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“What about the Rapists?” The Political Psychology of Women’s 
Policing Attitudes
Rachel Smilan-Goldstein

Department of Politics, University of Virginia, Charlottesville, Virginia, USA

ABSTRACT
Past research on crime and punishment attitudes has considered the effects 
of racial identity, racial animus, gender identity, and partisanship – or some 
combination of these factors. I focus on the role of a particular gendered 
emotional pathway: women’s fear of rape (FOR). Within the context of 
a racialized rape culture, I argue that FOR affects how women think about 
policing. Using Cooperative Election Study and FBI data from 2020, I explore 
the political determinants of FOR and how it shapes American women’s 
policing attitudes. Women’s fear of sexual violence is both partisan and 
racialized, with Republican and White women reporting the most fear. 
I demonstrate that White Democratic women who are more afraid of rape 
are more likely to feel safe around police officers, while Republican women 
feel safe around police regardless of their level of fear. Women who are more 
afraid of rape are less likely to support police reform efforts that aim to 
reduce police presence and militarization, or provide accountability for past 
wrongdoing. This link between FOR and support for masculinist institutions 
extends to attitudes on the military when its actions are framed as protec-
tionary. The results reveal a disturbing paradox in which women who are 
most afraid of sexual violence are less willing to challenge state institutions 
that enact violence, including sexual violence.
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“In almost all debates about police and prison abolition, someone will undoubtedly ask: What about 
the rapists?” write Angela Davis and coauthors (Davis et al. 2022). This common line of thinking 
reasons that prisons and policing are important “because they keep rapists – and people who abuse 
women in general – locked away to protect the public” (Davis et al. 2022). The belief that prisons and 
policing are necessary to protect women from sexual violence should also be apparent when it comes 
to less radical efforts to reform rather than abolish the carceral state.

We know that understandings of crime and policing are racialized, gendered, and partisan, but 
political science has yet to grapple with how attitudes toward policing are informed by views on sexual 
violence in particular. It is well-documented that perceptions of crime and attitudes on crime-related 
policies are racialized, both in terms of how race figures into crime narratives (Dixon 2006; Hurwitz 
and Peffley 1997, 2005; Peffley, Shields, and Williams 1996), and in how individuals’ views on crime 
and punishment are informed by their own racial identities (Bobo and Johnson 2004). Other work 
examines the effects of gender (Clark 2017) and partisanship (Eckhouse 2019; Hansen and Navarro 
2021) on Americans’ crime and punishment attitudes.

In this study, I closely examine how women’s views on policing are shaped by their belief in 
(generally false) narratives about stranger rape – the least common form of sexual violence in the US. 
I find Republican and White women are most afraid of stranger rape. At the same time, though, being 
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afraid of rape makes White Democratic women more likely to feel safe around police, moving their 
perceptions more in line with those of Republican women. Women who are more afraid of rape are 
less likely to support police reform efforts, with interesting partisan variation. Fear of sexual assault, 
a product of the social control of women, is both shaped by and has effects on political attitudes, 
making it a relevant variable for understanding how women think about the political world. Belief in 
myths around the typical context of rape shapes beliefs in myths that police officers will protect 
women from sexual violence.

Racialized rape culture

Political discourse has long linked concerns about rape with racism. During reconstruction in the US, 
false accusations that Black men raped or sexually harassed White women were a common rallying cry 
for the denial of Black access to the franchise (Hodes 1997) and motivation of anti-Black racism 
(Ottinger and Winkler 2022).1 Most troublingly, this was the common rationale provided for lynching 
Black men (Davis 1983; Wells 1892/2014). Cultural rape myths proclaim the prototypical rape 
perpetrator – “the Black male rapist or the stranger in the bushes” – and victim – “the white (pure) 
virgin” (Kessel 2022, 137). At the same time, those who do not fit the archetypes of prowling rapist or 
chaste victim are less likely to draw public attention.

On their face, racialized rape myths are most obviously harmful to Black men, but they also have 
important impacts on women: for White women, relegating them to a political class of victimhood and 
dependence on White patriarchal protection; for women of color, obscuring their experiences with 
both racial and sexual violence.2 Kessel (2022) argues that rape is so effective in controlling sub-
ordinate groups because rape myths and discourses isolate groups along racial, ethnic, gender, 
sexuality, and class lines, fostering fear or hate of the “other” in the process.3 She continues that the 
“beneficiary of this isolation is white heteropatriarchy, which is comparatively unscathed by rape 
culture” (Kessel 2022, 136) – its own creation. Racialized rape culture shapes emotions, determining 
who fears rape: who sees herself as a potential victim. Kessel’s analysis suggests that White women, as 
the prototypical victims of rape, are particularly afraid of rape despite their being less likely to 
experience sexual violence than women of color (Tjaden and Thoennes 2006).

News coverage of rape reinforces these misperceptions by focusing on stranger rape and on 
exceptionally violent cases (Quinn, Forsyth, and Mullen-Quinn 2004; Malinen, Willis, and Johnston 
2014). Although rape cases are chronically underreported, of those that are documented, about 80% 
are committed by someone known by the victim (Department of Justice 2017). This is not, of course, 
to say that stranger rape does not happen; rather, overstating the risk of stranger rape and instilling 
fear in women serves to reinforce White supremacy and patriarchy by misdirecting women’s attention 
from more common sexual threats within the domestic and social spheres. At the same time, over-
emphasis on stranger rape serves the purpose of demonizing racially other men (De Welde 2003; 
hooks 1984). So, despite the fact that the men in a woman’s social circle are those most likely to harm 
her, attacks by strangers are more commonly represented in news and entertainment media and are, 
thus, more salient when people think about sexual assault.

Researchers have also shown ideological differences in how individuals identify sexual harassment. 
Gothreau, Warren, and Schneider (2022) demonstrate that liberals are more likely to perceive and 
label situations as sexual harassment compared to conservatives. They find that conservative women, 
compared to liberal women, report fewer instances of gender discrimination and sexual harassment in 
their own lives than do liberal women. At the same time, though, liberals (who are more likely to 
identify as feminists than are conservatives) may adopt the logic of carceral feminism, which holds that 
women should be protected from gendered violence by criminalizing and incarcerating offenders, 
rather than addressing the systematic causes of misogyny (Terwiel 2020). This may be a result of the 
political development of responses to sexual violence, wherein feminist organizations collaborated 
with the carceral state – a process Kim (2020) calls ”carceral creep.”4 I expect similar patterns to shape 
women’s fear of sexual assault, but the extant literature has not directly tested this hypothesis. 
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H1: I expect that women’s fear of rape will be related to their partisanship and racial identity, but not 
rates of crime or rape in their localities. I expect White women and Republican women to report the 
highest fear of rape.

Factors shaping crime attitudes

Attitudes toward crime and punishment are generally attributed to racial predispositions, racial 
identity, gender identity, and party identification, or some combination of these factors. It is well- 
documented that perceptions of crime and crime policy attitudes are highly racialized – both in terms 
of who individuals think of as perpetrators of crime, and in differences in crime attitudes among racial 
groups. Studies of White Americans have found that images of Black men as suspects or perpetrators 
in crime news stories increase reliance on racial stereotypes when evaluating possible punishments 
(Dixon 2006; Hurwitz and Peffley 1997; Peffley, Shields, and Williams 1996). Similarly, Whites’ racial 
predispositions are more salient in attitudes toward punitive policies when they are exposed to 
implicitly racial framing like the phrase “inner city” (Hurwitz and Peffley 2005).

On the racial stratification of crime attitudes, Bobo and Johnson (2004) find that Black Americans 
are consistently less punitive on crime than are White Americans. Individual levels of racial prejudice 
and beliefs about racial bias in the criminal justice system lead to differences in crime policy attitudes 
between Black and White Americans. Less work has focused on the intersection of individuals’ racial 
and gender identities and crime attitudes, but Fine and Weis (1998) find that low-income young 
women across racial and ethnic groups view domestic violence as the most salient type of crime, while 
Black and Latino men are concerned with police harassment, and White men are concerned with street 
violence. Age can also play a role in perceptions of crime, with the elderly fearing crime at higher levels 
than the rest of the public (Ziegler and Mitchell 2003).

Evidence on possible differences in criminal justice attitudes by gender identity is mixed 
(Applegate, Cullen, and Fisher 2002; Haghighi and Lopez 1998), with more recent work suggesting 
no gender gap in attitudes on crime and punishment (Clark 2017). In line with the party polarization 
literature, scholars have found that gender gaps in policing and prison attitudes are largely a result of 
gender and racial gaps in partisanship, with White Republican men driving more punitive attitudes 
(Eckhouse 2019; Hansen and Navarro 2021). Relatedly, both racial and partisan predispositions shape 
the public’s blame-attribution in cases of police harming Black Americans (Haider-Markel and Joslyn 
2017). Recent work has shown that the protests over the police murder of George Floyd worsened 
attitudes toward police for low-prejudice and liberal Americans only; high-prejudice and conservative 
Americans’ attitudes toward police were largely unchanged (Reny and Newman 2021). 

H2: I expect women who are more afraid of rape to feel safe around police and oppose police reforms, as 
they believe that police will protect them from the racialized stranger rapist.

Though there are important distinctions, the links between fear of sexual violence and ideas of 
protection may extend to other masculinist institutions, such as the US military. Similarly to attitudes 
on crime and punishment, attitudes toward US military intervention vary along race and gender lines. 
Both women and Black Americans are less likely to support military intervention, relative to men and 
White Americans, respectively (Nincic and Nincic 2002). Women are more likely to support use of 
military force when the reason provided is a humanitarian issue, compared to other reasons 
(Eichenberg 2003). If women’s fear of sexual assault is indeed linked to the desire for masculine 
protection, this connection should extend to protectionary uses of the military. 

H3: Associations with fear of rape should extend to other masculine institutions, such as the military, 
when their actions are framed as protectionary.
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Political implications of fear

Researchers have shown fear to be a politically relevant emotion in a variety of contexts. For instance, 
Albertson and Gadarian (2015) find that fear leads to biased information-seeking and can foster 
support for policies framed as protectionary, while Brader (2005) shows that fear cues promote 
vigilance and persuasion. Fear and anxiety have also been shown to be relevant emotions in the 
context of immigration (Brader, Valentino, and Suhay 2008) and voter ID laws (Banks and Hicks 
2016). Similarly, as a response to threatening cues, individuals are more likely to accept inequality and 
resist change (Jost et al. 2003), and generally shift toward conservative ideology (Jost 2017) and 
authoritarianism (Duckitt and Fisher 2003). Inducing fear increases individuals’ confidence in the 
criminal justice system (Cassese and Weber 2011) and can lead individuals to support more military 
intervention (Gadarian 2010).

Criminologists have shown that women think about crime, especially interpersonal crime, through 
the lens of sexual violence. There are significant gender differences in how men and women respond to 
fear of crime measures, with women far more afraid of physical harm, particularly sexual assault, than 
are men (Callanan and Teasdale 2009; Ferraro and LaGrange 1987). Women’s fear of personal crime 
(and to a lesser extent, property crime) is largely shaped by their fear of rape by strangers. Ferraro 
(1996) finds support for the “shadow of sexual assault hypothesis” – that fear of sexual assault colors 
women’s fears of other crimes. In any face-to-face crime scenario, women consider rape to be 
a looming threat. Ferraro finds significant gender differences for fear of rape, murder, and other 
personal crimes, but no gender differences for fear of car theft.5

Fear of crime has several dimensions, including cognitive risk assessments, precautionary behavior 
to avoid victimization, and perceived vulnerability (Callanan and Teasdale 2009; Ferraro and 
LaGrange 1987, 1988). In an analysis of two California samples, Callanan and Teasdale (2009) use 
structural equation modeling to find that fear of crime has differential item functioning among women 
compared to men. In particular, they find significant differential item function for four items in the 
fear of crime measure that related to fear of violence or interpersonal crime. This, and prior work, 
suggests that fear of crime scales measure different latent variables for men and women.

Decades of research have confirmed that women’s fear of rape drives their fear of crime, with 
women most afraid of crimes with the potential to coincide with sexual victimization (Fisher and Sloan 
2003; Reid and Konrad 2004). Importantly, fear of rape, as it is measured in criminology, specifically 
captures how individuals think about stranger rape. Senn and Dzinas’s (1996) fear of rape (FOR) 
measure only includes items that refer implicitly or explicitly to stranger rape scenarios, alluding to 
attacks on the street or public transportation at night, or forced entry into one’s home. The FOR scale 
captures the cognitive, affective, and behavioral components of rape fear. The emphasis on stranger 
rape in the FOR measure is appropriate in mirroring the dominant ways women think about sexual 
assault.

Women’s fear of crime and sexual violence are rational in that men do perpetrate interpersonal 
violence toward women at high rates (Stanko 1992). These fears, however, are routinely misdirected to 
the racialized stranger and detached from the actual contexts in which women are most likely to be 
harmed: interpersonal relationships. Individuals’ fear levels don’t neatly correspond to victimization 
rates, but rather their subjective estimates of risk (Riger and Gordon 1981). As Callanan and Teasdale 
(2009) explain, gender differences in beliefs about crime and potential victimization are socially 
constructed, beginning in childhood (Goodey 1997; Valentine 1997) and reinforced through media 
depictions of women as prototypical crime victims (Chermak 1995). I build on this literature by 
arguing that fear of rape is part of women’s political socialization, and that this fear is politically 
externalized from one’s own community to the outside world.

Feelings of fear and anxiety are typically viewed as being at odds with masculinity. Men are taught 
to minimize feeling fearful, and that it is preferrable to express anger. Since expressing fear – especially 
fear of not being able to defend oneself from physical threats – counters masculinity norms, men who 
give socially desirable answers on surveys are less likely to admit fearing crime (Smith and Torstensson 
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1997; Sutton and Farrall 2005). Meanwhile, social desirability does not affect women’s propensity to 
express fear.

Theory

Women fear sexual violence as a direct result of gendered, racialized power relations. Following the 
literature on perceptions of crime, I expect White and Republican women to fear rape at the highest 
levels. FOR may also be generational, with older women feeling more vulnerable to these crimes. 
Meanwhile, I do not expect FOR to be linked to the level of crime or rape in one’s locality, as it is 
primarily based on cultural myths about rape.

Given the prominence of sexual violence in the framing of crime, and women’s understanding of 
interpersonal crime as a potential site of sexual violence, I expect gendered attitudes to influence how 
women think about crime and punishment. In turn, concerns about sexual violence should be linked 
to feelings toward police and support for police reform. Overall, I argue that women’s particular safety 
concerns, and related emotions, should be considered as both political inputs and outputs.

Research design

To understand how American women think about the politics of crime and punishment, and to what 
extent fear of rape explains their attitudes, I turn to data from the 2020 Cooperative Election Study 
(CES). The sample was collected by YouGov online, using the company’s matched random sample 
methodology. 61,000 US adults were surveyed in two waves: before and after the 2020 presidential 
election.6 The common content of the survey – provided to all who received the survey – asked 
respondents if police make them feel safe, on a four-point scale from mostly unsafe to mostly safe. The 
common content also included several binary agree/disagree statements on policing attitudes that I use 
in my analysis (see Table 1).

On the University of Virginia (UVa) CES module, I included a condensed version of Senn and 
Dzinas’ (1996) Fear of Rape scale.7,8,9 To my knowledge, this is the first use of the FOR scale in a survey 
of political attitudes. I also use measures of hostile and benevolent sexism, a measure of gender role 
attitudes, and Kinder and Sanders (1996) four-question racial resentment battery from the UVa 
module. Hostile sexism measures subjectively negative attitudes toward women, while benevolent 
sexism captures subjectively positive, but stereotypical and restrictive attitudes, toward women (Glick 
and Fiske 1996). I use a condensed version of Glick and Fiske’s measures: four items each for hostile 
sexism and benevolent sexism. I use an additional two items to specifically measure attitudes on 
gender roles: “It is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever outside the home and 
the woman takes care of the home and family” and “I would be equally comfortable having a woman as 
a boss as I would a man.” The sample size for the UVa module is 1,000 respondents, 451 of whom were 
women who answered all five FOR questions.

Table 1. Policing, Criminal Justice Dependent Variables.

Police presence and 
militarization

(1) Decrease the number of police on the street by 10%, and increase funding for other public 
services.

(2) End the Department of Defense program that sends surplus military weapons and equip-
ment to police departments.

Accountability for police 
misconduct

(3) Create a national registry of police who have been investigated for or disciplined for 
misconduct.

(4) Allow individuals or their families to sue a police officer for damages if the officer is found to 
have “recklessly disregarded” the individual’s rights.

Preventing police 
misconduct

(5) Ban the use of choke holds by police.
(6) Require police officers to wear body cameras that record all of their activities while on duty.

Incarcerating nonviolent 
offenders

(7) Eliminate mandatory minimum sentences for nonviolent drug offenders.
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The common content of the CES provides data on respondents’ gender identities, racial and ethnic 
identities, partisanship, ages, and education levels, which I use as control variables. I combine the 2020 
CES data with the 2020 Crime in the United States Annual Report (FBI Uniform Crime Reporting 
Program 2021), matching on state and zip code variables.10 The crime data includes the raw numbers 
of a variety of types of crimes, including rape, by state and city. It also includes the population of each 
place, which I use to create a measure of rape per capita.

Results

I compare means and use OLS regressions to assess the determinants of FOR, using demographic and 
crime variables. Next, I use OLS and logistic regressions to model the associations between FOR, racial 
resentment, hostile and benevolent sexism, and gender role attitudes, and police making respondents 
feel safe and police reform policy attitudes. Models are estimated in Stata 16, using the UVa team 
survey weight. All variables used in my analysis have been rescaled to run between 0 and 1 for ease of 
comparison, with higher values indicating greater FOR, feeling safe around police, and favoring police 
reforms. An exception to this coding decision is rape cases per capita by zipcode.

Determinants of FOR

Race and partisanship
To understand how FOR is distributed among women, I first turn to an analysis of means by race/ 
ethnicity and partisanship. On average, White women are more afraid of rape (mean = 0.72) than are 
women of color (mean = 0.45). White women’s average FOR score is slightly below the response of 
fearing rape “most of the time,” while women of color’s average FOR score is slightly below the 
response of fearing rape “about half the time.” To contextualize levels of fear by racial/ethnic group, 
one-in-six women in the United States experience rape, but the rate increases to one-in-five for 
women of color and one-in-three for indigenous women (Tjaden and Thoennes 2006). It seems, then, 
that FOR does not capture objective risk levels, but symbolic fear within a racialized rape culture.

Across racial/ethnic groups, Republican women reported higher levels of FOR than did their 
Democratic or Independent peers (see Figure 1).11,12 Recalling that FOR measures fear of stranger 
rape specifically, there is no reason to expect that Republican women are targeted more frequently 
than Democratic or Independent women. Instead, ideas about stranger rape fit within conservative 
views about gender, sexuality, and race.13 It is worth noting, though, that even disaggregating by 
respondent partisan and racial identity, all subgroups of women are afraid of rape at least about half of 
the time.

Generation
I also find generational differences in mean levels of FOR.14 The oldest women in the sample, 
members of the Silent Generation, have an average level of FOR that is 0.35 points higher than 
Generation Z women (see Figure 2). This could be due to changing political discourses around rape 
over time; it could also be a result of the elderly fearing crime, in general, at higher levels than the rest 
of the public (Ziegler and Mitchell 2003). The oldest women in the sample may feel least able to defend 
themselves against physical threats, leading to both greater fear and greater precaution-taking than 
other women.15 Disaggregating the individual components of the FOR measure, I find that this pattern 
is particular to being afraid of sexual assault, being suspicious of men in general, and reporting that the 
possibility of rape affects their freedom of movement (see Online Appendix Table A2). In contrast, 
Generation X and Boomer women have the highest scores (p < 0.05) on behavior-specific items 
(feeling anxious taking public transit at night and turning down invitations to avoid coming home 
alone afterward). These items are perhaps less relevant to the lifestyles of Silent Generation women, 
who as of the 2020 survey were at least 75 years old.
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Figure 1. Means by Racial ID Summary Variable and Respondent Party ID.

Figure 2. Means by Respondent Generation.
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Rape myths
In line with the theory that fear of rape does not capture actual risk of rape, but adherence to racialized 
rape myths, I find that the relationship between local rates of rape and FOR levels consistently lacks 
statistical significance. Though there is a positive association between FOR levels and rape cases as 
a percentage of city population (β = 0.39, Not Significant), once I control for party identification, 
racial/ethnic identity, and generation, the number of rape cases as a percentage of city population is 
negatively associated with FOR (β = −0.33, NS).16 The two models show that local rape cases are not 
consistently associated with women’s fear of rape, whereas political and identity-based factors are 
consistently associated.

Other gendered attitudes
Next, I examine the relationship between FOR and other gendered attitudes (see Figure 3). A one- 
point increase in hostile sexism is associated with a 0.13 decrease in FOR (p < 0.05), holding 
benevolent sexism, gender role attitudes, party identification, racial identity, generation, and educa-
tion level at their means. In other words, women who are hostile sexists are less likely to fear rape. In 
the other direction, a one-point increase in conservative gender role attitudes is associated with a 0.12 
increase in FOR (NS), holding the same covariates at their means. Using the same control variables, 
a one-point increase in benevolent sexism has nearly no association with FOR (β = 0.03, NS).

Outcomes of FOR

Feeling safe around police
The relationship between women’s feelings of safety around police and FOR is party specific.17 For 
Democratic women, but not Republican or Independent women, FOR is associated with an increase in 
feeling safe around police. Going from 0 to 1 on the FOR scale is associated with a 0.23 increase (p < 

Figure 3. Gender Attitudes and Fear of Rape.
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0.05) in Democratic women feeling safe around police (see Figure 4), holding racial resentment, hostile 
and benevolent sexism, gender role attitudes, party identification, racial identity, education level, and 
generation at their means.18 I find no relationship between FOR and Republican women’s feelings of 
safety around police. The baselines of both FOR and feeling safe around police are so high for 
Republican women that FOR has a negligible association (β = −0.09, NS) on their feeling safe around 
police. For Independent women, going from 0 to 1 on the FOR scale is associated with a 0.13 increase 
in feeling safe around police, controlling for the same covariates as above, though this coefficient is 
statistically insignificant.19

Turning to variation by racial/ethnic identity, I find that FOR is associated with women of all 
backgrounds feeling safer around police, but that levels of statistical significance vary (see Figure 5).20 

I find FOR has the largest association (β = 0.64, p < 0.05) with feeling safe around police among 
women in the less-represented ethnic groups of the “other” category, controlling for racial resentment, 
hostile and benevolent sexism, gender role attitudes, party identification, education level, and gen-
eration. The “other” category includes Native American women, women who selected two or more 
races/ethnicities, or women who selected “other.”21 The association of FOR with feeling safe around 
the police for White, Asian, Black, and Hispanic women ranges between 0.12 and 0.34 (in this order), 
though the finding is only statistically significant in the analysis of White women.22

It is important to note that Black Democratic and Independent women, compared to White 
Democratic and Independent women, are less likely to report feeling safe around police, even after 
controlling for FOR. Compared to White Democratic women, Black Democratic women are 0.24 less 
likely to report feeling safe around police (p < 0.05), controlling for FOR, hostile and benevolent 
sexism, gender role attitudes, party identification, education level, and generation (see Online 
Appendix Table A3). Similarly, compared to White Independent women, Black Independent 
women are 0.26 less likely to report feeling safe around police (p < 0.05), controlling for the same 
covariates.

Figure 4. Association of FOR with Respondent Feeling Safe around Police, by Party.
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The positive association between feeling safe around police and FOR among Democratic women is 
driven by White Democratic women: Among this subgroup, a one-point increase in FOR is associated 
with a 0.26 increase (p < 0.05) in feeling safe around police, holding racial resentment, hostile and 
benevolent sexism, gender role attitudes, party identification, racial identity, education level, and 
generation at their means. This result does not extend to Democratic women of other racial/ethnic 
backgrounds (see Online Appendix Table A5).

Police reform
Next, I evaluate whether FOR is associated with not only feelings of safety around police, but attitudes 
toward police reform policies.23 In general, as women’s fear of rape increases, their support for police 
reform efforts declines. Delving into the marginal effects on different types of policies, I find that FOR 
is associated with attitudes on police presence and militarization, and accountability measures for 
wrongdoing, but not efforts to prevent misconduct or attitudes on incarcerating nonviolent offenders 
(see Figure 6).24 First, on the presence of police and weapons on the street, moving across the entire 
FOR scale (from 0 to 1), women with the highest FOR are about one-fifth less likely (p < 0.05) to 
support efforts to reduce the number of police on the street, controlling for racial resentment, hostile 
and benevolent sexism, gender role attitudes, party identification, racial identity, and education level. 
Similarly, compared to unafraid women, the most fearful women are 18 percentage points less likely 
(p < 0.05) to support ending a Department of Defense (DoD) program that supplies weapons to the 
police, controlling for the same variables as above.

FOR is associated with opposition to reducing the number of police on the street for women of all 
partisan identities, but the relationship is only statistically significant for Democratic women (see 
Figure 7). Moving across the entire FOR scale (from 0 to 1), Democratic women with the highest FOR 
levels are 32 percentage points less likely (p < 0.05) to support reducing the number of police on the 
street, controlling again for racial resentment, hostile and benevolent sexism, gender role attitudes, 

Figure 5. Association of FOR with Respondent Feeling Safe around Police, by Race.
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Figure 6. Association of FOR with Favoring Police Reforms.

Figure 7. Association of FOR withSupport for Decreasing Police on the Street.
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racial identity, generation, and education level. Democratic women with high levels of FOR are less 
likely to support a reduction in police presence, perhaps in line with the expectation that police officers 
will protect them from sexual violence.

Next, when it comes to accountability measures for past wrongdoing, a one-point increase in FOR 
is associated with a 15 percentage point decrease (p < 0.05) in support for creating a national registry of 
police officers who have been investigated for misconduct and an 11 percentage point decrease (NS) in 
wanting to allow individuals or families to sue police officers for misconduct, controlling for the same 
covariates as above. FOR is negatively associated with attitudes on suing police officers for Republican 
women in particular, but this association still does not reach conventional levels of statistical 
significance (see Online Appendix Figure A9).

Overall, FOR has little relationship with efforts to prevent police misconduct. As women’s FOR 
increases from 0 to 1, women are 9 percentage points less likely (NS) to support banning the use of 
chokeholds by police, controlling for the same covariates as above. Meanwhile, women’s level of FOR 
has nearly no association (4 percentage point decrease, p < 0.05) with their preferences for having 
police officers wear body cameras. FOR, then, has little-to-no relationship with efforts to prevent 
misconduct, but is associated with less willingness to hold police accountable for misconduct that has 
already occurred.

The association between FOR and police reform attitudes does not extend to attitudes on reforming 
the criminal justice system for nonviolent offenders. Women who are more afraid of rape, compared 
to those who are unafraid, are slightly (6 percentage points) more likely (p < 0.05) to support 
eliminating mandatory minimum sentences for nonviolent drug offenders, controlling for the same 
covariates as above. The mandatory minimum question specifies that policy changes would apply only 
to nonviolent offenders. Beyond this, as drug crimes are not typically interpersonal or violent crimes, 
the association between these offenses and sexual violence is lower.

In line with prior work on the racialization of crime attitudes, racial resentment is consistently 
associated with a decrease in support for policing reforms. For instance, as racial resentment goes from 
0 to 1, women are 63 percentage points less likely to support ending a program that sends surplus 
military weapons to police, holding FOR, hostile and benevolent sexism, gender role attitudes, party 
identification, racial identity, generation, and education level at their means. In other words, the more 
racially resentful a person is, the more likely she is to support militarizing the police.25 Partisan 
expectations are also met in the models, with Republicans consistently less likely to support police 
reforms than Democrats.

White women and Republican women express the highest levels of FOR, despite being no more 
likely than other women to be targeted by strangers. As predicted, FOR is associated with both 
women’s feelings of safety around police, and their lack of support for police reform. In line with 
prior literature, racial resentment has consistent effects on preferences for police reforms, with more 
racially resentful individuals less likely to support reforms.

Military intervention
To investigate whether FOR informs attitudes on institutions beyond the police, I turn to a series of 
military intervention questions. The military is similar to the police in being an armed, masculine 
institution, but it does not typically protect American women from sexual violence or street crimes. 
Logistic regression analyses of variables assessing military intervention attitudes show that FOR is 
positively associated with women’s support for using the US military to protect allies (see Figure 8). 
Going across the entire FOR scale (from 0 to 1) is associated with a 20 percentage point increase (p < 
0.05) in support for using the military to protect allies, controlling for hostile and benevolent sexism, 
gender role attitudes, racial resentment, party identification, racial identity, and education level.

Meanwhile, on military interventions that are not explicitly protectionary, FOR has no statistically 
significant effects. The association of these interventions with FOR is insignificant when it comes to 
using the military to destroy terrorist camps, helping the UN uphold international law, intervening in 
cases of genocide or civil war, spreading democracy, ensuring access to oil, and never using the 
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military. That women’s FOR is associated with only protectionary uses of the military is in line with 
my findings that women who are more afraid of rape feel safer around police and oppose police 
reform.26

Discussion

Using CES 2020 data, I find that White women and Republican women are particularly afraid of rape, 
despite the fact that they are no more likely than other women (and in the case of White women, less 
likely) to be targeted by unknown attackers. I also show that older women are more afraid of rape than 
younger women, in line with the criminology literature on general fear of crime (Raphael and Mitchell 
2003). An analysis that combines the CES data with FBI crime data from the same year shows that FOR 
levels are unrelated to rates of rape or violent crime in one’s locality; being afraid of rape has more to 
do with political ideology, race, and age than actual risk of rape.

I demonstrate that White Democratic women who are more afraid of rape are more likely to feel 
safe around police officers, with ceiling effects for Republican women. Women who are more afraid of 
rape are less likely to support police reform efforts that aim to reduce police presence and militariza-
tion, or provide accountability for past wrongdoing. This link between FOR and support for mascu-
linist institutions is not only specific to policing: It extends to attitudes on the military when military 
actions are framed as protectionary.

The framework of carceral feminism – and critiques of it – provides a way to consider why FOR 
mobilizes White Democratic women to have less critical policing attitudes. Republican women’s high 
baseline level of FOR creates a ceiling effect for the possible effects of FOR on their policing attitudes, 
whereas White Democratic women’s FOR levels lead them to feel safer around police officers and to be 
less likely to support reducing the number of police on the street. Carceral feminists believe that 
misogyny, including violence against women, is best addressed through criminalization of offenders. 

Figure 8. Association of FOR with Favoring Military Intervention.
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An important feminist project has been creating public awareness around sexual violence as a serious, 
pervasive problem, and reforming laws on sexual violence, “but in the process [feminists] lent support 
to conservative law-and-order forces that depict the problem of sexual violence in individualist rather 
than structural terms” (Terwiel 2020, 32; see also Gottschalk 2006). As such, liberal or Democratic 
women who fear sexual violence may first consider police and the carceral state, more generally, as 
potential solutions to the problem of violence against women.

This study adds to understandings of how emotions and salient identities affect policy attitudes. 
Prior work in political psychology has made clear that fear and anger affect attitudes on crime and 
foreign policy. My findings are consistent with Cassese and Weber (2011), who demonstrate that 
inducing fear increases individuals’ confidence in the criminal justice system, while inducing anger has 
the opposite effect. Similarly, Gadarian (2010), focusing on foreign policy attitudes, finds that fear- 
inducing cues lead individuals to support hawkish policies. I build on this body of work by focusing on 
a particular gendered emotional pathway.

My findings are also in line with Klar’s (2018) conclusion that making gender salient to women can 
increase their inter-party biases. Other prior work has examined the role of both gender (Clark and 
Evans 2020) and partisanship (Holman and Kalmoe 2021; Wright, Clark, and Evans 2021) in 
discussions of the #MeToo movement among US senators and in the mass public. More generally, 
my findings align with Junn’s (2017) argument that to properly understand women’s voting decisions, 
we must disaggregate by racial identity (see also Frasure-Yokely 2018). Indeed, I find that White 
women, relative to women of all other racial/ethnic groups, are particularly afraid of rape despite being 
less likely to experience sexual violence than women of color.

Meanwhile, punitive attitudes surrounding crime and punishment are often thought to be shaped 
by overemphasis on violent crime in news (e.g., Duwe 2000; Graber 1980) and entertainment (Oliver 
1994) media. These trends are coupled with “tough on crime” political rhetoric, leading Americans to 
believe that crime is a bigger issue than crime statistics alone would support. Correcting these 
misperceptions, however, is insufficient for attitude change on crime and punishment policies 
(Esberg, Mummolo, and Westwood 2020).

Research on public attitudes on crime, policing, and sentencing has focused on Americans’ 
misperceptions of crime rates, with the public often believing crime rates are rising (McCarthy 
2014). These misperceptions spill over into policy attitudes, with multiple studies finding that 
unwarranted concerns about rising crime have led to increased support for punitive crime policies 
(Indermaur et al. 2012; Pfeiffer, Windzio, and Kleinmann 2005). Correcting misinformation about 
crime has minimal effects on candidate choice (Nyhan et al. 2020). Esberg and colleagues find that 
opinion change on crime and punishment policy is induced by identity and social pressure cues, as 
individuals are reliant on identity-based factors in this area (Esberg, Mummolo, and Westwood 2020; 
but see Norris and Mullinix (2020) on capital punishment; Gilens (2001) on prison spending). If 
information correction is only effective when linked to one’s identity, it is important to consider 
emotions linked to identity, such as FOR, in assessing how punitive crime attitudes are activated.

Conclusion

This study is unique in considering how racialized rape culture shapes understandings of policing. 
I find support for the hypothesis that women who fear rape, compared to those who don’t, feel safe 
around police officers and oppose efforts to reform the police. When disaggregated by party and race, 
though, FOR increases feelings of safety around police officers for White Democratic women speci-
fically. I demonstrate the political importance of FOR as a measure of women’s psychological 
predispositions, and show that FOR is political in and of itself, with important variation by race, 
partisanship, and generation. The link between FOR and a deference to police officers is congruent 
with racialized rape culture, as well as carceral feminism.

These findings have concerning implications: Racialized rape culture and carceral feminism lead 
women to fear sexual violence by strangers and turn to violent state institutions for solutions. Critiquing 

JOURNAL OF WOMEN, POLITICS & POLICY 33



carceral responses to sexual violence, abolitionist feminists explain the joint harms of mass incarceration 
and sexual violence, and problematize aligning antiviolence efforts with the inherently violent carceral state. 
In the case of efforts to fight violence against women, feminist organizations have developed collaborations 
with the criminal justice system (Kim 2020). The strengthening of the carceral state and weakening of the 
welfare state have made marginalized women less able to leave abusive relationships and have increased 
state control over women’s lives (Gottschalk 2008; Whalley and Hackett 2017). Reliance on the carceral 
state for solutions to violence is particularly troublesome as it is well-established that the carceral state 
enacts violence on Black and Brown communities, including, of course, Black and Brown women.

As Ortner (2020, 152) puts it, patriarchal organizations like police departments “do not merely 
breed patriarchal violence, they attract it and then, in certain contexts, liberate and authorize its worst 
tendencies.” For police officers who kill on the job, “impunity is not really discretionary; it is built into 
the patriarchal structure” of law enforcement (Ortner 2020, 152). Indeed, multiple analyses have found 
police officers regularly commit sex crimes and that this is among the most common complaints 
civilians make about police officers (Sendensky and Merchant 2015; Stinson et al. 2014). This reality 
makes it particularly concerning that the same women who are most afraid of rape are more likely to 
feel safe around police officers and less likely to support attempts to scale-down policing and hold 
police officers accountable. More generally, the reliance on carceral responses to sexual violence 
hinders solidarities between overlapping struggles against police violence and sexual violence.

The approach of abolitionist feminists, in contrast, connects ending violence against women with 
broader calls for social justice, an expanded welfare state, and the dismantling of the carceral state 
(Gottschalk 2008, 249; Harris 1987; Snider 1994). Efforts to address violence against women through 
restorative and transformative justice interventions are largely led by people of color who have an 
intimate understanding of how racialized state violence compounds the harms of gender-based 
violence (Kim 2018). While it is reasonable for women to fear rape, turning to policing as a solution 
only fuels the same culture of violence.

Notes

1. I follow organizations including the National Association of Black Journalists, American Psychological 
Association, and Center for the Study of Social Policy in capitalizing both Black and White. For a discussion 
of these capitalization choices, see Appiah (2020) and Nguyễn and Pendleton (2020).

2. Jackman (1994) describes the strategic paternalism that dominant groups use to coercively control marginalized 
groups as the “velvet glove.” A similar concept is the “patriarchal bargain”: the tradeoff women make between 
protection and political autonomy (Kandiyoti 1988).

3. Indeed, a predominantly White and Asian student sample failed to identify as rape an incident with a White 
perpetrator and woman of color victim (George and Martínez 2002). Similarly, Franklin and Garza (2021) find 
that race moderates the relationship between perceptions of responsibility and the likelihood of resource referral 
only when the rape victim is identified as a Black woman.

4. Gottschalk (2008, 242) explains how the political development of American feminism, rooted in the “liberal- 
equal rights tradition” rather than the socialist roots of European feminism, made it a less potent check on 
conservative law-and-order politics. She argues that these origins led women’s groups in the US to help, instead of 
hinder, punitive, conservative policies on crime.

5. In addition to their divergent fear of crime, women and men also have different perceptions of crime seriousness 
(Conrad et al. 2010; Kwan et al. 2002; Rossi et al. 1974). More generally, gender identity consistently affects fear of 
crime, with women being more afraid of gun violence and terrorism than men (Eichenberg, Lizotte, and Stoll 
2022; Huddy et al. 2002).

6. For further details on the CES 2020 methodology, see Schaffner, Ansolabehere, and Luks (2021).
7. The UVa CES module was approved by the UVa Institutional Review Board for Social and Behavioral Sciences 

(Protocol 3822).
8. I thank Nicholas Winter for pretesting the 31 items of the FOR scale. The five items I use as a measure of FOR in 

this study were highly positively correlated and loaded primarily on one factor. I average the five items to create 
the scale. See Online Appendix Section A, Table A1, and Figure A1 for full question wording and an analysis of 
the FOR items.

9. McDonald, Coleman, and Brindley (2019) affirm the internal reliability and construct validity of the 31-item FOR 
measure.
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10. Limited data were available for Alabama, Maryland and Pennsylvania in 2020. Rape cases arelisted according to 
the Uniform Crime Reporting definition of rape.

11. I present results from race/ethnicity-party groups with at least 10 respondents. Very few women of color in the 
sample identify as Republicans, in line with Junn's (2017) finding that women of color are more likely to vote for 
Democratic candidates than are White women. Small numbers of women who identified as Native American, of 
two or more racial groups, or who selected “other,” limit the conclusions that could be drawn from this data. 
Further research on how women of color perceive sexual assault risk is crucial.

12. A paired t-test shows that the difference in means between Democratic and Republican White women is 
statistically significant; the difference in means between either Democratic and Independent or Republican 
and Independent White women, though, is not statistically significant.

13. I also consider differences in FOR levels by class (as measured by income level) and education, finding minimal 
differences. See Online Appendix Figure A2 and A3.

14. I use the same generation categorization as Pew (Dimock 2019), with the exception that CES data only includes 
respondents ages 18 and older, so it doesn’t include all of Generation Z. By birth year: Generation Z (1997–2002); 
Millennials (1981–1996); Generation X (1965–1980); Boomers (1946–1964); Silent Generation (1928–1945).

15. With the data at hand, it is impossible to disentangle whether these differences are a result of generation cohort or 
age itself, but the current elderly population is most afraid of rape and the current young adult population is least 
afraid of rape.

16. See Online Appendix Figure A4.
17. See Online Appendix Figure A5 for a comparison of men and women’s feelings of safety around police by 

partisanship.
18. See Online Appendix Table A3 for full models.
19. The independent category includes those who lean toward one party. Independent women who lean Democratic 

(β = 0.09, NS) or Republican (β = 0.12, NS) report feeling safer around police as their fear of rape increases.
20. Online Appendix Figure A6 shows mean feelings of safety around police officers by racial identity, for 

respondents of all genders.
21. This coding choice is not theoretically or normatively ideal, but helps with the small number of respondents in 

these racial/ethnic group. N = 25 for this group. See Online Appendix Table A4 for full models.
22. For Asian women, the association between FOR and feeling safe around police is negligible (N =15).
23. See Online Appendix Figure A7 and A8 for a comparison of police and criminal justice reform attitudes by 

respondent gender and party, and by race. Here I use a composite of all policing and criminal justice reform 
attitudes (ρ = 0.74). As expected, Democrats are most supportive of these reform efforts, while Republicans are 
least supportive. Accounting for partisanship, there are no meaningful gender differences. Black and Asian 
respondents are most supportive of police and criminal justice reforms relative to other racial/ethnic groups, with 
White respondents being the least supportive.

24. Results of full models available in Online Appendix Table A6.
25. I use feminine pronouns as this specific model is restricted to women, however, the same point extends to men 

(see Online Appendix Table A7).
26. It is a disturbing paradox that FOR informs women’s attitudes about using the military to protect allies, even as 

rape is a rampant problem within the military itself (Suris and Lind 2008; Weitz 2015).
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