adjective) – biased, prejudiced, one-

sided. 

 overturn (verb) – cancel, reverse, repeal, 

revoke. 

 discourse (noun) – discussion, conversation, 

communication, expression. 

 ideology (noun) – a system of belief, set of 

principles. 

 legislation (noun) – body of laws, acts, rules, 

regulations, statutes. 

 exasperation (noun) – a feeling of strong 

annoyance/irritation, especially when you can 

not do anything to solve a problem; (intense) 

vexation, frustration; anger, fury, wrath. 

 The new Voting Law (Texas, U.S) (noun) – It 

seeks to reverse the gains of earlier years. 

Senate Bill 1, SB1, the Bill recently signed by 

the governor, bans drive through voting, 24 

hour voting, and distribution of mail-in 

applications. It requires new ID requirements 

for voting by mail, creates new rules for voter 

assistance, establishes monthly checks, etc 

 drive through voting (noun) – the method of 

voting in an election whereby completed ballot 

papers submitted by placing them in a drop-

box.  It can also be used to offer expanded 

hours for voting as a box can be made 

available 24 hours a day. 

 mail-in voting/ballots (noun) – postal voting; a 

type of voting in an election where ballot 

papers/voter slips are distributed to voters to 

their addresses before Election Day and mailed 

back by the voters or deposited at a voting 

location or secure dropbox by a certain time 

on Election Day. 

 absentee voting (noun) – a type of voting in an 

election where voters cast their vote by post 

because they can’t physically be present at a 

voting center on Election Day due to various 

reasons ranging from being out of the country 

(for study/job), having disability or illness, 

serving as an election worker & etc. 

 in-person voting (noun) – a type of voting in 

an election where voters cast their 

votes/ballots in person in a polling booth on 

Election Day. 

 amount to (verb) – be regarded as, be 

equivalent to, be tantamount to. 

 suppression (noun) – repression, restraint, 

stifling, crackdown, clampdown. 

 quorum (noun) – the minimum number of 

members of a deliberative assembly required 

to convene the meeting. 

 warrant (verb) – justify, vindicate, call for, 

necessitate, validate,  

 Sergeant-at-Arms (noun) – an officer of a 

legislative assembly whose duty is maintaining 

order and security. 

 go to any lengths (phrase) – do absolutely 

anything, go to any extreme, go to any limits. 

 pitfall (noun) – danger, risk, problem. 

 jurisdiction (noun) – territory, region, 

province, district, area. 

 hesitate (verb) – be reluctant, be unwilling, be 

disinclined to do something; delay/pause in 

doing something. 

 prosecute (verb) – take to court, bring an 

action against, accuse, charge. 

 blatantly (adverb) – openly, flagrantly, 

glaringly, shamelessly. 
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