PHIL 90L | PROBABILITY AND THE LAW
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instructor: Marcello Di Bello
e-mail: mdibello@stanford.edu
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time: Winter 2014
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What does it mean to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt? Can we interpret legal standards of
proof probabilistically? What is the role of probability and statistics in the courtroom? How are
quantitative methods changing legal proceedings? Movie excerpts, courtroom cases, and academic
scholarship will help us address these questions. No statistical or legal background is expected.

PO

WHOA! WE SHOULD GET INSIDE!

ITS OKAY! LIGHTNING ONLY KILLS
ABOUT Y5 AMERICANS A YEAR, SO
THE CHANCES OF DYING ARE ONLY
ONE N 7000000, LETS GO ON!

o

¥

THE ANNUAL DEATH RATE AMONG PEORLE
WHO KNOW THAT STATISTIC 1S ONE IN SIX.



SCHEDULE | READINGS

PART 1: Criminal cases

Jan 10th: The O.J. Simpson trial Dershowitz (1997), chap. 2

Jan 17th:  Probability Finkelstein and Levin (2001), sec. 3.1-3.2
People v. Collins (1968)

Jan 24th: DNA evidence Wasserman (2008) and Devlin (2007)

PART 2: Quantifying standards of proof

Jan 31st:  Prisoners in a yard Nesson (1979)

Feb 7th: Buses and gunshots Thomson (1986)
Smith v. Rapid Transit, Inc. (1945)

Feb 14th:  Civil liability Schmalbeck (1986)
Sindell v. Abbott Lab. (1980)

Feb 21st:  Psychological findings Wells (1992)
Pennington and Hastie (1991)

PART 3: Profiling and discrimination

Feb 28st:  Actuarial reasoning Schauer (2003)[excerpts]

Mar 7th:  Drug trafficking Colyvan et al. (2001)
United States v. Shounibi (1997)

Mar 14th: Wages and death penalty | McCleskey v. Kemp (1987)
Bagzemore v. Friday (1986)

MOVIES

We will watch two (or three) movies that are relevant for the topics of the course:
Elevator to the Gallows by Louis Malle (1958)
Rashomon by Akira Kurosawa (1950)
The Minority Report by Steven Spielberg (2002)
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS

(1) Regular attendance [20% of the grade];

(2) Weekly response papers, no more than one page long double-spaced. Response papers are
due every Friday at the beginning of class or before. Only the 5 best response papers
will count toward your final grade [40% of the grade];

(3) Final paper, 7-12 pages long double-spaced. Paper is due March 20th [40% of the grade].
(You have the option to hand in a preliminary draft by March 13th; the grade on your
preliminary draft will serve as feedback but it does not count toward your final grade.)

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

Students who have a disability which may necessitate an academic accommodation or the use of
auxiliary aids and services in a class must initiate the request with the Disability Resource Center
(DRC). The DRC will evaluate the request with required documentation, recommend appropriate
accommodations, and prepare a verification letter dated in the current academic term in which
the request is being made. Please contact the DRC as soon as possible; timely notice is needed to
arrange for appropriate accommodations (phone 723-1066; TDD 725-1067).
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