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Project plan for postdoctoral fellowship in Sociology of Law: How physical evidence 

is given meaning and value in a rape trial 

 

The postdoc will focus on how physical evidence is included in the criminal justice process, and 

how lay and professional judges interpret and make conclusions based on the evidence. The aim is 

to gain knowledge about the relation between different knowledge discourses that transform the 

meaning and value of physical evidence, from its entry into courtrooms until its publication in 

written verdicts. Physical evidence tends to be portrayed as able to speak for itself and to speak the 

truth of a crime. DNA evidence in particular is often portrayed as an infallible technique that, 

unlike testimonial evidence, can prove that rape has occurred. Although the use of DNA prints has 

achieved superior status as a form of evidence in recent years, the status of this technique has 

simultaneously been challenged. For instance, various scholars have argued that DNA technology is 

vulnerable to laboratory errors such as contamination, mislabelling and sample misplacement. It is 

also argued that DNA evidence, much like any other type of evidence, depends on a fallible 

combination of technical and legal practices, administrative assurances, and circumstantial 

knowledge – all of which, in addition to the biology of DNA, create the meaning and evidentiary 

value of DNA.  

 

The project will focus on how medical facts are transformed into legal facts by considering the use 

of expert testimonies and the relation between physical evidence and testimonial evidence; it will 

also focus on legal ‘storytelling’ in court. In Norway it is most common in criminal trials to have 

experts appointed by the court/prosecutor, but the defence can also call an expert witness who will 

challenge the prosecutor’s evidence. In rape cases, it is quite common to have a medical expert 

from the rape-reception centre provide an account of the forensic medical and psychological 

examination of the victim (and sometimes the accused). Legal storytelling is a way of transforming 

forensic laboratory results into legally meaningful evidence. Because evidence in itself has limited 

value, legal storytelling is a way of contextualising evidence and making connections between 

people, acts and places. The prosecutor will present a legal story, and then the defence will 

challenge the story, or part of it, or will present a different legal story altogether. By presenting 

these legal stories, people and their actions will become either connected or disconnected to the 

crime.  

 

The postdoctoral scholar will observe rape trials in district and appellate courts and will conduct a 

textual analysis of the verdicts in the trials he or she has observed and looking particularly for the 

meaning of physical evidence by the way they question witnesses, construct legal stories and argue 

their cases in opening and closing speeches during a trial. The textual analysis of the verdicts will 

be used to consider how the judges justify their decisions by the way they argue the validity and 
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credibility of the evidence presented during a trial. The analysis should be guided by the following 

research question: How is the meaning of physical evidence contested through oral proceedings in 

court and given evidentiary value by the judges in written verdicts? The aim is to gain knowledge 

about the relation between different knowledge discourses that transform the meaning and value of 

physical evidence from when the evidence enters the courtrooms until it is published in written 

verdicts.  

 

The postdoc will be expected to publish three articles in international journals in life science, 

science and technology studies, socio-legal studies, and criminology. 


