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Shoddy Scholarship or Something More Sinister? 

The Real Enigma of Reason 

SUMMARY OF THIS PACKET 

Serious questions have emerged regarding the scholarship behind the book, The Enigma of Reason: A 

New Theory of Human Understanding (paperback, Harvard, 2018). The authors, Hugo Mercier and Dan 

Sperber, claim to offer a novel account of human reasoning, namely that it evolved to solve the joint 

problems of argumentation and justification. 

The problem is that central ideas promoted as new are not. They have been in press since 2003, in the 

form of the Justification Hypothesis (JH; Henriques, 2003). More to the point, Dr. Mercier was made 

aware of the literature on the Justification Hypothesis back in 2013 in an email exchange. Since that 

time, Mercier and Sperber’s theory of human reasoning moved from the argumentative theory in 2011 

to one that includes the dual functions of argumentation and justification presently. In other words, 

their account of human reasoning went from being highly similar to the Justification Hypothesis in 2013 

to being almost identical to it in 2017. And there is no discussion of the Justification Hypothesis 

anywhere in their book; rather they tout their view as a completely novel approach.  

The facts are such that only one of two conclusions can be reached: Either (a) Mercier and Sperber have 

been remarkably negligent in their review of the literature, such that they are claiming to have a new 

idea that they were already informed about but somehow overlooked and thus their work is a striking 

example of shoddy scholarship; or (b) there is a more sinister explanation that they acted with intent.  

The collected packet lays out the necessary materials to understand what has occurred. Readers can 

draw their own conclusions regarding which of the options is more likely. 
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Shoddy Scholarship or Something More Sinister? 

The Real Enigma of Reason 

A blog to be posted on Psychology Today, Theory of Knowledge 

In The Enigma of Reason: A New Theory of Human Understanding (Harvard, 2017; Paperback 2018), 

Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber claim to offer a novel account of human reasoning. “Reason,” the 

authors argue (p. 8), “has two main functions: that of producing reasons for justifying oneself, and that 

of producing arguments to convince others.” 

The book lays out their “interactionist” approach to human reasoning and contrasts it to the 

“intellectualist” approach. The authors characterize the intellectualist approach as the standard 

formulation that emphasizes the idea that reasoning is valuable because it helps humans arrive at more 

precise and accurate conclusions about the world. In contrast, their interactionist approach emphasizes 

the notion that the social and linguistic evolutionary environment shaped the architecture of human 

reasoning and reason giving.  

The authors’ purportedly new theory posits that there are two closely related components to human 

reasoning, which they call the “argumentative” and “justifying” functions. The argumentative function 

allows individuals to persuade skeptical others and to determine the legitimacy of others’ claims. The 

justifying function enables humans, as social actors, to generate accounts to themselves so that they can 

present their behavior in a socially justifiable manner. In the words of the authors (p. 8), “By giving 

reasons in order to explain and justify themselves people indicate what motivated and, in their eyes, 

justifies their ideas and actions.”  

Although the book makes a strong case and offers a relatively thorough review of the literature, there is 

one glaring and enormous problem with it. They claim that this is a new account to explain the dynamics 

of human reason, but this claim is simply wrong. As regular readers of this blog know, the Justification 

Hypothesis (JH) offers almost an identical account of human reasoning. (In addition, the JH also offers an 

account of human self-consciousness and the evolution of culture). And it predates this book in the peer 

reviewed professional literature by almost 15 years.  

A charitable person might wonder if the authors knew about the Justification Hypothesis. Indeed, that 

was what I presumed when I first encountered Mercier and Sperber’s theory of reasoning in 2013. Their 

initial account was called the ‘Argumentative Theory of Reasoning,’ and was first outlined in a major 

publication in Behavioral and Brain Sciences in 2011. When I became aware of it in 2013, I was a bit 

concerned that the authors had not cited my work. After all, the parallels between the JH and the theory 

they put forth were substantial. The JH had been in print since 2003 and been the topic of several 

papers in peer reviewed journals by authors other than myself. (See the reference list at the end of this 

blog).   

But it is a big world out there, and it was conceivable that the authors simply missed the JH in their 
review of the literature. To make the connection and to be sure they were aware of my work going 
forward, on September 9, 2013 I wrote to Dr. Hugo Mercier to inform him about the Justification 
Hypothesis and how it accounted for human reasoning in a similar way. In the email, I attached two 
papers. One was the original 2003 paper in which the JH is presented and the other was the 2011 
chapter on the JH from my book, A New Unified Theory of Psychology. In making contact I explained to 

https://www.gregghenriques.com/uploads/2/4/3/6/24368778/unifiedtheory.pdf
https://www.gregghenriques.com/uploads/2/4/3/6/24368778/the_justification_hypothesis.pdf
https://www.gregghenriques.com/uploads/2/4/3/6/24368778/the_justification_hypothesis.pdf
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Dr. Mercier that “The Justification Hypothesis posits that human reasoning evolved because language 
created the adaptive problem of "reason giving" (aka justifying, which of course overlaps much with 
arguing). I employ an evolutionary argument and use the lens to understand modern research similar to 
the work you have done. Attached are two articles. I particularly recommend scanning the chapter on 
the JH to get a feel for where our ideas might intersect.” 

On September 10, 2013, Dr. Mercier wrote back the following:    

That was an interesting read!  

I think an important difference is that your theory is part of a much broader one about the mind 

and consciousness, whereas we've tried to be more pointed and only talk about one cognitive 

mechanism (albeit an important one). We're also stressing more, I guess, the 'reception' side of the 

story: how reasoning is used not only to produce arguments, but also to evaluate them. 

In my final reply I asked him to keep me informed of any major developments in their work. That was 

the end of our communication.  

Several weeks ago (almost five years since this exchange), I happened upon their recent book and have 

since read it. Their model has indeed morphed in an important way since 2013. Instead of being solely 

the argumentative theory, it is now the “interactionist” approach to the evolution of reasoning/reason 

giving and is contrasted to the “intellectualist” approach. Even more striking is the fact that their theory 

goes from focusing solely on argumentation to highlighting both argumentation and justification (see p. 

9 of their book). That is, in the four years since Dr. Mercier was explicitly made aware of the JH (in 2013) 

to when it was published in book form (in 2017), their theory went from being highly similar to the JH’s 

account of human reasoning to being almost identical to it. And while The Enigma of Reason has over 

1000 citations included, the JH is not even mentioned, and none of the works on the JH are cited. 

To see the remarkable parallels between the two ideas, see Table 1 (p. 4), which aligns the key claims of 

Mercier and Sperber’s “new account” with my 2003 article. In addition, I have generated a timeline so 

that folks are clear about what happened and when (p. 5), and, as noted, I have included relevant 

references published during or prior to 2011 (p. 6-7).  

Mercier and Sperber are receiving much attention and credit for promoting this presumably novel idea. 

It is important that the record is set straight. Their interactionist approach is not a new idea; the JH 

encompasses all its key features, and it was published almost 15 years prior. Even more crucial in terms 

of academic integrity, the first author was made aware of the JH, along with when and where it had 

been published. And he read up on the JH and acknowledged the similarities. And their account 

morphed directly towards it and yet there was no citation.  

As such, I think they should be asked to explain the omission and their claim that they are offering a new 

and original theory of human reasoning when the facts suggest otherwise. It will be interesting to hear 

the justifications and arguments they offer for this disturbing state of affairs. 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Post Script: As noted on pages 8-14 of this packet, Drs. Mercier and Sperber have been made aware of 

this issue and replied with strong denials of any wrongdoing whatsoever. They argue that they glanced 

at the papers on the Justification Hypothesis, decided they were not relevant and moved on. I will leave 

it to the readers to judge if there is, in fact, relevant overlap. 
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Table 1. The Similarities between the Interactionist Account and the Justification Hypothesis (as 

published in 2003) on the Evolution of Human Reasoning in 2017/2018. 
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Replies from Drs. Mercier and Sperber 

Dr. Sperber and Mercier have been informed regarding the concerns about plagiarism. They were first 

made aware of these concerns on June 20, 2018, when, unbeknownst to me at the time, a person who 

knew of the Justification Hypothesis posted a critique of The Enigma of Reason on Amazon, accusing the 

authors of “intellectual theft.” (Appendix A offers a screen shot of this exchange). Dr. Mercier responded 

on Amazon to this review within hours, denying all knowledge of the JH. He wrote:   

“Although it is possible that Dr. Henriques has some relevant insights, I can assure you that neither of us 

had ever heard of him or his hypotheses (they really don’t seem to be as popular as you paint them to be). 

To be honest, reading a bit more now, I doubt that there are that many similarities (for example, ours is 

not a theory of consciousness at all), but even if there were, that is a common enough occurrence (and, 

then, if we’d known about these ideas, we would have happily acknowledged them).” 

If we take this post at face value, we are to believe that Dr. Mercier proceeded to review my work and 

extracted enough knowledge of the JH and how it was not related to their work in a short time. And 

doing so apparently never sparked recognition in him that he had been informed by me about and read 

up the ideas our years earlier.  

Importantly, in the post Dr. Mercier also claims to know that Dr. Sperber was also ignorant of of the JH. 

However, as noted below, Dr. Sperber states in his correspondence that he did not hear of the Amazon 

review until after June 26. Thus, this means that Dr. Mercier made this claim without ever checking with 

Dr. Sperber about it. How could Dr. Mercier be so sure that Dr. Sperber did not know about the JH 

without even asking him?  

>>>> 

When I saw Dr. Mercier’s denial on Amazon, I thought it was possible that Dr. Sperber was not aware of 

the situation. In consultation with others, it was deemed that the ethical thing to do was to open up a 

line of communication with Dr. Sperber to inform him of the situation and to obtain his narrative. If Dr. 

Mercier had taken from the JH and not told Dr. Sperber, I would not want to be accusing Dr. Sperber of 

anything sinister.  

Dr. Joe Michalski (Associate Academic Dean at King’s College Canada) agreed to be a potential mediator 

for this delicate situation, and together we reached out to Dr. Sperber on June 26, 2018. We sent a note 

(marked highly important) that we wanted to speak with him regarding an important matter concerning 

intellectual property. We did not hear from him and sent a second note on June 27th. (See Appendix B, 

which includes: (I) the initial notification email; (II) Dr. Sperber’s initial reply; (III) Dr. Michalski’s follow 

up reply; and (IV) Dr. Sperber’s final reply).  

On June 28th, Dr. Sperber offered an initial reply to Dr. Michalski only (Appendix B, II). The reply was 

strong in its denial of any wrong doing. He stated that any claims regarding intellectual property issues 

were “delusional” and replied only to Dr. Michalski because he did not want to dignify the concern with 

a direct reply to Dr. Henriques.  

Dr. Michalski responded (III) by explaining that the situation was, in fact, quite complicated. He narrated 

to Dr. Sperber how Dr. Henriques had contacted Dr. Mercier, shared the JH, that Dr. Mercier had 

replied, and how their ideas had moved from argumentation to justification in the interim. 
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Dr. Sperber responded (IV) and once again denied any wrongdoing. He proceeded to offer a longer 

justification as to why claims of plagiarism were completely misguided. He reiterated having never heard 

of me or my work prior to June 26, 2018, and he never had read anything on the Justification 

Hypothesis. He stated that he, not Dr. Mercier, was the one who had the idea to move their theory from 

argumentation to justification. And he was the one who “wrote all the passages” about that issue in the 

book.  

Because it is important relative to the time line of events, here is a paragraph from Dr. Sperber’s June 28 

to Dr. Michalski email summarizing how he came to be aware of my work: 

 “After I received Dr Henriques mail, a couple of days ago, I asked my co-author Hugo Mercier if he had 

ever heard of him, and he directed me to the 'review' at Amazon.com. Two hours later or so, he wrote to 

me again, saying that, checking his old email, he now realized he had had, and had forgotten, an email 

exchange with this Dr Henriques in 2013, which he copied to me. Dr Henriques sent him two papers of 

his on September 9, 2013. Already on September 10, Hugo sent the message that you quote in your mail. 

This is the type of message you send when you receive a paper out of the blue and look at it cursorily and 

when you are a kind and considerate person, as Hugo is. We received many messages, papers etc. after 

the publication of our BBS paper; most of them, rightly or wrongly, we didn't find particularly relevant 

and we didn't share with one another. Hugo, in particular didn't share Dr Henriques' papers with me.” 

For clarity, what Dr. Sperber is saying is that Dr. Mercier completely forgot about the initial exchange 

with me. Indeed, he had so completely forgotten hearing from me that even when he reviewed the JH 

to determine that it was not related in the hours that followed the critical review on Amazon, he still did 

not recall that he had read it earlier. 

Dr. Mercier claims that he did not contact Dr. Sperber about the review, which was posted on June 20, 

for it was only after Dr. Sperber heard from me (June 26) that he and Dr. Mercier dialogue about the 

Amazon review. And it was only after a prompt from Dr. Sperber, six days after writing the reply to the 

review in Amazon, that it dawned on Dr. Mercier that he may have heard about the JH previously. He 

then checked his email and found the exchange and papers dating back to 2013, at which point he 

shared them with Dr. Sperber.  

It should also be noted here that apparently this entire episode did not result in any concern or curiosity 

from Dr. Sperber. In regard to his second reply, he still claims to know (a) nothing of the Justification 

Hypothesis or my work; and (b) nevertheless is not concerned either about a proper literature review or 

issues of intellectual property.    
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Appendix A: 

Sreenshot of Amazon Review and Dr. Mercier’s reply
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Appendix B: 
Email Exchanges with Dr. Sperber 

 
I. HENRIQUES NOTIFICATION EMAIL 

 
From: Henriques, Gregg  
Sent: Wednesday, June 26, 2018 
To: Dan Sperber 
Cc: Joseph Michalski  
Subject: important intellectual property matter 
Importance: High 
 
Dear Professor Sperber: 
 
  I am writing because I need to communicate with you about an important issue regarding intellectual 
property and the book you have recently co-authored with Dr. Hugo Mercier, The Enigma of Reason: A 
New Theory of Human Understanding (Harvard Press, 2017/2018). I would appreciate it if you could 
please reply to this email indicating that you have received this note, and that you will look for the next 
correspondence from me. Upon receiving your reply, I will share with you the necessary information. 
Note, at this point I am only contacting you rather than both you and Dr. Mercier for reasons that will 
become clear in my next correspondence. Thank you for your willingness to attend to this important 
matter. 
 
(I am ccing a college, Associate Dean at Kings College in Canada, Dr. Joe Michalski, who has served to 
consult me about this matter. Please cc him also on this reply).  
 
Sincerely, 
Gregg  
___________________________________________ 
Gregg Henriques, Ph.D. 
Professor 
Department of Graduate Psychology 
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II. SPERBER’S INITIAL REPLY 
 
From: Dan Sperber  
Sent: Thursday, June 28, 2018 9:44 AM 
To: Joseph Michalski 
Subject: The Enigma of Reason  
  
Dear Dr Michalski,  
 
As you probably know, Dr Gregg Henriques has send me (and now resent) an email message, cc-ed to 
you, that I find not only weird but also, in the light of an Amazon.com libellous review of our book, The 
Enigma of Reason, entitled "This book is Intellectual Theft" that Dr Henriques must have at least 
inspired, offensive. Dr Henriques seems to believe that, in our book, we have stolen ideas of his. This is 
doubly delusional. His work has had no influence on ours whatsoever. Moreover, ideas about 
justification that we discuss in a few pages of our book and that he seems to think we have stolen from 
him go back to Aristotle and have been quite extensively discussed in 20th century philosophy, 
psychology, and sociology. We give relevant references. 
 
If you are a friend of Dr Henriques, you would render him a service by reassuring him that he has not 
been the victim of intellectual theft. If need be, a competent and honest lawyer would point out that he 
doesn't have even the beginning of a case.  
 
Here is why I will not directly answer Dr Henriques' messages nor engage in any discussion with him. If, 
by reading our book, he could come to the conclusion that we have stolen ideas from him, then there is 
nothing I could say that would convince him otherwise. I don't have the time for this. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dan Sperber 
  

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__www.amazon.com_gp_customer-2Dreviews_R1KTQ0QSIE4Y0H_ref-3Dcm-5Fcr-5Farp-5Fd-5Frvw-5Fttl-3Fie-3DUTF8-26ASIN-3D0674368304&d=DwMFoQ&c=eLbWYnpnzycBCgmb7vCI4uqNEB9RSjOdn_5nBEmmeq0&r=wjF8cZoiFchamTuxBdDEmw&m=F2Ptv_9QsBwQqzeWz94qcv1p-uROtyctewcislMOWd4&s=YAJyzDGrOA1Nr6dzLcDV_500Q-G9mLFdvzmCweYQkko&e=
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III. MICHALSKI’S REPLY TO SPERBER 
 
From: Joseph Michalski  
Sent: Wednesday, June 27, 2018 8:15 AM 
To: Dan Sperber 
 
Dear Professor Sperber: 
  
I appreciate that you are a busy academician with many other obligations. I will be brief. It seems that 
there are a couple of key facts you may not be aware of that complicate matters. I certainly agree that if 
you were not aware of the Justification Hypothesis, then this would not be an issue and there would be 
friendly dialogue about the overlap in ideas going forward. As a community, ideally we connect regularly 
with those in our respective fields with respect to the latest ideas and research. 
  
That's where things were in 2013 and why, when Dr. Henriques became aware of your and Dr. Mercier’s 
work, he did the collegial thing by contacting Dr. Mercier to share his own work on the Justification 
Hypothesis. The Hypothesis explicitly characterizes the evolved design of human reasoning & reason 
giving as an adaptive response to the problem of human language and social influence. Dr. Henriques’ 
first article came out in 2003 and his book was published in 2011 (along with several more articles by Dr. 
Henriques and other colleagues). 
  
In response to the materials he received, Dr. Mercier wrote back the following to Dr. Henriques on 
September 10, 2013: 
  
That was an interesting read! I think an important difference is that your theory is part of a much 
broader one about the mind and consciousness, whereas we've tried to be more pointed and only talk 
about one cognitive mechanism (albeit an important one). We're also stressing more, I guess, the 
'reception' side of the story: how reasoning is used not only to produce arguments, but also to 
evaluate them. Thanks for sending the papers. 
take care, 
Hugo 
  
Dr. Henriques thanked him and requested that he be informed about any new developments. Since that 
time, the theory of human reason proffered in The Enigma of Reason is the idea that human reason 
evolved not only to serve as a basis of argumentation, but of justification as well. This makes it almost 
identical to the Justification Hypothesis. Hence I think part of the concern is Dr. Mercier's denial that 
he'd ever heard of the Justification Hypothesis and stating that he would have cited this work had he 
been aware.  
  
I am not recommending litigation or anything along those lines, but I merely offered to serve as a 
mediator in the hopes of gaining some clarity and mutual understanding as to what has happened. As 
you well know, the currency of ideas and our reputations as scholars are the most important resources 
we have as academicians. 
  
Sincerely, 
Joe 
Dr. Joseph H. Michalski 
Associate Academic Dean; King’s University College at Western University 
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IV. SPERBER’S SECOND REPLY 
 
From: Dan Sperber <dan.sperber@gmail.com> 
Sent: Thursday, June 28, 2018 3:25 PM 
To: Joseph Michalski 
Subject: Re: The Enigma of Reason  
  
Dear Dr Michalski,  
 
Thank you for your prompt response. I appreciate that you "merely offered to serve as a mediator in the 
hopes of gaining some clarity and mutual understanding as to what has happened," and I agree with you 
that "the currency of ideas and our reputations as scholars are the most important resources we have as 
academicians." In this spirit of responsible common sense, let me share with you some information 
about the facts of the matter. 
 
After I received Dr Henriques mail, a couple of days ago, I asked my co-author Hugo Mercier if he had 
ever heard of him, and he directed me to the 'review' at Amazon.com. Two hours later or so, he wrote 
to me again, saying that, checking his old email, he now realized he had had, and had forgotten, an 
email exchange with this Dr Henriques in 2013, which he copied to me. Dr Henriques sent him two 
papers of his on September 9, 2013. Already on September 10, Hugo sent the message that you quote in 
your mail. This is the type of message you send when you receive a paper out of the blue and look at it 
cursorily and when you are a kind and considerate person, as Hugo is. We received many messages, 
papers etc. after the publication of our BBS paper; most of them, rightly or wrongly, we didn't find 
particularly relevant and we didn't share with one another. Hugo, in particular didn't share Dr 
Henriques' papers with me. 
 
I am the one who, at a later date in the writing of our book, started thinking that we should approach 
the use of reasons for justification and their use for argumentation in an integrated manner when 
discussing the mechanism of reason. I wrote all the passages about the issue in our book. I am originally 
a social scientist and I may have been influenced in taking this approach by old readings of the extensive 
work of Jürgen Habermas on reason and justification. I was also influenced on this issue by the work of 
the philosopher Joseph Raz. A third source is the work of Jon Haidt on moral justification, which had 
already influenced our earlier work.  
 
As I mentioned, I first came across the name of Dr. Henriques when I received his mail a couple of days 
ago. Maybe too bad for me, but I have never read any of his work. In any case, the idea that justification 
and reason are closely linked, while neglected in recent psychology of reasoning, is not a particularly 
original one. I would be surprised if the way we used this idea in our theory of human reason and the 
way Dr. Henriques used it for his own goals weren't rather different. Be that as it may, there is no issue 
of intellectual theft here at all. The 'review' at Amazon.com that claims that there is is a direct and 
totally unjustified attack on our "reputation as scholars" (to use your words), which I resent. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dan 
  

mailto:dan.sperber@gmail.com
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Appendix C: 
2013 Email Exchanges with Dr. Mercier 

 

Original Email reaching out to Dr. Mercier 

On Mon, Sep 9, 2013 at 8:14 PM, Henriques, Gregg - henriqgx <henriqgx@jmu.edu> wrote: 

Hi Hugo, 

   A while back I read your B&BS article on a human theory of reasoning, and I have been meaning to 
write since then because I had a similar idea that might be of interest to you. It is called the "Justification 
Hypothesis" and posits that human reasoning evolved because language created the adaptive problem 
of "reason giving" (aka justifying, which of course overlaps much with arguing). I employ an evolutionary 
argument and use the lens to understand modern research similar to the work you have done. 

  Attached are two articles. I particularly recommend scanning the chapter on the JH to get a feel for 
where our ideas might intersect. I would be happy to discuss this further if you are interested. 

 

Best, 

Gregg  

Professor 

______________________________________________________________________ 

From: Hugo Mercier  

Sent: Monday, September 09, 2013 11:26 PM 

To: Henriques, Gregg - henriqgx 

Subject: Re: Argumentative Theory and Justification Hypothesis 

Hi Gregg,  

 Thanks a lot for sending this, I'll give the papers a look as soon as possible and get back to you! 

 

Cheers, 

Hugo 

______________________________________________________________________ 

On Tue, Sep 10, 2013 at 2:43 PM, Henriques, Gregg - henriqgx <henriqgx@jmu.edu> wrote: 

Thanks, Hugo. Look forward to it. 

Best, 

Gregg 

Professor 



16 
 

 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

From: Hugo Mercier  

Sent: Tuesday, September 10, 2013 10:32 PM 

To: Henriques, Gregg  

Subject: Re: Argumentative Theory and Justification Hypothesis 

That was an interesting read!  

I think an important differences is that your theory is part of a much broader one about the mind and 
consciousness, whereas we've tried to be more pointed and only talk about one cognitive mechanism 
(albeit an important one). We're also stressing more, I guess, the 'reception' side of the story: how 
reasoning is used not only to produce arguments, but also to evaluate them. 

Thanks for sending the papers 

take care 

hugo 

  ______________________________________________________________________ 

Wed 9/11/2013 2:52 PM 

Hi Hugo, 

  Thanks for taking the time to check out what I sent.  I agree with your assessment of the differences. If 
there are any major developments in your work please let me know. 

 Best, 

Gregg 

Gregg Henriques, Ph.D. 

Professor 


