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of the World,” he says), where he was 
born.  His family moved to Toledo, 
Ohio, soon afterward, however, and 
Mikhail grew up there, playing soccer, 
basketball and baseball at St. John’s 
Jesuit High School. He graduated from 
Amherst College in 1991 with a degree 
in political science and a budding sense 
of political activism.

Two important academic influ-
ences at Amherst were Hadley Arkes 
and Austin Sarat, scholars from oppo-
site sides of the political spectrum 
who helped spark Mikhail’s interest in 
legal and social issues.  Learning from 
them left him musing on the possi-
bility of law and the academic life. 
He put law school on hold for awhile, 
however, in order to begin graduate 
studies in philosophy, spending two 
years at Cornell before enrolling at 
Harvard as a visiting graduate student 

in 1994. Shortly thereafter, he 
became affiliated with MIT’s 
Department of Brain and 
Cognitive Sciences. 

Mikhail spent the next 
four years shuttling back and 
forth between Cambridge and 
Ithaca, devouring as much 
cognitive science as he could, 
writing his dissertation on 
the “linguistic analogy” (with 
Chomsky on the committee), 
and teaching a variety of 
courses at Harvard and 
MIT. “Those years were an 
extraordinary opportunity 
for me,” Mikhail recalls.  “I
was able to pursue a line of 
research I was passionate 
about, with the resources 
of three great universities 
available to me and with the 

Department of Brain and Cognitive 
Sciences and Stanford Law School.

Law and the Academic Life
Mikhail’s journey literally started in tiny 
Grant, Michigan (the “Onion Capital 

Intellectual Pioneer

Impressed by Chomsky’s ability to 
synthesize ideas from different disci-
plines, Mikhail had an epiphany of his 
own: maybe he could study the sense 
of justice in the same way that linguists 
study language. “I knew that the 
analogy between these two capacities 
was an old idea, with roots in Aristotle 
and, more recently, legal 
and moral theorists like 
Lon Fuller and John 
Rawls, and I always found 
the idea intriguing,” 
Mikhail explains. 

The contact with 
Chomsky jolted Mikhail’s 
intellectual life. “I real-
ized that one could study 
human moral cognition 
from a fresh perspective 
that drew on philosophy, 
linguistics, cognitive science 
and law. I also realized that 
to pursue this topic, I would 
need training in all four 
disciplines.” Soon afterward, 
he began the journey that 
brought him to Georgetown 
Law in 2004 via MIT’s 

hen Associate Professor John Mikhail was doing

doctoral course work in philosophy, he attended lectures 

taught by famed linguist Noam Chomsky at MIT. “The audience 

was a diverse mix of faculty and students, not just from linguistics 

and philosophy, but also cognitive science, artificial intelligence, 

economics and other fields,” Mikhail recalls. “Chomsky would hold 

court, and the class consisted mainly of his puncturing widely held 

assumptions in the philosophy of language and mind and the philos-

ophy of science.  It was unlike anything I had ever seen…and it has 

stayed with me to this day,” he says. 
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rants and travel in favor of “playground 
hopping” and visits to the zoo. 

as fulfilling as mikhail finds 
teaching and scholarship, he also 
enjoys the more practical side of 
being a law professor.  He has mooted 
cases for georgetown Law’s supreme 
Court institute, and is delighted to 
be a part of georgetown Law’s new 
Human rights institute. “i do have 
a long-term goal of changing the way 
people think about human rights and 
breaking down all these disciplinary 
boundaries,” mikhail says. “at the 
end of the day, it seems to me that 
the whole thing can be quite simple 
and understandable.”

a Common  
Human possession
the overlap among these subjects is 
not unexpected, given that early on 
mikhail found his life’s work to be 
exploring the connections between 
what he considers the “two really big 
intellectual events of the past 50 years 
— the cognitive revolution in the 
sciences of mind, brain and behavior, 
and the human rights revolution in 
constitutional and international law.”  
what the professor thought then 
— and still does now — is that “if 
there’s a moral grammar engraved in 
the mind, and it’s a common human 
possession, then that seems like a 
fruitful vantage point from which to 
approach the topic of human rights.” 

mikhail has grappled with that 
question in his scholarly writing. His 
first law review article, a detailed 
criticism of a book on moral and legal 
theory by Judge richard posner, 
defended the existence of moral 
universals and human rights against 
posner’s skeptical attack on them. 
more recently, mikhail locked horns 
with Cass sunstein in the journal 
Behavioral and Brain Sciences over the 

moral and legal implications of recent 
work in cognitive psychology. 

mikhail and his wife, sarah shohet, 
have two children, Hannah, 3 ½, and 
andrew, 1 ½, which means “we don’t 
have much free time,” he says, with 
a laugh.  so for now the couple has 
curtailed their love of movies, restau-

support of many teachers, colleagues 
and friends.”

mikhail began his legal education 
at stanford before his dissertation was 
finished, and he spent a few months 
that “were insane in some respects,” 
he says, flying back to defend his thesis 
one week after first semester exams. 
But he has no regrets: “stanford was an 
ideal place for me to make the transition 
to law and begin to merge my various 
academic and professional interests,” he 
says. “i was fortunate to find generous 
mentors there who cultivated my legal 
skills while also encouraging the research 
i began in graduate school.” 

after earning his J.D., mikhail 
took a position with simpson, 
thacher & Bartlett’s palo alto office 
and then a clerkship with Judge 
rosemary Barkett on the u.s. Court 
of appeals for the 11th Circuit. He 
was appointed to the Law Center 
faculty in may, 2004.

the classroom experience at 
georgetown has been one of mikhail’s 
main satisfactions. “georgetown 
students are fabulous, so challenging 
and quick,” he says. the professor 
describes his teaching style as a 

mixture of lecture, discussion and 
some socratic method.  He has taught 
torts, Legal Justice and seminars in 
Law and philosophy and Law and 
Cognitive science. He hopes eventu-
ally to add courses in criminal law, 
constitutional law and international 
law to that mix.

“ If there’s a moral grammar engraved in the 
mind, and it’s a common human possession, 
then that seems like a fruitful vantage point 
from which to approach ... human rights.” 
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in his spare time... 
Mikhail is a big fan of classic rock 

and has a large collection of vinyl.




