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Women and girls are most vulnerable at home, 
and are more likely than men to know 
their assailants. But this recent emphasis 

on ‘stranger danger’ stretches from harassment and 
assaults through to fears about the spiking of women’s 
drinks in public venues, to crimes such as rape and 
murder.

An inadequate state response?
The news that a 28-year-old teacher, Sabina Nessa, 
was apparently murdered on 17 September 2021 in 
southeast London produced both shock and anger, 

reigniting the national conversation around what needs 
to happen to address gendered violence. Greenwich 
council quickly distributed 200 rape alarms to local 
women. However, its plans for improved street lighting 
were criticised by some women’s groups for simply 
‘shining a brighter light on the inadequacy of the state’s 
response.’

In early March 2021, Sarah Everard was murdered in 
London by a serving police officer, provoking vigils and 
group protests by women. As the police investigation 
continued, local women were warned to be careful 
about venturing out alone. When a police officer was 
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Questions and activities
1 Briefly explain what is meant by ‘misogyny’.
2 Briefly explain what is meant by ‘locker room 

culture.’
3 In a small group or as a class, identify and 

discuss ways in which men and women 
working together can change the culture 
and use of public space in ways which mean 
that women feel less at risk of attack by male 
strangers. Whose behaviour most needs to 
change and how might that be achieved, 
thinking about both individuals and society as a 
whole?

4 If you are a young woman, consider areas of 
your own behaviour where you have felt the 
need to ‘self-police’ outdoors because of the 
potential for harassment. If you are a young 
man, have you changed your own behaviour in 
public spaces to try to reduce women’s fears?

5 Discuss why so few reported rapes end in 
prosecution.

Weblinks

Watch this short video extract from the BBC 
Newsnight programme on 16 March 2021:  
https://tinyurl.com/zjsb7c9k

arrested — and subsequently charged and convicted 
— the head of the Metropolitan Police, Cressida Dick, 
admitted that women in London and beyond ‘will be 
worried and may well be feeling scared’, although she 
said for a woman to be abducted off the street and 
killed was an ‘incredibly rare’ event. 

A culture of misogyny
The Centre for Women’s Justice  responded by arguing 
that there is a ‘locker room culture‘ in the police force, 
rooted in misogyny, that turns a blind eye to gendered 
violence, especially when perpetrated by their own 
officers.

In the year to March 2020, some 207 women were 
known to have been killed in Great Britain (England, 
Scotland and Wales), overwhelmingly by men. The 
number of female victims was lower than in the 
previous year, when 241 women were killed — the 
highest number in a decade. Research from Femicide 
Census, an organisation which collects information 
on men’s violence against women, calculated that 
across the UK, 1,425 women were killed by men in the 
10 years to 2018. That is about one killing every 3 days.

Self-policing
The cases of Nessa and Everard led many women in 
2021 to discuss their own experiences of walking 
the streets and the lengths they went to in order to 
feel safe. Many women talked about ‘self-policing’ — 
moderating their clothing and drinking, taking taxis, 
not wearing headphones and also sticking, when 
walking or running, to well-lit areas. One tweet asking 
women if they have ever faked phone calls, changed 

route, or even run away in fear after feeling threatened 
by men in public spaces, was liked more than 120,000 
times.

Anna Birley was one of many women who have 
recently underlined that the narrative around women’s 
safety must change. The focus should shift to the 
behaviour of men. ‘What’s so upsetting is it shouldn’t 
be our problem,’ she told BBC Radio 5 Live. ‘It’s not our 
fault. Women aren’t the reason women get attacked.’
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