
Amber Rose Carlson
Research Statement

Sexual violence is pandemic. Statistics indicate that one in three women will experience
sexual violence in their lifetime, and that one in five will be be victims of rape or attempted
rape. Scholars agree that these statistics almost certainly underreport the actual prevalence of
sexual violence and rape. Despite rape’s regularity, victims are often disbelieved when they report
rape. Disbelief not only prevents victims from coming forward and reporting sexual violence, but
standard psychological trauma research indicates that disbelief seriously hinders a victim’s ability
to heal.

My dissertation The Epistemic Significance of Rape Victim Testimony argues that rape
testimony recipients should believe testimony claiming that rape occurred. In Chapter One, I
describe, what I call, The Normative Argument Against Believing Rape Victims. In this chapter
I show how the normal ways epistemic agents assess testimony erroneously instruct epistemic
agents to disbelieve testimony alleging rape. In Chapter Two, I argue that rape victim testimony
undermines common conceptions of reliable testimony. While it appears epistemically responsible
to disbelieve rape victims, here I use empirical data regarding how traumatic memories are
processed to show that the very features that would normally point to unreliable testimony are
the very ones that indicate traumatic testimony’s reliability. In Chapter Three I use state and
federal penal codes to argue that consent norms place unjust epistemic burdens on rape victims.
Specifically, I take issue with the ability for the accused to defend themselves on the grounds that
they thought she consented. This "affirmative consent defense," I argue, placed unjust burdens on
women to effectively communicate their non-consent. My dissertation concludes in Chapter Four
with an argument in favor of believing rape victims. I draw upon earlier chapters for support,
while offering new empirical data to support the claim that it is epistemically responsible to
believe rape victims that they were raped.

I’m currently working beyond my dissertation examining the ways institutions respond to
rampant sexual violence. I have particular interest in the way colleges and universities interpret
and enforce Title IX laws. I plan to develop guidance for institutions, departments, faculty, and
students that is victim-oriented. I’m also working in feminist theology and restorative justice.

The wider impact of my research agenda will require a major revision of the usual ways
epistemic agents discern reliable testimony. My work is a powerful counterexample to standing
theories, and any philosophical conception of testimony must account for the ways in which
norms can lead from knowledge rather than to knowledge. My research will also aid colleges and
universities as they navigate sexual violence on their campuses. Victims of sexual violence will
also benefit from my research insofar as victims suffer epistemic injustice; my work on testimony
creates space for victims to circumvent gaslighting and other forms of testimonial injustice. It also
creates space for victims to more fully understand what has happened to them–another crucial
step in healing from trauma.
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