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m‘) There 1s contentious public debate surrounding accusations of sexual
W assault. We face questions such as whether we are permitted to believe

Introduction: what is the proble

that someone was sexually assaulted, based on their accusation. This contemporary social issue has significant epistemic dimensions (it focuses on
knowledge and belief), and can be considered from an epistemological perspective (through the study of belief, justification and knowledge).

-

My research focuses on two questions when considering whether sceptical attitudes towards accusations of sexual assault are justified: ‘)

This epistemological problem 1s a specific version of broader philosophical problems of scepticism. Sceptics pose doubtful situations which
cannot be eliminated by the available evidence, and argue that belief 1s not permissible as a result.

1. Is an accuser’s testimony a permissible foundation for belief, given what is at stake in cases of sexual assault?
2. When is it reasonable to doubt an accusation?

. Jennifer and Edward read a news report that Having identified the parallel between traditional .
The aCtOI‘ Casc. Ms Stephens, a young actor, has gone to the sceptical philosophical problems and scepticism My proposal'

media, accusing Mr Woods, her older male co-star, of rape. Mr Woods has || 1n cases of sexual assault, my proposal is ispired by philosophical responses to

released a public statement denying this. scepticism.
The following discussion between Jennifer and Edward highlights the competing || Accordingly, I have degveloped a ‘relevant alternatives framework’, influenced
epistemic and moral demands over what they are permitted to believe? by Georgi Gardiner’s’, to answer the question of when doubt is reasonable in
these cases. This framework allows me to permit belief 1n cases where all forms
JENNIFER: No. I don’t believe that Mr Woods assaulted her. He is of doubt are unreasonable, thus providing a robust philosophical defence of

believing accusations of sexual assault, whilst also acknowledging the concerns

an attractive man but she 1s clearly lying because she regrets her | |
of people like Jennifer.

sexual mteraction with him. Her accusation seems unlikely.
Of particular note are three rules from the fuller analysis I have developed:

1.Any doubt that depends on rape myths is unreasonable unless there is
evidence that the myth holds true in the case in question.

2. Any doubt that relies on assumptions we would normally reject as
outlandish is unreasonable without evidence that it holds true in the case.

3.Any doubt that relies on the evidence being misleading (like memory
failure) is unreasonable without evidence that it holds true in the case.’

A student, Gemma, reports to

The ex-boytriend case:

her university’s Student

JENNIFER: I accept that some of my scepticism is unreasonable. Conduct Officer (SCO) that she was raped by her now ex-boyfriend, Fred. He
However, you do not know that this case is not a rare false claims that the incident was consensual. Gemma pursues a university misconduct
accusation. Wrongly believing that Mr Woods committed rape case against Fred.

would have a devastating impact on his career. Following my proposal, I argue that doubting Gemma’s testimony on the basis
Such consequences are not warranted by statistics alone. Instead, that she could be trying to get malicious revenge on her ex-boyfriend is
they require individualised evidence, such as witnesses or DNA unreasonable, because it employs a rape myth that women lie about rape to get
evidence, that is sensitive to whether Mr Woods did rape her.* revenge. | argue that permissibility of belief varies depending on the stakes so

more doubtful scenarios must be addressed before the SCO would be permitted to
believe that Fred raped her than for a friend to believe Gemma.

We lack such evidence 1n this case so we are not permitted to
believe Ms Stephens.

Summary:

As well as suggesting how rape culture can influence assessments of stakes, Citations:
credibility and plausibility, this discussion highlights two pairs of principles that
are 1n tension:

1. Moral obligations to support victims of sexual assault vs. moral obligations to
avold wrongfully harming someone falsely accused

2.The epistemic obligation to only form beliefs on sufficient evidence vs. the
epistemic weight of the accuser’s testimony and the likelithood it 1s truthful
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