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The Old Bailey
“A courtroom is a machine for producing guilty verdicts.”

(Tim Hitchcock)
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The Trial of John Ince
January 1805

Mrs. CHAMBERLAIN sworn. - Q. What is your husband's name? - A. Edward Chamberlain, a 
bricklayer; the prisoner is a servant to Mr. Stapleton, I have always bought sand of Mr. 
Stapleton; the prisoner came with the sand, and delivered it; he came another time with the 
receipt, I gave him eleven shillings for the load of sand, and he gave me the receipt; I gave him 
half a guinea in gold and a sixpence; I am positive he is the man I paid the money to.

WILLIAM STAPLETON sworn. - I am a coal-merchant and sandman ; a load of sand was sent 
to Mrs. Chamberlain by her order, this man with another took the load of sand; in consequence 
of his being in the habit of receiving money, and appropriating it to his own use, he was ordered 
to receive no more, and this load of sand being on my books, I sent my young man to receive the 
money; I found Mrs. Chamberlain had paid for it.

Q. When was this that you first found it out? - A. Three or four days after Christmas-day; after 
he was detected, I interrogated him; he acknowledged having received it, and not paying it to 
me, together with several others.

Prisoner's defence. My master trusted me to carry out a dozen bills a little while before; I called 
on that lady at one time, she was not at home, and then I called again, she paid me the money.

GUILTY, aged 51.
Confined one week in Newgate, and whipped in the jail .
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Semantic Classification
Sentence — Parts of Speech Tagging — Stemming 

— Identification of Semantic Class — Coarse-graining of tree

Mrs. CHAMBERLAIN sworn. - Q. What is your husband's name? - A. Edward Chamberlain , a 
bricklayer; the prisoner is a servant to Mr. Stapleton, I have always bought sand of Mr. Stapleton; 
the prisoner came with the sand, and delivered it; he came another time with the receipt, I gave him 
eleven shillings for the load of sand, and he gave me the receipt; I gave him half a guinea in gold 
and a sixpence; I am positive he is the man I paid the money to.

WILLIAM STAPLETON sworn. - I am a coal-merchant and sandman ; a load of sand was sent to 
Mrs. Chamberlain by her order, this man with another took the load of sand; in consequence of his 
being in the habit of receiving money, and appropriating it to his own use, he was ordered to receive 
no more, and this load of sand being on my books, I sent my young man to receive the money; I 
found Mrs. Chamberlain had paid for it.

Q. When was this that you first found it out? - A. Three or four days after Christmas-day; after he 
was detected, I interrogated him; he acknowledged having received it, and not paying it to me, 
together with several others.

Prisoner's defence. My master trusted me to carry out a dozen bills a little while before; I called on 
that lady at one time, she was not at home, and then I called again, she paid me the money.

GUILTY, aged 51.
Confined one week in Newgate, and whipped in the jail .

semantic hierarchy



Coarse-Grained Semantics

“I was surprised 
to see my friend”
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Patterns of Meaning
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n-dimensional 
probability space

individual trials

a “paradigm” —
a region of the space 
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persistence of
“dominant” paradigms 

persistence of
“marginal” paradigms

stability of ordering mode of change (N.D.)
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Evolutionary Selection

“s” : selection coefficient

The fraction by which one phenotype 
out-reproduces another

s ~ 10-3 – 10-4Biological 
Systems

Cultural 
Systems [to date unknown]
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Cognition in the Social World

What matters is not (just) what you know

What matters is how and how well you know it

“I got there first.”
BUT

“I am uncertain whether 
you know whether I got 

there first.”
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The Natural History of Information
What information does the

trial itself contain about the verdict?



What information does the
transcript itself contain about the verdict?

How does knowledge of the transcript 
increase a participant’s prediction accuracy?



Agents and Angels

Real-World Agent Bayesian Angel



How does knowledge of the transcript 
increase an ideal agent’s prediction accuracy?

Sharpening the Question

What information does the
transcript itself contain about the verdict?
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The True and the Useful

Predicting the Future
an ongoing, 

trillion-dollar 
venture

Forming correct beliefs 
(within a model) about 

the data to hand

a “solved” and
(nearly) axiomatized 

problem



Insight: you don’t have to be able to predict 
the system itself to estimate its predictability

elaborate cognitive
skills (fundamentally 

unknowable)

modeled by post-selection 
of local
maxima

“Fictitious Hindsight”
A New Method for Measuring Predictability
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“Fictitious Hindsight”
An empirical hypothesis

elaborate cognitive
skills (fundamentally 

unknowable)

the “reality 
principle”:
among nearby 

models, will choose 
most likely

modeled by post-selection 
of local
maxima



“Fictitious Hindsight”
An empirical hypothesis

can be combined with any generative model
(e.g., pairwise max-ent / Ising-type)

suggests experimental tests for real-world tasks

can be combined with any generative model
(e.g., pairwise max-ent / Ising-type)
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Fictitious Hindsight

“most likely”
model

“most useful” model : chosen by angel

“true but rather useless”“false but useful” 1805

1806

Knowability of trial 
outcomes in 1806, 

given complete 
knowledge of 1805

each point a local maximum
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Predictability of Trial Outcome
Prediction of outcome given

knowledge of offense category alone

PRELIMINARY



Two Eras

Large-scale Semantics
no longer matter

Trial Semantics
learnable
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One Explanation

predictability leaves the system
near minimum words/trial

but never returns!
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