The following letter of 15 August 2010 answers an enquiry of a reporter of Science about the influence of J. Mikhail’s earlier work on M. D. Hauser’s subsequent publications:

Dear Dr. Miller,
you asked me to comment on the influence of John Mikhail’s work on the foundations of morality on M. D. Hauser’s research in this area. I know John Mikhail’s work well. I have collaborated with him on various occasions since we met as graduate students at MIT studying with Noam Chomsky and both exploring the idea of a universal moral grammar analogous to the universal grammar of language which led in my case to a monograph, Rationalismus in der praktischen Theorie (Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1999, second edition 2009), outlining this idea, among other publications. I got in contact with M. D. Hauser as well through this research. I commented on a chapter of Hauser’s Moral Minds (2006) upon his request before the publication of the book and had a personal conversation with him about it afterwards.
Having clarified this background, I would like to make the following remarks.

Over the last two decades various scholars have explored the idea of an inborn moral faculty, governed by generative universal moral grammar. M. D. Hauser has taken up this idea, most prominently in Moral Minds. In the acknowledgements of this book he gives particular mention to Mikhail’s dissertation, Rawls’ Linguistic Analogy (2000) and the influence of this work. He fails, however, to make the concrete content of this influence transparent to the reader. In the very beginning, outlining the general idea of the book, it should be self-evident to credit those researchers that formulated and outlined in conceptual detail the idea of a universal moral grammar before him, including Mikhail. A passing and oblique reference like on p. 37 n. 32 and n. 33 is not enough in this respect.

Hauser fails to acknowledge in addition many details of the arguments developed by Mikhail in his dissertation. This includes among others the short comings of the classical Piaget/Kohlberg model of psychological reasoning or methodological questions like the use of unfamiliar examples in moral philosophy. In the latter case one finds very similar arguments, including the same quote of Hare and a reference to Chomsky’s famous “colourless green ideas sleep furiously”-example in both texts (Mikhail p. 116-119; Hauser p. 34-35, 37-38). This includes as well an important move – to equate grammaticality of linguistic judgements with permissibility of moral judgements. This is a substantial – and by the way contentious – thesis that John Mikhail made first to my knowledge (Mikhail p. 52-55, 72 n36, 109-110 ; Hauser p. 43-44). The connection of the action-tree model to the field may serve as another example, again pioneered by Mikhail and not duly acknowledged by Hauser (p. Mikhail 150 et seq; Hauser 179 – 180).
A prominent aspect of Mikhail’s work is a re-interpretation of Rawls’ work as a predecessor of the universal grammar model. This is another substantial thesis, again debated in the field and of much interest. Hauser fails to credit John Mikhail for this work. He refers to details of Rawls’ work like considered judgements, the original position, the spontaneity of judgements or the reasonable man without making clear that John Mikhail is the source of the idea to put these notions in the framework of the universal grammar model and thus to reinterpret Rawls. One may agree or disagree with this interpretation (I for example disagree). It is, however, another piece of original and important work to be acknowledged (cf. Mikhail 64, 215 n 76, 260 - 262; Hauser 67-68, 70. The general reference “much of the discussion that follows is based on the work of John Mikhail” in Fn 6 p. 430 is not sufficient in this respect).
Of particular importance for Hauser’s argument is the analysis of the so-called trolley problem. This problem has been much discussed in moral philosophy and elsewhere. It raises difficult questions, among them the role of anti-utilitarian elements of human moral judgement. This problem has been first analysed in the framework of the universal grammar model by Mikhail. One should not be mistaken and regard it a mere technical detail. This idea is a crucial, original and creative move that is to my mind one the most important in this new area of research that has opened many doors for further research. Hauser’s discussion of the problem is heavily indebted to John Mikhail’s work. He makes it, however, not clear, that the idea has to be attributed to Mikhail. The discussion and references made are not sufficient in this respect (p. 123 et seq and notes to these pages).
In addition, the concrete details of the analysis by Hauser are taken from Mikhail’s analysis as well, including the relevance of the distinction of intended and foreseen consequences and its interpretation in the universal moral grammar framework, among others. John Mikhail even had to explain Hauser personally central distinctions between the examples, as documented in emails of Hauser that I saw where Hauser requests explanations on these points he could not see the difference between some scenarios. Nothing of this is mentioned in the Hauser’s book (p. 112 et seq.). The analysis crucially based on Mikhail’s thought and personal explanations is presented as Hauser’s own work.
The central expository examples Hauser presents on p. 114 – 119 are not only using the same names for the agent as Mikhail does, but are even with minor modifications verbatim reproductions of Mikhail’s examples without referencing him (cf. Mikhail p. 97 (the standard examples Denise, Frank); p. 126 (the newly crafted examples Ned, Oscar). This is not the only occasion of such use. In M. Gazzaniga’s book, The Ethical Brain, 2005, p. 153 a version of the trolley problem is presented and attributed to Hauser. The reference states that it is reprinted with permission which means that Hauser presented this example as his own. It is, however, a verbatim reproduction of the same scenario in Mikhail’s dissertation, p. 126. When I saw this, I asked John Mikhail whether he permitted Hauser the use of this scenario. He stated that he did so only under the condition that his authorship is duly acknowledged which did not happen. As the Gazzaniga case illustrates, the scenario was presented by Hauser to others as his own. Evaluating this, one should keep in mind that the design of these scenarios demands much careful thought and is a highly demanding act. There are other examples of attributing these ideas to Hauser alone (e.g. Dawkins, The God Delusion, p. 259 et seq.).
These observations lead me to the following conclusion: 
M. D. Hauser failed to be clear, precise in detail and unequivocal that central elements of his work on the foundations of morality are as to the general idea, conceptual framework and concrete analysis highly indebted to Mikhail’s earlier work. This treatment of Mikhail’s work does not conform with elementary ethical standards that should be self-evident in the scientific community and that are necessary for any serious science, most importantly concerning transparency about the origin of one’s research and fair respect for the work and creative ideas of others.
Best regards,

Matthias Mahlmann

